Sam Kee: A Chinese Business in Early
Vancouver*

PAUL YEE

Canada’s reception of the early Chinese migrants was characterized by
vicious hostility and antagonism at legislative and popular levels of
society. Politicians, journalists, housewives and workers alike sought to
exclude and restrict the Chinese. Yet the Chinese remained and settled,
attracted by the economic opportunities open to them as wage-labourers
and self-employed businessmen. This paper explores the pre-1916 activities
of the Sam Kee Company =37t%%, one of the wealthiest merchant firms
of early Vancouver’s Chinatown, in order to look at the Chinese-Cana-
dian past from a perspective different from those traditionally used in
viewing Chinese-Canadian history. It looks at how one Chinese firm con-
ducted its affairs and how the institution of business contributed to the
process of immigrant adjustment.

In the writing of Chinese-Canadian history, one group of scholars has
looked extensively at the roots and agitators of the racism that surrounded
the Chinese during their early settlement in Canada. These studies have
explained the politics, the economics and the psychologies of what re-
mains essentially a white phenomenon the victims and targets of which
are the Chinese. Other scholars have examined the voluntary associations
established by the Chinese to meet various community and social needs.?
These studies have commented on how the social bases of organization

* 1 wish to acknowledge the comments of W. Peter Ward on earlier drafts of this
article and the assistance of Mrs. Yat Leong Chang and Dr. Theodore Chang in
providing personal information on Chang Toy.

1 See, for examples, James Morton, In the Sea of Sterile Mountains (Vancouver:
J. J. Douglas, 1974) and W. Peter Ward, White Canada Forever: Popular Atti-
tudes and Public Policy Towards Orientals in British Columbia (Montreal: McGill
and Queen’s University Press, 1978).

©

A large volume of literature has emerged on the topic of voluntary associations.
For examples, see: Chuen-yan Lai, “The Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Asso-
ciation in Victoria: Its Origins and Functions,” BC Studies 15 (Autumn 1972):
53-67; Edgar Wickberg, editor, From China to Canada (Toronto: McClelland &
Stewart, 1982); William E. Willmott, “Chinese Clan Associations in Vancouver,”
Man 64 (1964): 33-37.

70

BC STUDIES, nos. 69-70, Spring-Summer 1986



A Chinese Business in Early Vancouver 71

came from China as part of the immigrants’ cultural baggage to provide
familiar points of reference and support for new immigrants.

But white racism and community organizations are only two aspects
of the immigration experience of the Chinese in Canada. This article
explores a third realm of that past: business activity. The records of
Vancouver’s Sam Kee Company, while incomplete and unclear, allow
a rare look inside the immigrant world. To date, studies of the Chinese-
Canadian past have hardly used primary documentation from within the
Chinese community. Studies of anti-Asian agitation, for example, have
rarely explored racism’s psychological impact upon the Chinese people,
nor have organizational studies investigated the internal workings of a
clan or county-based association. Business records, on the other hand,
document Chinese firms and individuals as active participants in the
immigrant past, as people responding to a New World context.

Furthermore, business history explores an area of primary concern to
the Chinese migrants themselves. After all, the Chinese, like other immi-
grants to North America, came to make money, not to stir up racism nor
to establish clubs and meeting halls. By looking through the frame of
business history, it is possible to begin to think more seriously about how
the Chinese adjusted to the New World with regard to their own eco-
nomic motivations and expectations.

Vancouver’s Chinese community grew from the lumber industries of
the region and from the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway to
nearby Port Moody. After the city’s incorporation in 1886, the Chinese
worked there as land-clearers, ditch-diggers and farmers, and as cooks
and servants in homes, hotels and logging camps. As Vancouver de-
veloped, the Chinese established laundries, merchant tailor operations, and
other businesses to meet consumer demands from the white population.
Merchants inside Chinatown provided the growing Chinese community
with a full range of essential services. With the trans-Pacific steamships
docking at Vancouver’s harbour, Chinatown firms channelled the bur-
geoning import trade from China into the British Columbian interior,
where the majority of the province’s Chinese lived. Vancouver’s China-
town soon overtook Victoria’s as the leading commercial and social
centre of the Chinese in Canada.®

The Sam Kee Company was one of the four firms in Vancouver’s
Chinatown that grossed over $150,000 in 1907, a figure six times greater

3 Information of Chinese activities in early Vancouver is taken from Paul R. Yee,
“Chinese Business in Vancouver, 1886-1914” (M.A. thesis, University of British
Columbia, 1983), pp. 28-41.
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than the average income of two-thirds of Chinatown’s businesses.* The
wealthier merchants of Chinatown filled many roles and functions within
the immigrant community while enriching themselves. They provided the
essentials of food, housing and employment (directly and indirectly
through labour contracts) to their fellow countrymen. They helped the
community attain a high degree of self-sufficiency in a hostile environ-
ment. Because wealth was one important determinant to leadership inside
and outside of Chinatown, these merchants often acted as the com-
munity’s spokesmen. They organized two early chambers of commerce in
1898 and 1899 and also formed the backbone of the Chinese Benevolent
Association, nominally the highest ranking body within Chinatown.’
Merchants were the most outspoken segment of the community and
defended their interests in court and at city hall to demonstrate a confi-
dent understanding of western legal and political institutions.®

In many respects the merchants helped to recreate in the overseas settle-
ment a semblance of a Chinese social order. Migrants accustomed to the
flourishing market towns and county centres of rural South China en-
countered a familiar free market economy in Canada, complete with
limited prospects of upward mobility as they toiled at whatever jobs they
found. Peace and order were needed for the smooth functioning of the
economy, and this impelled Chinatown’s merchants to deal with the
vagaries of the New World by shouldering the traditional welfare and
mediary duties of the gentry and lineage elders of China. Since wealth
and financial acumen were highly respected, business activity helped
transform the social and economic values brought from China into a
familiar, functional hierarchical system where migrants could labour
patiently at realizing their own dreams.

Chang Toy (B A, Chen Cai, also known as Chen Dao-zhi FiEZ
and PE&{#& Chen Chang-jin) was the founder and guiding force of the

4 Public Archives of Canada, William Lyon Mackenzie King, Memoranda and Notes
1887-1921, vol. C41, Royal Commission to Investigate into Losses Sustained by
the Chinese Population of Vancouver, B.C., 1908, Resultant Claims (1) and (2),
pp- C32537-C32719. (Hereafter King Papers)

5 David T. H. Lee, [A History of Chinese in Canada] (Taipei, 1967), pp. 208-09;
King Papers, p. C31560; Doe Chuen Lee, Inside the Chinese Benevolent Associa-
tion (Taipei, 1969), pp. 12-13.

*

Chinese laundrymen, for example, carried on a prolonged battle with civic officials
in Vancouver over licensing and bylaw regulations, while land-owning merchants
complained about the condition of streets and sidewalks and about police raids
into Chinatown. Other merchants sued the city for damages incurred during razing
and lobbied for licence reductions. See Paul Yee, “Chinese Business in Vancouver,
1886-1914” (M.A. thesis, University of British Columbia, 1983), pp. 33-35, 47,
49-50 and 51.
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Sam Kee Company. According to family sources, he was born in 1857
to poor peasant Hakkas (% %) in Poon Yue (% &) county of Guang-
dong (B %) province. His father died when Chang Toy was three years
old, but the boy managed to acquire three years of education after the
age of ten. In 1874 Chang Toy came to Victoria, B.C. His passage had
been paid by a fish canner, for whom Chang was to work one season in
repayment. However, due to contrary winds, the boat arrived late, and
only one month’s work remained.

Chang then went to New Westminster to work in a sawmill. After
two years he came to the Vancouver area and began a laundry business.
In subsequent years he gradually moved into imports and exports, retail
sales, charcoal and fuel sales, labour contracting in the timber, fishing
and sugar industries, steamship ticket sales and real estate development.
The Sam Kee store emerged as a gathering place for migrants of Hakka
and Poon Yue origins who came to purchase goods and look for work.
The firm’s name, Sam Kee, was used by the company and customers
alike as a person’s name, although no such person ever existed.

The company’s earliest surviving records document the sale of Chinese
goods to local Chinese. Import-export firms shipping goods to and from
China have been identified as the earliest businesses of the Chinese immi-
grants to North America. These firms did not require large amounts of
initial capital because they relied extensively on credit and good business
contacts in Canton and Hong Kong. Many of these firms were private
partnerships between one or more owners, while others were attached to
locally formed home-county associations, where officers acted as owner-
managers and carried on the business. The primary imports were rice,
tea and dry goods such as clothing and food items, while exports to
China included gold, wheat, barley; mercury, salt and dried seafoods.’

The Sam Kee Company’s retail endeavours started with goods shipped
from Victoria’s Wing Chong Company ( 7k #5% ), owned by Chang Toy’s
good friend Chu Lai (# # ). Chang Toy was involved from the outset,
employing two helpers in 1888. Shum Moon (it i% ) later emerged as his
comptroller. For 1888, sales totalled $4,356.45, and the net profit was
$374.81.® The company stocked a wide range of goods: a 19or1 inven-
tory listed over g50 different kinds of items including all types of Chinese
7 L. Armentrout Ma, “Big and Medium Businesses of Chinese Immigrants to the

United States, 1850-1890: An Outline,” Bulletin of the Chinese Historical Society
of America 13 (September 1978): 1-2.

8 City of Vancouver Archives, Add. MSS 571, Sam Kee Company Papers (here-
after cited as Sam Kee) vol. 15 file 6 “ xu+ms=nzesx ” [Record of Goods on Hand],
1888.
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foods (rice, preserved fruits, dried seafoods, salted goods, beans, pastes,
spices, and oil), Chinese medicines and wines, and a variety of dry goods
such as thread, writing brushes, envelopes, matches, fish-knives and hand-
kerchiefs.” The firm’s retail sales climbed in the 18gos from $7,740.25 in
1893 to $8,660.44 in nine months of 1898.'° A tally of daily cash-book
entries shows that $13,831 was received and $14,891 expended in 1891,
while $19,540 was received and $18,471 expended in 1896.* Clearly
Sam Kee had sources of income other than retail sales of imported
Chinese goods.

Sam Kee relied on connections to China and abroad for supplies and
for credit. It purchased goods from firms in Hong Kong and Yokohama,
chief of which was the Sun Tong Chong Company (#E &) of Hong
Kong. Sun Tong Chong acted as the company’s agent in China, pur-
chasing goods both outright and on credit for shipment to Canada. In
payment, Sam Kee sent funds and Canadian goods to Sun Tong Chong
which were then sold to Chinese buyers. Between 19o2 and 1907, Sam
Kee’s purchases from Sun Tong Chong climbed from g,810 taels
($6,180.30) to 22,735 taels ($17,960.65)."* Sun Tong Chong levied
interest charges of between 6 and 8 percent on annual outstanding bal-
ances.’* As table 1 shows, Sam Kee relied heavily on credit purchases,
owing amounts that ranged from 2,453 taels ($1,545) to 9,314 taels
($7,358) during the 1902-07 period.

In the 189os the Sam Kee Company was shipping goods to Chinese
stores in Kamloops, Lillooet and Ashcroft, and in the 1goos it supplied
smaller towns such as Extension on Vancouver Island and Enderby in
the interior.’> Until 19o2 the store was located on the south side of the
unit block East Pender Street, and the back of the store overlooked the
waters of False Creek, which facilitated the shipping of goods. In Van-
couver credit from Sam Kee was readily available to Chinatown indi-
viduals and firms, and even Japanese and a few whites had accounts

9 Sam Kee, vol. 15 file 1 “ nwmam ” [Cost of Goods On Hand], 1901.

10 Sam Kee, vol. 15 file 9, “##+nesszensnm ” [Record of Sales, 1893]; vol. 15 file 12
“ ” [Record of Sales, 1898].

11 Sam Kee, vol. 14 file 1 «

xsm+tepuzen ° [Journal, 1891].
12 Sam Kee, vol. 14 file 2 © ys#=t+-surexes > [Journal, 1896].

13 Sam Kee, vol. 3 file 6 [List of Goods Shipped to Vancouver], 1905-06; and vol. 3
file 11 [List of Goods Shipped to Vancouver], 1908.
14 Jbid.

15 See letters in Sam Kee, vol. 3 files 2, 3, 8 for correspondence with camps and
towns throughout British Columbia.



TABLE 1
Sam Kee Company Payments and Purchases from Sun Tong Chong Company

Interest Total Interest
Total sent allowed by Total held purchases charged by
to Sun Sun Tong by Sun Tong from Sun Sun Tong Total

Year Tong Chong Chong Chong Tong Chong Chong owing Balance
1902 T 10,241.3.6 570.9 10,712.1 9,810.0.8 9,810.0.8 902.0.9

$ 6,451.83 359.10 6,748.56 6,180.30 6,180.30 586.26
1903 T 9,361.0.9 737.2.5 10,098.3.4 11,757.9.8 793.4 12,551.3.8 2,453.0.3

$ 5,991.04 471.68 6,462.72 7,524.48 507.52 8,032.64 1,569.92
1905 T 18,462.2.0 1,204.8.8 19,667.0.8 20,896.4.3 1,623.8.6 22,520.2.9 2,853.2.1

$ 13,477.26 878.92 14,356.91 15,254.08 1,184.79 16,439.60 2,082.69
1906 T 9,932.4.1 643.1.7 10,575.5.9 14,656.4.4 916.2.5 15,572.6.9 4,997.1

$ 7,945.60 522.40 8,460.00 11,724.80 732.80 12,457.60 3,995.20
1907 T 13,650.1.6 1,093.5.1 14,743.6.9 22,725.0 1,332.8.6 24,057.8.7 9,314.1.8

$ 10,783.50 863.47 11,646.97 17,952.75 1,052.28 19,005.03 7,358.06
Source: City of Vancouver Archives, Add. MSS 571, Sam Kee Papers, vol. 3 file 6 [List of Goods Shipped to Vancouver 1905-1906],

CuUrrReNCY CONVERSION :

vol. 3 file 11 [List of Goods Shipped to Vancouver, 1908].
Average value of Haikwan tael for 1902 —63¢; 1903 — 64¢; 1904 — 66¢; 1905 — 73¢; 1906 — 80¢; 1907

— 79¢. Source: Canada. House of Commons. Report of the Department of Trade and Commerce, Sessional
Papers No. 10 (1903), p. 137; Canada. House of Commons. Report of the Department of Trade and Com-
merce, Sessional Papers No. 10a (1908), p. 189.
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with the company.’* Chinese imports such as rice, soya sauce and fire-
crackers were sold to white wholesale firms in Vancouver and in Revel-
stoke,’” and prior to 1908 the firm handled occasional shipments of
opium, forwarding goods from a Victoria firm to white customers in
Vancouver.*®

As well, a network of communication existed between Sam Kee and
individual Chinese immigrants scattered throughout British Columbia in
small towns and isolated camps. Most Chinese immigrants had come to
Canada expecting to earn enough money for an eventual retirement back
in China. In the meantime, for purposes of ongoing household main-
tenance, they regularly sent funds home to their relatives. Sam Kee Com-
pany acted as a clearing-house for cash remittances. After receiving the
money from migrants, Sam Kee forwarded the funds by personal carriers
or by mail to Sun Tong Chong in Hong Kong and to other business
associates in Canton. These firms then arranged to distribute the funds
to the appropriate recipients. In the 18gos Sam Kee arranged for
monthly dispatches of remittances containing individual amounts ranging
from $10 to $200.%°

In Sam Kee’s import-export trading, rice was one major import which
the company promoted extensively. In 19oo it brought in at least ten
tons of rice from China.”® These supplies may have been insufficient to
meet local demands, since a year later Sam Kee purchased additional
quantities of rice from local wholesale grocers such as F. C. Davidge and
W. A, Anderson.** By 1908, however, Sam Kee had gained better con-
trol of its Chinese rice supplies and was selling rice directly to the major
wholesale firms of Victoria and Vancouver including Kelly, Douglas and
Company and the W. H. Malkin Company,*® as well as indirectly to
other customers through local food broker J. E. Chipman.?
16 Sam Kee, vol. 12 file 1 ¢ =wmxs=+tsnza > [Ledger of Customers Accounts, 1901];

vol. 12 file 2 * ww—t+ #xwea > [Ledger of Customers Accounts, 19o2]; vol. 12
file 3 “ xu—tassnwaem ” [Ledger of Customers Accounts, 1903].

17 Sam Kee, vol. 1 Book 1, p. 54, Sam Kee to McLennan and McFeely, 30 July
1908; vol. 6 file 7, Woolsey, LeFeaux and Co. to Sam Kee, 15 May 1906.

18 Sam Kee, vol. 6 file 4, Shon Yuen and Co. to Sam Kee, 19 December 1904, 18
December 1904.

19 Sam Kee, vol. 18 file 6 “r#mum ’ [Record of Cash and Letter Remittances], 1891 ;
file 7 “@mwum ” [Record of Cash and Letter Remittances], 1896.

20 Sam Kee, vol. 5 file 6, Customs declarations, 9 March 1900, 21 May 1900.

21 Sam Kee, vol. 5 file 9, F. C. Davidge to Sam Kee, 22 March 1901, 26 March
1901; W. A. Anderson and Co. to Chang Foy [sic], 28 March 1go1.

22 Sam Kee, vol. 1 Book 1, p. 120, Sam Kee to Kelly Douglas and Co., 31 May 1908;
vol. 1 Book 1, p. 33, Sam Kee to W. H. Malkin, 18 January 1908.
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In 1908 Sam Kee Company set up its own rice mill in Vancouver to
process uncleaned rice, but this venture appears to have failed since a
year later the firm was attempting to sell the milling equipment.** The
company proved to be an aggressive seller of its rice, sending samples
and prices to white wholesale firms across western Canada in Calgary,
Edmonton, Lethbridge, Regina and Winnipeg.*® It was a canny bar-
gainer too, admitting in one instance that the firm could meet any lower
price of competitors because it had purchased its rice too early in the
season and was therefore anxious to sell.?* The company also sold rice to
local Japanese wholesalers including the Japan Rice Mill.*”

Fish was the Sam Kee Company’s major export. British Columbia’s
massive overseas shipments of canned salmon had helped to consolidate
the province’s staples-based economy in the 1870s. In 1899 Sam Kee
sent thirty-five cases of canned crab to Hong Kong and thirty tons of
salted dogfish to Yokohama.?® In 19o1 over five tons of pickled salmon,
canned salmon and dried salt salmon were shipped to Chinese firms in
Hawaii.?® Then the development of a salt herring industry in British
Columbia, matched with a powerful consumer demand from across the
Pacific for salted fish, led Sam Kee to export large quantities of this fish
to Asia beginning in 1903. Most of the early shipments of salt herring
went to the Sun Tong Chong Company in Hong Kong, but by 1907
considerable amounts of the fish were being consigned to Shanghai.*
Table 2 shows that the volume of salt herring exports almost tripled from
at least 521 tons in 1905 to at least 1,544 tons in 1915.%*

23 Sam Kee, vol. 6 file 12, J. E. Chipman to Sam Kee, 2 January 1907, 10 January
1908.

2¢ Sam Kee, vol. 8 file 1, Sam Kee to V. E. Roberts, 18 February 1909.

25 Sam Kee, vol. 6 file 12, Sam Kee to Campbell Bros and Wilson, Calgary, George-
son and Co., Calgary, Hudson’s Bay Company, Winnipeg, et al., 22 January 1908;
vol. 1 Book 1, pp. 67-70, Sam Kee to various firms, 19 March 1908.

26 Sam Kee, vol. 1 Book 1, p. 52, Sam Kee to Rat Portage Lumber Co., Harrison
River, 6 March 1908.

27 Sam Kee, vol. 1 Book 1, p. 89, Sam Kee to Japan Rice Mill, 31 March 1908.

28 Sam Kee, vol. 5 file 4, Bills of Lading, Sam Kee to Wing Lee Chun, 25 February
1899, 28 December 1899; Sam Kee to J. Hori, 27 February 1899.

29 Sam Kee, vol. 5 file 9, Bills of Lading, Sam Kee to Chin On, 1 November 1901;
11 December 1901.

30 Sam Kee, vol. g file 2, Bills of Lading, 1906-08.

31 The export figures are modified by ‘“at least” because the compilation may be
affected by missing records.
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TABLE 2
Sam Kee Company Salt Herring Exports to China, 1904-1915
Year Exports
1904 - 1905 573.29 tons
1905 -1906 321.55 tons
1906-1907 587.59 tons
1908-1909 638 tons
1910-1911 1,005.8 tons
1912-1913 1,649.2 tons
1914 ,1,544.25 tons

SOURCE: City of Vancouver Archives, Add. MSS 571, Sam Kee Company, vol. 9 file
1, Bills of lading and insurance certificates, 1904-05; vol. 9 file 2, Bills of
lading and insurance certificates, 1906-08; vol. 9 file 3, Bills of lading and
insurance certificates, 1911; vol. 9 file 5, Insurance policies, 1912-13; vol. 9
file 6, Bills of lading and insurance certificates, 1914-15.

The rapid growth of this export trade led to Sam Kee's direct partici-
pation in the processing side of the industry. Its plants were centred at
Nanaimo, on Vancouver Island, where the herring was caught in nearby
waters and immediately salt-packed for export. Local Japanese firms had
exported the fish to Japan prior to 1903, when both the Sam Kee and
Wing Sang companies of Vancouver began shipping the fish to Hong
Kong.® At the outset, Sam Kee merely purchased the fish from white
and Japanese packers, but soon it began to advance funds to packers to
ensure sufficient supplies for itsdf.

Sam Kee's role assupplier of capital and buyer of thefinished products
relieved the cash shortages and marketing problems of early fish packers.
During the 1903-04 season the company advanced funds to Nanaimo
packer H. M. McCrae, charging him 7 percent interest per annum.*
When McCrae délivered his shipment of fish to Sam Kee, the company
paid cash for one-haf the shipment and was allowed to defer the balance
for sixty days® Sam Kee then received a 10 percent commission from
McCrae for helping to sdl thefish.® In the early days of thetrade, when

32 Leung, p. 6.

3% sam Kee, vol. 6 file 4, H. M. McCrae to Sam Kee via E. W. MacLean, 19 Febru-
ary 1904.

Sam Kee, vol. 6 file 4, Agreement between H. M. McCrae and Sam Kee, 14
December 1903.

% sam Kee, vol. 6 file 4, H. M. McCrae to Sam Kee via E. W. MacLean, 19
February 1904.
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