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Chinese Settlement in Canada 

 

 

The Fraser Canyon 

Gold Rush 
 

 

In 1856, gold was found near the 

Fraser River in the territory of the 

Nlaka’pamux First Nations 

people. Almost immediately, the 

discovery brought tens of 

thousands of gold miners to the 

region, many of them prospectors 

from California. This event 

marked the beginnings of white 

settlement on British Columbia’s 

mainland.  

 

 

 

By 1858, Chinese gold miners had also started to arrive. Initially they too came from San 

Francisco, but ships carrying Chinese from Hong Kong soon followed. By the 1860s, 

there were 6000-7000 Chinese people living in B.C. The Gold Rush brought not only 

Chinese miners to Western Canada, but also the merchants, labourers, domestics, 

gardeners, cooks, launderers, and other service industry workers needed to support the 

large mining communities that sprang up wherever gold was discovered.  

1788-89:  
 

The first recorded Asians to arrive in Canada were from 

Macau and Guangdong province in Southern China. They 

were sailors, smiths, and carpenters brought to 

Vancouver Island by the British Captain John Meares to 

work as shipwrights. Meares transported 50 Chinese 

workers in 1788 and 70 more in 1789, but shortly 

thereafter his entire Chinese crew was captured and 

imprisoned when the Spanish seized Nootka Sound. 

What happened to them is a mystery. There are reports 

that some were taken as forced labourers to Mexico, that 

some escaped, and that some were captured by the 

Nootka people and married into their community. 

Chinese man washing gold in the Fraser River (1875) 

Credit: Library and Archives Canada / PA-125990 

 

John Meares, the British captain who 

brought the first known Chinese to 

Canada 
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Why Did They Come? 

Like those who had arrived with Captain Meares, most of Canada’s early Chinese 

immigrants came from Southern China, specifically Guangdong’s Pearl River Delta. 

Before the Fraser Canyon Gold Rush, discoveries of gold in California and Australia had 

lured many Chinese in search of fortune. These men were “sojourners” who intended to 

return to China with their savings. “Gold Mountain” was the name associated with 

California and later, with British Columbia. Certain factors compelled the men to leave 

China:   

 Natural Disasters: From 1851-1908, floods, droughts, disease, and poor crops 

plagued the Pearl River Delta, prompting many to look for alternative methods of 

supporting their families. 

 War: In China, the period from 1838-1890 was characterized by political strife— 

civil war and foreign invasions. 

 Adventure: The lure of exciting new places and opportunities appealed to many 

young Chinese men.  

Chinese Miners 

Chinese miners improved upon traditional methods that were being 

employed in the gold fields. They introduced new hydraulic 

techniques, and a method where blankets were used to filter sand 

and then burned so that the gold particles melted together into 

lumps. Some Chinese panned for jade, which was valuable in China 

but not highly prized or considered precious in B.C. They were thus 

able to collect it without competing with other miners, and for a 

time they were able to export it to China without being taxed.  

 

 

In California, the Chinese had been prospecting for gold since 1849, 

and anti-Oriental sentiment there had taken strong hold. Some 

American miners brought these attitudes with them to BC. As the gold rush spread into 

other parts of the province, violence was sometimes used to prevent the Chinese from 

migrating with the white miners, which lead to Chinese domination of the original 

panning areas. Compared with the racist violence the Chinese experienced in the 

goldfields of California and Australia, however, the hostility faced in B.C, was minor:  

the Chinese were less visible in the province’s vast mining communities—transient in 

nature, and thus less troubled by Chinese settlement. 

 

 

Jade, an ornamental stone 

highly prized in China 

 

Chinese Women: 

Almost all early Chinese immigrants were either bachelors or men who had left 

wives in China to care for their families as they worked for money to send home.  

The separation of families was very difficult; these women were referred to as 

“Gold Mountain Widows.” The first Chinese woman to arrive in Canada (1858) 

was the wife of the prosperous merchant Kwong Lee. 
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Chinese Merchants 
 

Though most Chinese initially came to British Columbia to prospect for gold, men with 

means quickly began establishing holdings and businesses. Just three months after the 

gold rush began, a man named Ah Sou purchased land in Esquimault; several Chinese 

businesses subsequently opened in downtown Victoria, including a dispensary, a laundry 

and a rooming house. Almost just as quickly, a Chinatown developed in the mining 

community of Lillooet on the Fraser River.  

 

In the Fraser Valley, those not panning for gold were businesspeople or labourers in 

various service industries. Even in the early days of Chinese settlement, significant 

Chinese-owned businesses were established in British Columbia. The Kwong Lee Co., 

founded in San Francisco in the early 1850s, opened in Victoria in 1858. By 1862, 

Kwong Lee was one of the largest firms in Victoria, second only to the Hudson’s Bay 

Company. One of its services was transportation of provisions on mules and wagons into 

the Fraser Valley and nearby Cariboo region, as well as operation a factory for refining 

opium, legal at the time.   

 

Chinese businesses contributed significantly 

to the development of British Columbia by 

bringing needed supplies to miners and 

other workers.  By 1860, the goldfields of 

the Fraser canyon were in serious decline. 

The Gold Rush had been redirected into the 

Cariboo, where large mining camps 

comprised of single men sprang up, 

requiring services and provisions often 

provided by the Chinese—laundries, 

restaurants, fresh vegetables, and fresh fish. 

Access routes and other infrastructure were 

built using Chinese labour: 1000 Chinese 

were hired to construct the Cariboo Wagon Road, and 1000 more built ditches and dikes 

in Victoria and New Westminster; 200 were contracted to build a road connecting 

Quesnel Mouth to Cottonwood—double the number of Caucasian workers. Hundreds of 

Chinese were involved with stringing telegraph wires from New Westminster to Quesnel.  

 

 

By 1860, most Chinese miners had moved into 

the Cariboo, but many of the merchants who had 

settled near the Fraser canyon stayed in the 

region and continued to prosper. By 1862 in 

Lillooet, the Chinese were the second only to 

First Nations people in number: 700 First 

Nations, 92 Chinese, 49 Americans, 33 British, 

and 20 Mexicans. Its Chinatown flourished well 

into the late 19th century, reaching its peak in the 

1890s. The adobe-style houses that dotted 

Chinatown—a product of the Mexicans who 

mined for gold—testifies to the multicultural 

nature of Canada’s early mining communities. 

 

  

 

Cariboo Wagon Road 

Credit: Library and Archives Canada: C-037864 

Adobe Houses in Lillooet 

Credit: BC Archives Collections: Call # H-01008 
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Discrimination in the Cariboo 
 

Like the Fraser Canyon Gold Rush that had boomed for only a few years, the Cariboo 

Gold Rush soon waned and by the early 1860s the economic situation had considerably 

worsened, leaving many miners unemployed and destitute. This depression, and the 

resulting fears about Chinese competition for labour, was the impetus for the first act of 

political discrimination against the Chinese: in 1863, all Chinese votes in the Cariboo 

elections were abruptly nullified. 

 

 

Coal Miners and Domestics 
 

Chinese immigrants were also involved in the early days with the coal industry. The 

mining companies of Nanaimo brought in Chinese workers from Victoria as sources of 

cheap labour. They were paid $1 a day; white workers, a minimum of $2.50 per day. In 

1866, Chinese coal miners organized a strike and won the right to be paid $1.50 per day. 

Others were involved in the domestic service industry. By the 1870s, about 400 Chinese 

were employed as servants and cooks in white households, their employment resulting 

from an imbalance of men and women in B.C. White women were usually employed in 

this capacity, but a shortage of young, unmarried women meant that Chinese men were 

offered the work instead.  

 

 

Decline of the Goldfields and Migration into Victoria 
 

By the 1870s, over 30 Chinese mining companies had been 

established, supplanting individual gold miners and profiting 

handsomely. In 1878, one brought in $900,000 worth of gold. 

By 1884, Chinese miners had discovered gold in Cayoosh 

Creek and mined it exclusively. The value of this gold is not 

known because the government did not learn of its existence 

until years later, but some estimates put it in the millions, a 

huge amount at the time. 

 
As British Columbia’s Gold Rush waned, many of the Chinese 

began moving out of the small mining communities and into 

large urban centers; by the 1870s, more than a third had settled 

in Victoria. Canada’s Chinese population declined somewhat 

until 1881, when over 17,000 arrived to help build the Canadian 

Pacific Railway. 
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Ah Hoo, a Chinese miner  

in the Omenica mountains (1871) 

Credit: BC Archives collections – 

Call #: I-33582 

http://www.cayoosh.net/chinatown.html

