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  This book is dedicated to the Canadians of Asian descent who for nearly a quarter of a century suffered the injustices and indignities of the federal Asian Immigration Act. They and their descendants are now an established and integral part of the fabric of Canada and have played a large role in contributing to the prosperity of the nation and the acceptance of multiculturalism not only on the West Coast, but across the entire country.


  A Note on the Cover*


  The classic tartans of the clans of Scotland symbolize a culture steeped in history, pride, passion, and an unrelenting sense of self-determination. Likewise, the fourth century polished jade horse shown on the book cover and incorporated into the chapter headings represents both the sheer durability and the simple beauties of the Chinese culture. Typically, neither the origins of the jade horse nor the name of the artist who created it are known.


  To the western world in general and Canada specifically, the Orient has long been a land of mystery. It was viewed simply as a source of cheap labour, and little was known about the Chinese provinces and the largely male population of “coolies” who immigrated to British Columbia during the province’s first 50 years of existence. This ignorance bred suspicion.


  By the beginning of the twentieth century, Canada’s western cities of Vancouver and Victoria were communities where many of the founding families wore their tartan proudly. Within these conclaves of Mcs and Macs a mood of protectionism evolved, and with it came harsh attitudes toward interlopers. Their appreciation for things Chinese rarely extended beyond jade carvings and other art possessions of ancient dynasties that were displayed in museums.


  *The Canadian Department of the Interior certificate pictured on the cover is sealed and signed by the Controller of Chinese Immigration and acknowledges the receipt of a $500 “head tax” paid by individual Chinese immigrants to Canada in 1913. The Chinese lettering shown below the certificate accompanies an English message on the reverse which reads: Important: It is necessary that this certificate be carefully preserved as it is of value as a means of identification.


  Prologue


  In the homes of many of Vancouver’s oldest Chinese families, and in similar homes throughout the whole of Canada, hidden away in an upstairs closet or at the back of a drawer lies a box of papers that recount the trials and tribulations of Asian families who in the first half of the twentieth century decided to make this alien country their home. For most of that time they were not permitted to become Canadian citizens and were even threatened with having any land or property they had acquired taken away from them.


  In the early part of the century they were subjected to a head tax, which grew as high as $500 per person. In 1923 the federal government passed the Asian Immigration Act, which brought an end to further immigration from the Far East until the Act was repealed in 1947, after the end of the Second World War. During the time it was in force, no Chinese were permitted to enter the country, not even wives and children of men already living here.


  These severe restrictions, and the social and religious persecution that was typical of the era, created an environment where racial discrimination and prejudice flourished and where, particularly in cities like Vancouver and Victoria, the largest visible minority, the Chinese, frequently became the public scapegoat for the social and criminal wrongs of the whole community.


  Chinese families suffered severe handicaps. Men who had come to this new land in order to earn enough to bring their families from China to join them had to make a difficult choice. Should they stay and send money home to their wives and children, or should they give up the chance of a new life and return to their loved ones, many of whom lived in poverty-stricken areas such as Fujian (now called Fukien)? Either choice was less than attractive.


  For those who remained there were other inequities. Every Asian was required to carry a photo identification card. Birth certificates issued in Canada were stamped with a Chinese Immigration sticker.


  When the Asian Immigration Act was finally repealed, Chinese people born in Canada became naturalized Canadian citizens, except for those Canadian-born women who had in the interim married Chinese-born men. They were required to reapply for citizenship.


  During this period many professions were out-of-bounds to Asians simply because they could not become Canadian citizens. That is why there were no Chinese lawyers until 1953, after the Immigration Act was repealed. As soon as they were permitted to do so, young Chinese men began to study law, and five years later the first of them were called to the B.C. bar. Several had previously studied law, but they were never permitted to practise as part of the legal fraternity. The services of these essentially illegal practitioners were nevertheless much appreciated within the Chinese community for half a century.


  Without the prejudice and discrimination that was so rampant during these years in Canada, and without the class structure of the past which many Britons tried to recreate in Canada during these same years, the almost immediate assumption that a young Chinese houseboy had been responsible for the death of a young Scottish girl in Vancouver in 1924 would never have occurred. The existence of that prejudice, however, made Wong Foon Sing a convenient, politically acceptable suspect and the only one that a very incompetent police department could find.


  As this story reveals, the death of Janet Smith was but one of the tragedies that would unfold on Canada’s West Coast after the summer of 1924.


  The Clans Gather


  The dancers’ kilts swung as the pipes skirled and the drums pounded out the beat of the old Scottish tunes, filling the air in Stanley Park. It was a cloudless sunny day at Brockton Point, the waters of Vancouver harbour sparkled, and the North Shore mountains were etched against the sky like the crags of mighty Ben Nevis in the highlands so far, far away. The multicoloured kilts of the clans made a patchwork quilt in the grassy clearing among the tall trees.


  Enjoying the sights and sounds on this first day of August 1924 were some 4,000 residents of Scottish birth or with the inherited blood of Scotland still strong in their veins. They held a proud place in this young community, their numbers representing about a third of greater Vancouver’s population of 250,000. They included rich entrepreneurs, professional men, merchants and their shop assistants, nursemaids and dressmakers, as well as blue-collar tradesmen and labourers who toiled in fish boats, lumber mills, and shipyards.


  The social structure of the time often set the Scots apart from each other in everyday life, the wealthy seldom mixing with the working class, but on this day of celebration they were all together in Stanley Park for the eighteenth annual St. Andrew’s and Caledonian Society’s Highland Games. The Society was founded in 1886, the same year Vancouver was incorporated, and was the oldest Scottish organization in the city. This event was a time to honour Scots traditions and the culture brought by the pioneers to Canada. The games ensured their Canadian children would be endowed with the lore of old Caledonia, and although brought up in a new land, the next generation would not forget the ancient legends and traditions. There was music, dancing, shouts and applause, and big, brawny men competing in centuries-old feats of strength. At one of the more popular events the competitors tossed the caber, a log almost as big as a telephone pole. They threw it incredible distances before it landed with a mighty thud that shook the ground.
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    Hycroft (shown here in 2000) was the magnificent mansion built in Shaughnessy between 1909 and 1913 for Major-General Alexander Duncan McRae, multi-millionaire, industrialist, Member of Parliament, and senator. He was the father of Blanche, who married Dick Baker, in whose home at 3851 Osler Avenue Janet Smith was shot to death. Hycroft was the centre for many glittering social events in the 1920s and 30s. During the Second World War the McRaes gave it to the federal government for $1 for use as a hospital. It was bought in 1962 by the University Women’s Club.

  


  One of the competing athletes was strongman John Murdoch, formerly a policeman in Glasgow and now a sergeant in the Point Grey Police Force and a prominent local amateur athlete. Among those cheering him on was Major-General Alexander Duncan McRae, one of Vancouver’s richest men, who lived in splendour at Hycroft, a grand manor house on McRae Avenue. Across the field, Brigadier-General Victor Odlum also watched, keeping a distance from his rival, McRae, but anxious to pick up stories and gossip for the Evening Star, a two-month-old newspaper where he was the newly appointed managing editor. The two men had both served in the First World War, but Odlum resented the Major-General’s promotion to the higher rank because McRae had never served in action, only from behind a desk. The two old soldiers seldom saw eye to eye on anything and were on opposing sides in politics.


  Also admiring the burly muscled men tossing the caber were a host of young Scots women, many of them nursemaids enjoying a rare day off, but some with their young charges in tow. Most were in their late teens or early twenties, young women who had ventured away from Scotland with the help and encouragement of the Salvation Army to work for the well-to-do in Vancouver and perhaps to become brides for some of the many single men who lived and worked in the area. There was a great shortage of suitable, young, marriageable women in Vancouver, and the lasses from the highlands and the lowlands had high hopes of bettering themselves in this new, but still British, city by the sea. They had all taken a chance for a new life away from the bleak limitations of their Scottish homeland.


  The Scots were major participants in the city’s life and politics. In particular they held key roles in the administration of justice. They believed in law and order and were to be found at all levels of law enforcement: in police departments, as magistrates and lawyers in courtrooms, as judges on the bench, and in the attorney general’s department at the seat of government in Victoria. Among those enjoying the games were Mr. Justice D.A. McDonald, Magistrate George McQueen, and a host of lawyers whose names began with Mc and Mac. They all cheered lustily for the Vancouver Police Pipe Band as it played in competition for the title of best in the city, their enthusiasm only slightly dampened when it placed second.


  Also in the park was dour, unsmiling Rev. Duncan McDougall, a local minister who had broken away from the Presbyterian church to lead his own Highland Church congregation where he was free to express his biased, distorted view of Presbyterian Christianity and his dislike of Catholics, Jews, foreigners, and particularly Orientals, whose ways he feared and often described as evil. He ranted regularly from his pulpit on East 11th Avenue in working-class Vancouver about the sins of the foreign horde, a view lauded by some but which was an embarrassment to others. A stern, unsmiling man, he kept an eye out for human frailty and frivolity and, God forbid, any hanky-panky at the games. He also frowned on the practice, particularly common among the wealthy, of taking a swig of whiskey from a well-concealed silver flask. In McDougall’s rigid, unbending world, enjoyment and the frailties of the flesh were something to be feared and avoided.


  For most of the huge crowd, however, this was a happy day, and there were some in attendance without a drop of Scottish blood in their veins who came to the gathering simply to enjoy the popular annual celebration with their friends. It was a day for tall tales and gossip while everyone waited for the next major event, and in the hum of conversation that ran through the crowd on this August day in 1924, one topic dominated. The young Scots women were shocked and disturbed at the fate of one of their own, a 22-year-old lass, alone in Vancouver and far from her family. Poor Janet Smith, a Perthshire-born nursemaid, had lived in a smart Shaughnessy home with members of one of the city’s best-known and respected families. Now she was dead.


  There were many different views about what had actually happened to her, as well as wild rumours and speculation about the events that had transpired in that charming craftsman-style house on Osler Avenue only the week before. Some of the young people at the games had known Janet Smith, had frequented the same St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church she attended, or met her at Get Acquainted Club Saturday night dances in the Dominion Hall on West Pender Street. The opinions of the women differed as they debated what might have happened, but there was little doubt in their minds about one thing: there had been only two adults in the house with baby Rosemary the day that Janet died. One of them was Janet Smith herself and the other was houseboy Wong Foon Sing. Now the young Scottish girl was dead and the houseboy had to know what had happened to her, he had to know more than he was telling.
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    Dick and Blanche Baker, owners of the house on Osler Avenue where Janet Smith was shot.

  


  Amid the more affluent Shaughnessy crowd, the girl’s death was debated in whispers that would not be heard by members of the families involved. General McRae’s daughter Blanche was married to one of the Baker boys, and Janet had died in their home. At the time, Blanche was vacationing in Europe with her husband, Richard, but Richard’s brother and his wife, Fred and Doreen Baker, were temporarily living in the comfortable home. The dead girl had been nursemaid for their baby daughter Rosemary. At first reported as a suicide, there was now speculation as to whether Janet Smith’s death was accidental, a suicide, or a murder. Most of the Scots suspected, as details were gradually revealed, that the Chinese houseboy was the killer.


  Social and racial discrimination were a part of everyday life, constantly threatening to boil over in the Vancouver of 1924. It was a city rampant with supposedly God-fearing men and self-righteous women, religious fervour, Protestants, Catholics, the establishment, the working class, and the foreigners. This last group was epitomized by the largest ethnic minority: the 17,000-odd Chinese, who for the most part lived in and around Chinatown. It was nearly twenty years since the race riots of 1907, but they were still well remembered by the established communities of Scots and Chinese, who remained suspicious of each other. The language barrier prevented easy communication and thwarted understanding, so the two races who often worked together also ignored each other as much as possible.


  There wasn’t a wall around Chinatown, but the barriers were there, and a fortress had been built on East Pender Street near Carrall. It was five storeys high and contained living accommodation for a large number of people as well as retail space for thirteen stores on the ground level. Three- or four-room suites were available for families, and there were beds for single men, often as many as 20 or 30, who lived on one of the lower floors. The building stretched from Pender down Shanghai Alley on one side, with the other arm running along the railway tracks. One of the daily chores for Chinese children was to pick up coal spilled from railcars that shunted along the tracks behind the building. It was stored beside the stove in each suite and provided heat for the family during the winter months.


  The shops on the ground level of the fortress circled Canton Alley, and iron gates leading from the Alley into Pender Street could be closed to keep out the treacherous Scots in case they again threatened Chinese lives. The Chinese had few rights and little recourse if they were cheated or beaten, so they kept to themselves and some felt safer inside the fortress.


  Chinese children of this era generally attended Strathcona school during the daytime and Chinese schools from 7 to 9 p.m. Harassment was a common pastime, as white children often chased Chinese youngsters on their way to and from school. They were not the only ones to suffer from the biases and prejudices of the era, however. Protestants also harassed Catholics, and then Catholics retaliated and ganged up on Protestants. A few wary Jews kept their eyes on all of them. To youngsters of this era, perhaps fortunately, childhood was short. Everyone began work at an early age, though white children started a little later than the Chinese, who spent their summers working in the fields and vegetable gardens along the Fraser River by the time they were nine or ten.


  While the majority of residents frequented the city’s eight bathing beaches in summer, canoed along the shores of the harbour, played tennis, and visited dance halls and bandstands, Asians stuck to their own neighbourhood, preferring the ambience there, the food in their own restaurants, and the entertainment at the Chinese Opera to anything in the white man’s world. They did not appear on the beaches nor take part in the July 1 weekend festivities, which had recently ended and had been highlighted by the appearance of two huge British warships, HMS Hood and HMS Repulse, along with the Australian cruiser HMAS Adelaide, which had sailed into the harbour to celebrate the Canadian holiday.


  Churches were the main gathering places for a majority of residents, and on Sundays the largely Presbyterian Scots, the Anglican English, and the Catholic Irish of the community met for worship and to hear sermons advocating Christian principles and a better way of life. The great church debate underway at the time was whether to amalgamate the Congregationalist, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches, and everyone, involved or not, had a point of view. The United Church of Canada was eventually created on June 10, 1925, but only a few Presbyterian churches agreed to unite.


  While the British immigrants attended their church services, the Chinese met at the Oriental Club, a brightly painted building complete with restaurant and gaming tables. It was the site of many tong society functions. One of the largest tongs, the equivalent of a Scottish clan, was the Lim Tong, sometimes called the Lam or Lum Tong. Its function was to provide social support, to loan money when members needed it, and to protect them from outsiders. Wong Foon Sing, the houseboy at the Baker home on Osler Avenue, would soon rely on the Lim Tong to hire one of the city’s top lawyers to defend him. The Gee Gung Tong, or Chinese Free Masons, was a clandestine society pledged to free China from the Manchu dynasty, and its members were often feared by other Chinese, but membership in most of the tongs was based on family relationships, similar occupations, or the place of origin of its members. In Vancouver they were a support mechanism for Asians living in an alien land with few rights and no opportunity to become citizens of the country.


  Some of the practices of the Chinese community particularly rankled the more strait-laced Protestants of Vancouver, who believed sin and degradation were widespread in Chinatown. Their garish gold-and-red-painted nightclubs seemed offensive to the dour Scots, and newspapers often reported that the area’s mysterious, murky cabarets dealt in bootlegging and prostitution. The white population was aware that opium dens had been legal in Chinatown until 1908, and many believed that Asians condoned gambling.


  The prejudice against Orientals was nationwide. A head tax of $50 had been imposed on all Chinese entering Canada in 1885. It was raised to $100 in 1901 and $500 in 1905. In 1907 many Asians were beaten and their homes destroyed when race riots raged through Vancouver’s Chinatown. Things got even worse for the Chinese in 1923 when Ottawa passed the Asian Immigration Act, barring further immigration and preventing the largely male Chinese population from bringing wives and children into the country. The passage of the law added weight and a sense of respectability to the white majority’s prejudice against the Chinese who lived and worked amongst them, and race relations reached a low point in the history of the country. Following implementation of the immigration act in April 1924, a regulation was introduced that required all Chinese to register with the government and carry an identification card. Also in 1924, in Regina, Saskatchewan, city council passed a by-law that prohibited white women from working in Chinese cafes.
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    The original Chinese Benevolent Association building on West Pender, built in 1909, remains in daily use in Vancouver’s Chinatown although it is no longer headquarters for the society, which has moved to more modern premises around the corner on Main Street.

  


  It was not long after this that the government in Victoria discussed enacting a law to prevent Chinese and Japanese from owning, selling, leasing, or renting land in B.C. or alternatively imposing conditions on their rights of ownership. Fortunately this proposal never proceeded beyond the discussion stage.


  It is small wonder that the Scots and the Chinese mingled only during working hours. They did so because the Chinese provided many essential services: working in laundries, repairing shoes, and serving in the homes of the wealthy. This was an era when the iceman, the greengrocer, and the butter-and-egg man ran their regular routes in a black Ford truck or horse and cart and delivered their goods to the back doors of the city’s homes. The vegetable man was almost always Chinese. In 1918 the Chinese consul made an official protest against the very high fee—$50—for the vendors licence required by vegetable peddlers. In fact, throughout the 1920s the Chinese consul found himself appealing to the attorney general for political intervention on numerous occasions when a conflict developed and threatened to lead to violence because of fragile race relations in the community. While this situation prevailed and the Chinese were banned from the rights of citizenship, the Chinese consul, the Chinese Benevolent Association, and the Chinese tongs performed an important role for the Asian population.


  Following the end of the World War in 1918 there was a severe economic downturn in Vancouver and across Canada, jobs were in short supply, and new Scots immigrants arriving daily in the city found themselves in direct competition for jobs with the Chinese. Whenever there was a shortage of employment or an upsurge in crime, the Scots blamed the Chinese, who in turn felt unjustly accused and feared the Scots because of their influence with law enforcement agencies and government authorities.


  Vancouver’s population, white or Asian, was often enflamed into hostility or action by the daily newspapers, which were anxious to provide the news of the day and also to sell as many papers as possible. There were as many daily newspapers at this time as at any other in the city’s history. Often they influenced or tried to influence public opinion, sometimes they merely reflected it, but in the case of the Janet Smith affair there is no question some newspapers had their own agenda.


  Only two days after the young girl’s body was found, the Evening Star’s managing editor, Victor Odlum, printed a headline that stated “Nurse’s Death Puzzles—Suicide Theory is Not Satisfactory to Officials.” The headline was not the result of hard factual news so much as personal pique. The young Scots girl’s death provided Odlum with a chance to embarrass his long-time rival, McRae.


  When the Evening Star had published its first edition only weeks earlier, on June 2, 1924, it sold for one cent per copy and its front page featured an editorial by Charles E. Campbell, the owner and publisher, who stated that the aim of the paper was the “upbuilding of Greater Vancouver and British Columbia.” He emphasized that the eight pages of the daily would be the “organ of the wage earner as well as men who furnished capital.” In the centre of the fairly long article was a statement of belief intended to gain new subscriptions for the Star. It said, “We are unalterably opposed to further invasion of B.C. by Orientals and will advocate the elimination of Asiatics from all those industries dealing with the natural resources of this province.” The statement was an indication of the level of racial discrimination that existed at the time in Vancouver, throughout B.C., and across the Dominion.


  Vancouver’s three dailies, the Vancouver Daily Province, the Vancouver Sun, and the Evening Star, were delivered to subscribers by boys on bikes or sold on street corners in the downtown area. Owners and paperboys prayed for the days when there would be an “Extra” to flog to people on the street.


  By far the most outlandish and flamboyant stories appeared not in the dailies but in a weekly scandal sheet called the Saturday Tribune, and the most biased reporting came from the monthly Beacon, which was dedicated to “casting light on dark places” but rarely did so. It was produced by the aforementioned religious fanatic Rev. Duncan McDougall, who regularly expounded upon what in later years would be deemed some most unchristian thoughts. Only a few weeks after the Highland Games, this unsmiling, bigoted man told hundreds of mourning and angry Scots at a graveside service for Janet Smith that it was a time of “Holy War.” In his mind, the enemy was the Chinese. This statement and his other intemperate charges against Wong Foon Sing heightened the developing ugly mood.
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    Originally centred around Gastown and the Hastings and Main area, by the mid-1920s Vancouver included, in addition to Chinatown, the residential neighbourhoods of the West End, Mount Pleasant, Kitsilano, and Fairview Heights as well as Vancouver Heights and East Vancouver, South Vancouver, and Point Grey were separate municipalities that existed from 1908 to 1929, when the three large districts amalgamated to become the City of Vancouver.

  


  Since 1907, Asians had subscribed to their own paper in their own language. the Chinese Times was published daily by the Chinese Free Masons Association and often ran between ten and twenty pages in length. It was well read and frequently provided the only source of news about events in China as well as local issues for the Chinese-speaking population of B.C. A respected publication, its coverage of local events was often more rational than that found in the English-language press.


  Vancouver in the mid-1920s, despite its class structure, outlandish discriminatory practices, and attempts at sophistication, was an exciting, vital boomtown with all the attendant problems of a young city growing up very fast. Despite the Scots’ concentration on law and order, policing and justice, the young city and its population had problems that concerned residents, particularly young married families with children (who made up the majority). Their concerns were reflected in the newspapers, which frequently called on the police department to clean up Chinatown. By 1924, editorial pages were full of appeals to amalgamate the police forces of Vancouver, Point Grey, and South Vancouver in order to improve the performance and crime-solving capabilities of the police in the region. (The city proper did not yet include the districts of Point Grey and South Vancouver, which were separate municipalities. Point Grey encompassed a huge area of what today includes Point Grey, Dunbar, McKenzie Heights, Kerrisdale, Shaughnessy, and Marpole. The Point Grey municipal hall and police station were located in Kerrisdale.)


  The efforts of editors were rewarded in 1929 when the three communities finally joined. One of the many factors contributing to amalgamation was the death of the young Scots girl Janet Smith, and the police brutality and incompetence that characterized the ensuing investigation. A major player in the developing plot was an erratic politician, Attorney General Alex Manson, whose actual role remains clouded in legalese and evasive pronouncements, but which may have been more pivotal than anyone imagined. The involvement of individuals at all levels of the social spectrum made the death of the young girl a hot story for all the papers, as well as a major topic of conversation everywhere in the city for nearly a year. It all began on July 26, 1924.


  Death on a Sunny Morning


  It was a peaceful sunny morning on tree-lined Osler Avenue in Shaughnessy. Because many residents were away for the weekend or on summer vacation, there was even less traffic than usual on the boulevarded street, although there never was very much in this sedate neighbourhood.


  The district of Shaughnessy was the brainchild of Canadian Pacific Railway president Thomas Shaughnessy, who lived in magnificent splendour in Montreal but built a many-splendoured summer place for himself on Angus Drive and also lent his name to the golf course, which in turn named him first honorary president when it opened on July 13, 1922. (Part of the original Shaughnessy Golf Course is now the city’s famous Van Dusen Gardens.) Mr. R. Marpole, another CPR executive who gave his name to a local neighbourhood, was the first president of the prestigious Shaughnessy Golf and Country Club. The club and surrounding residential area were planned by Shaughnessy as money-making ventures for the CPR, designed as an enclave for the rich and famous on the West Coast. The homes were generally larger and more opulent than most of those built earlier in the West End and often boasted a coach house, porte-cochere, and circular drive. Many of them remain today as part of the city’s affluent Shaughnessy neighbourhood.


  There were still vacant lots in Shaughnessy in 1924, and the steady, muffled sound of hammering could be heard on that day as two men worked to build a new home they hoped to complete before the autumn rains set in. They were working next door to 3851 Osler Avenue, which was a relatively small house, dwarfed by some of its more stately neighbours across the street or down the road. The house, built in what was then the relatively new craftsman style, was almost entirely constructed of wood and featured two tall stone chimneys, a gabled roof, and a wide covered veranda. There was a small stone wall in front with an iron gate. The house was not built of huge stone blocks or adorned with towering pillars like some of its neighbours, the massive mansions of McRae Avenue, Angus Drive, Hudson, or The Crescent. There were a few residents of the area who had summer places along the coast or tucked away in mountain valleys that were comparable to the home built at 3851 Osler.


  Sometimes neighbours wondered why Blanche Baker, the daughter of General McRae, didn’t live in something grander. Her father presided at Hycroft, one of the grandest homes in the city. Built between 1909 and 1913 it contained 30 rooms on three floors: ten rooms on the main level, twelve on the second floor, and eight upstairs, which were the servants’ quarters.


  McRae was born in Glencoe, Ontario, and went to the United States, where he opened an insurance business. Several years later he sold it, returning to Winnipeg with an investment of $50,000, which he soon parlayed into a fortune through land purchases and sales. By 1909 he was reported to have amassed $9 million. In British Columbia his fortune multiplied through investments in land, forestry, fisheries, and coal mining.


  McRae’s daughter Blanche married Richard Baker at a quiet ceremony in July 1922 in Minneapolis. The wedding took place at St. Clement’s Roman Catholic Church and was followed by a small reception at the home of her grandmother, Mrs. Howe, who was in poor health. The newlyweds visited Winnipeg, Banff, and then cruised B.C.’s Sunshine Coast on their honeymoon. Blanche and her husband now resided in the modest Osler Avenue home, just a short walk from the McRae manor.


  Although at this time not a wealthy man, Richard Baker was well connected and had an enviable war record. His aunt, the extremely wealthy Lily Lefevre, was on a social par with General McRae. Mrs. Lefevre was the widow of Dr. John Lefevre, CPR physician and dealer in Vancouver real estate. He had purchased land on the far side of False Creek just before the first bridge was built across it. Mrs. Lefevre’s business acumen and stock dealings had more than doubled the fortune left by her husband when he died. She was an artist, writer, and patron of the arts, a doyenne of society. With no children of her own, Mrs. Lefevre had taken a particular interest in her sister’s three youngsters, Richard, Frederick, and Nanno Baker, influencing their education and upbringing, and often inviting them to her elegant home in the West End and later to Langaravine, a beautiful estate she had built far out in Point Grey at 6106 Northwest Marine Drive. It had a commanding view of the North Shore and Howe Sound.


  The Baker children had been born at Donald, in eastern B.C., where their father worked for the CPR. Under their aunt’s guidance in Vancouver, they began to live the good life, mixing with all the right people, attending the elegant balls and country club events that were part of early Vancouver society life for the wealthy. They were bright, privileged young people, born into a shining new twentieth century, living in their own sheltered world in the days before the First World War.


  Richard began his career in commerce and was positioned as a bottom-of-the-ladder Bank of Montreal clerk to gain experience, while Fred articled with a law firm as a future barrister. In an affected oft-practised British way, the Baker brothers were often referred to by their initials; Richard Plunkett was R.P. and his brother Frederick Lefevre was F.L. Their sister Nanno learned the art of entertaining under Aunt Lily’s tutelage. But Europe’s guns of August in 1914 changed everybody’s world. A year later the Baker boys enlisted with the infantry and marched off to war, soon transferring to the Royal Flying Corps to serve with a group of volunteers who took on one of the war’s most dangerous roles, with a deadly casualty rate. Both of them lasted about six months in the Royal Flying Corps before being shot down. Miraculously, both survived. Dick Baker had the dubious honour of being the 40th recorded kill for Manfred von Richthofen, the Red Baron. He managed to land his plane, was captured by the Germans, and held as a prisoner of war. He returned to Vancouver a hero and shortly thereafter married Blanche, General McRae’s oldest daughter. Fred, on the other hand, was shot down near Lens in France, wounded, and spent some time in hospital in England before returning to Canada. Back in Vancouver, he was restless in civilian life and returned to London where he became a partner in a small import-export business dealing in pharmaceuticals. His partner in the firm of Baker, Golwynne and Company was Henry Golwynne, an English businessman with whom he had become acquainted. During a visit to Vancouver in 1921, Fred met a Victoria girl, Doreen Marie Smith. They were married in the capital city on January 19, 1922, in St. Andrew’s Roman Catholic Cathedral. The Victoria Colonist noted that their “Pretty Wedding Was Quietly Solemnized.” Doreen had only one attendant, her sister Mary, and Herbert Wilson was the best man. Following the ceremony the couple left the capital by boat for Seattle en route to London, England, where they lived for about a year


  Fred and Doreen’s first child, Rosemary, was born there in November 1922, and Doreen interviewed a number of young women seeking positions as nursemaids before finding a young Scots girl named Janet Smith, whom she hired in January 1923. In the spring, a business associate of Baker’s firm was arrested for suspected illicit dealings in drugs, and Baker decided to liquidate his holdings on the continent. As a result, the family moved to France in April. Janet Smith went along and was soon taking French lessons in her spare time, revelling at the chance to live on the continent. The decision to stay with the Bakers when they moved on to Vancouver in the fall of 1923 was more difficult, but in the end Janet, a lively, happy blonde, decided it might be an exciting new adventure.


  Richard and Blanche Baker departed in the spring of 1924 for an extended trip to Europe. The couple left their home in Shaughnessy in the care of brother Fred and Doreen, who moved in temporarily from a house on Nelson Street in the West End that they shared with Fred’s mother. With the Osler Avenue home came houseboy Wong Foon Sing, who cleaned, cooked, and polished for the family, sleeping in the “Chinaman’s room” in the basement. Wong was 27, a handsome, well-dressed man with an athletic build and, at 5’ 8”, taller than the average Chinese. He had arrived in Vancouver several years earlier and obtained the job with the Richard Bakers through a recommendation from his uncle, who worked for a prominent Vancouver lawyer. Fred and Doreen, with baby Rosemary and nursemaid Janet Smith, took up residence at 3851 Osler in May 1924.
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    The house at 3851 Osler is not much changed externally today from what it was in 1924 when Janet Smith was shot to death in the basement. Only a few hours before her death, the 22-year-old nursemaid brought baby Rosemary to the outside iron gate to wave goodbye to her parents as they left for downtown. It was the last time her employers, Fred and Doreen Baker, were to see alive the Scottish girl they had brought with them from Europe to Vancouver.

  


  On Saturday, July 26, the Bakers left the house early in the morning, Fred going to his import-export company office and Doreen heading for the shops and to do some family errands. The nursemaid brought Rosemary down to the garden gate to wave goodbye to her parents. The infant then was returned to her upstairs nursery for a morning nap, and Janet Smith began the laundry and ironing in preparation for the family’s return to Nelson Street, which was scheduled for Monday when the Richard Bakers were due home. The houseboy cleared up the breakfast dishes and turned to his other regular chores. Rosemary’s parents were expected home for lunch, and just before noon Wong began to peel potatoes. Before he finished he was startled by a loud bang that sounded like a car backfiring. He looked outside but could see nothing unusual in the street. He was puzzled by the noise, not sure what had caused it. All was quiet in the basement where he had last seen Janet Smith. She usually sang at her work, but now there was only silence as Wong hurried downstairs to check on her.


  He cried out at what he found. Janet Smith was lying flat on her back on the laundry room floor, broken glasses beside her. There was a hole in her temple above her right eye. Blood had stained her thick, blonde hair and was now forming a pool on the concrete floor. A large revolver lay near her outstretched hand, and the hot iron, its cord pulled from a plug in the ceiling, lay on the floor beside her body. Her head was almost under the laundry tub and her legs were under the ironing board on which the baby’s clothes were neatly piled.


  Wong, horrified and frightened, knelt beside her and tried to raise her head. His hands and his apron became covered with blood and he wiped them with a towel. Realizing he could do nothing to help he dashed upstairs and phoned Fred Baker to tell him of the terrible tragedy he had discovered. Near panic, he excitedly stammered that something had happened to “Nursie.” Baker said he would be home immediately. While he waited, Wong Foon Sing called his uncle, Wong Ling Sai Jack, the long-time servant of leading city lawyer Harry Senkler. He then went into the garden to wait for Fred Baker, who arrived within a few minutes and dashed upstairs to check on Rosemary. Assuring himself that she slept peacefully, he descended to the laundry room, knelt beside the young girl’s body, and tried to put some water to her lips. He checked for a heartbeat but found none and realized she must be dead. Baker phoned the Point Grey police, who arrived within ten or fifteen minutes, accompanied by a doctor.


  The mystery of Janet Smith’s death was beginning to unfold. It was a tragedy that was to affect the reputations and lives of many people in the next eighteen months, but none more than Wong Foon Sing.


  Hasty Inquest


  An inquest was called within two days of Janet Smith’s death. It was a routine inquiry into the demise of a domestic servant in a Shaughnessy home. Point Grey police had decided her death was a suicide. Young girls of this era often took their own lives when things went wrong rather than face the shame and embarrassment of public scorn, and it provided a convenient explanation for the somewhat ill-equipped and ill-trained men of the Point Grey detachment.


  Victor Odlum’s Evening Star pounced quickly on the story and began extensive coverage of the girl’s death. The first headline on Monday, July 28, stated, “Janet Smith, 23-year-old Nurse Girl Shot in Right Temple.”


  The inquest was straightforward and proceeded quickly. No lawyers had been hired to represent anyone, and there were no challenges or questions asked as testimony was presented. Coroner Dr. W.D. Brydone-Jack was brisk and matter of fact, keeping the details of the case to a minimum.


  Chief Hiram Simpson of the Point Grey police and two constables gave their versions of events and their investigations and stated they believed Janet Smith had taken her own life. None of the evidence they presented actually pointed to this possibility, but their minds were made up and they were adamant she had committed suicide.


  Fred Baker testified that he believed she must have been examining the gun out of curiosity and somehow it discharged. It was his, he said, and he had put it in a haversack, which he hung on a peg in the hallway when he and his family moved into the house in May. Smith’s employer said the gun was loaded but jammed, and houseboy Wong Foon Sing had put it away in the attic a few days after they moved in. Baker said he and Constable James Green both handled the gun after the policeman picked it up and tried to unload it. The weapon was once again jammed and defied their joint efforts to loosen it.


  Baker offered his view that the .45 went off while Smith was “playing with the gun.” It seems unlikely she would have done this while in the midst of the ironing, but nobody challenged the suggestion. Baker said his nursemaid was a happy person and he knew of no reason why she would have taken her own life. He acknowledged that one of the first questions Green asked him was if there had been any trouble between Smith and Wong Foon Sing. He replied that there was none.


  Dr. Archibald Hunter, who carried out the autopsy, said the girl was five feet one inch tall, weighed 125 pounds, and had been in good health. He then raised an issue that dogged the investigation from the beginning and was never resolved. He found no powder burns on Smith’s forehead. With no burns, he said, the shot must have been fired from more than ten inches away, and it would have been very difficult for the young woman to hold the heavy revolver that far away, point the barrel at an angle, and then pull the trigger. This information contradicted the suicide theory, but the point was not explored by Brydone-Jack or anyone else. It almost appeared as if the participants had agreed on the verdict before the inquest was held.


  Dr. Hunter and Dr. R.H. Mullen, who also examined the body, were puzzled by the amount of skull damage, wondering how it could have been inflicted by a single bullet. Mullen said he had never seen so many fractures made by one bullet, and Hunter commented that the major skull fracture was more than six inches long. Baker suggested that in falling, the woman must have hit her head on the laundry tub.


  When Wong Foon Sing took the stand, he was cautioned that whatever he said would be taken down in writing and could be used at any further proceedings. The Daily Province reported, “The Oriental willingly gave his evidence through an interpreter.” The houseboy said he spoke “working” English, which wasn’t good enough for testimony in a legal situation, and an interpreter was required. Wong repeated the story he had told the police earlier. He explained that his hands and his apron were covered in blood because he had lifted Janet’s head off the floor. It had been an automatic reaction, he said, an attempt to help her if she was still alive. The six-man jury listened attentively to his evidence but had no questions.


  Sitting grimly in the small courtroom was an increasingly angry friend of Janet Smith, a fellow domestic servant. Cissie Jones displayed mounting aggravation and annoyance with the testimony. When later called as a witness, she seemed self-possessed and confident, stating that Janet was a happy young woman who would never kill herself. Jones had her own agenda and very carefully planted the seed that she hoped would grow into a major issue. She said that her friend “Nettie” was afraid of being alone in the Osler house with Wong. Jones stressed that Smith had lived in fear and was apprehensive of the houseboy. The jurors listened to her evidence, but again asked no questions. Whether or not they believed Cissie’s testimony was a moot point. She had managed to turn the spotlight of suspicion on Wong Foon Sing.


  Janet Smith had left two small diaries that were entered as exhibits, but nothing was read from them. It took the jurors less than fifteen minutes to reach a verdict of accidental death, but there were a mounting number of unanswered questions that came to the minds of those who attended the hearing. Coroner Brydone-Jack nonetheless accepted the jury’s finding, so it seemed the story of Janet Smith’s life and death was closed. Chief Simpson told reporters that there had been nothing in the evidence to suggest foul play and there was nothing else to be done in light of the jury’s verdict.


  The following day the Star’s reporter, anxious to keep the story on the front page, dug a little deeper and suggested something other than accidental death. The headline read, “City Scots to Probe Death of Nurse, Jury’s Verdict Unsatisfactory.” Other sub-headlines proclaimed, “President J.M. Ross of Caledonian Society Wants Private Investigation. Janet Fell on Top of Gun, Was Burned on Right Breast and Arm. Fracture of Skull All the Way to the Crown.” The story reported that inquest doctor Mullen “had never seen so many fractures from a bullet,” and his associate Hunter stated she must have been shot from more than six inches away because there were no powder burns.


  The Vancouver Sun’s story on the inquest was brief and could easily have been missed. It appeared on page thirteen, under a heading that read, “No Suggestions Of Foul Play In Girl’s Death.” It quoted Baker as stating he had tried to unload the gun a few weeks earlier but it was jammed, and Wong testifying that he and Smith had first seen the gun about the same time, shortly after the Fred Baker family moved to the Osler Avenue home.


  The newspaper stories generated enough talk to prompt Police Chief Simpson to take another look at the basement where Smith’s death occurred. He went there with his trusty constables James Green and Fred Fish to reconfirm the details. This visit turned into one of the more outlandish happenings in the Keystone-Cops-style history of Point Grey’s finest. Lying on the basement floor in full view was a .45 calibre bullet, which the police now presumed to be the one that tore through Janet Smith’s head. How they came to miss it during their first investigation and how it remained undamaged after travelling through her skull was never explained.


  The police had earlier recovered the gun, but their handling of it had wiped out any chance of identifying fingerprints on the weapon. Also, if the gun was jammed earlier and jammed again after the girl’s death, could it actually be the murder weapon? Few observers disagreed with a plaintive plea for understanding that came a few weeks later from Point Grey reeve and police commissioner G.A. Walkem, who said his men were not trained investigators but they had done their best. Their best was, however, awful, and their bungling from the start compounded the mystery of Janet Smith’s death.


  Her burial, like the inquest, was short and simple. She was laid to rest in Mountain View Cemetery, far from her home and family in Scotland and England. The ceremony was conducted without fanfare by the Rev. James Henderson of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, which she had attended regularly. There were only a few on hand to watch as her casket was lowered into the ground. Among them was her employer, Fred Baker. As earth covered the simple coffin, there were those with ulterior motives who began to set the wheels of unrest in motion. Janet Smith would not lie in peace for long.
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