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    This map shows the mainland provinces and autonomous regions of China, including Guangdong Province, where Yip Sang spent his early years.
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  Prologue


  Standing on the deck of the ship, 19-year-old Yip Sang watched the hills of San Francisco draw closer. It had been 80 days since he’d left his home in Guangdong, a province on the southeast coast of China. He’d made his way to Hong Kong, where he’d boarded the Chinese junk that brought him to California. He smiled to himself as he recalled the gale that had blown up as they left Hong Kong. They’d been battling the winds for almost a week when he caught sight of city lights. Thinking that the gale had blown them to San Francisco in record time, he climbed to the upper deck for a first glimpse of California. To his great astonishment, he found that he was back in Hong Kong harbour. When the gale abated, they had set off again. Now, finally, he had reached Gum Shan—Gold Mountain. His new life was about to begin.


  It was an unusually clear day with no sign of the thick fog that often settled in the harbour. The remains of an old fort lay crumbling on top of one of the hills, and the young man could just make out the snowy peaks of the Sierra Nevadas in the distance. Vessels of all shapes and sizes were anchored in the bay ahead.


  Yip Sang had been born on September 6, 1845, in the village of Shentang, Duhu County, in Guangdong Province. His father, Yip Yoon Yan, had died when Yip Sang was only a few years old. Now his mother was dead too, and his older sister was lost. She’d been abducted by local bandits, and he was resigned to the fact that he would never see her again. His family had scraped a living by weaving cotton fabrics, but locally made cloth now had to compete with low-priced western machine-made textiles. Yip Sang wanted more than a hand-to-mouth existence, so he’d sold almost everything he had to raise the money for his journey.


  Yip Sang reached for the small bundle that contained all he owned in the world. Now his months of preparation and travel were at an end. His heart thumped in his chest as the sailors prepared the ship for their arrival. It was 1864, an exciting time to be in California, where men made fortunes prospecting for gold. Opportunities existed that he would never find back home in China. He had his whole life ahead of him, and he was going to make his fortune.


  Chapter
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  The Gold Rush


  As Yip Sang stood on the dock in San Francisco, he found himself swaying as though he were still on the ship that had brought him across the North Pacific Ocean. He looked about. Most of the people had pale skin, although some were burned red by the sun. Some of them had unusually pale eyes, too, and hair that ranged in colour from the familiar black and grey through orange to straw. He tried to ask directions. The men growled replies he couldn’t understand and waved him away with impatient gestures. Then he caught sight of a man with more familiar features. To his relief, the man spoke Cantonese. He pointed the way toward Chinatown, warning Yip Sang to watch out for the Yellow Line’s horse-drawn trolleys and the inevitable mounds of horse dung that piled up in the streets.


  Yip Sang wasn’t the only person hoping to make his fortune in California. Sixteen years earlier, in 1848, James Marshall had discovered gold while building a sawmill near Coloma, 60 kilometres northeast of Sacramento. The owner of the land¸ John Sutter, tried to keep the find secret, but word soon got out, and local residents headed for the goldfields. Caught up in gold fever, office workers abandoned their desks and sailors deserted ships, leaving them anchored in the harbour with no one to sail them. As news of the gold discovery spread, travellers poured into California from Latin America, Europe, Australia, China and the rest of the United States. The population of San Francisco, which had numbered barely a thousand people, quickly swelled as forty-niners, named after the year of their arrival, erected tents and makeshift shelters.


  With slavery abolished following the Civil War, earlier Chinese migrants to the United States had provided a welcome pool of cheap labour. They were recruited to build railroads, work mines and tend fields. By the time Yip Sang arrived in San Francisco, however, California’s gold veins were drying up. American residents resented the continual arrival of foreigners wanting to find their gold and take their jobs. They particularly resented the Chinese, who were easily identified by their distinctive dress and features and had a reputation for working long hours for low pay.


  At the beginning of the gold rush, California was still technically part of Mexico. Residents lived with an ever-changing mixture of Mexican rules and American principles, often interpreted to suit whomever was in charge at the time. Although California joined the Union in 1850, it took time to develop laws and ways to enforce them. It was not uncommon for disputes to be resolved personally and violently.


  Given the increasing number of deaths caused by disease, accidents, malnutrition and growing ethnic tension, Yip Sang’s story might have ended differently and much sooner had someone not taken the teenager under his wing. A man called Mr. Ing taught Yip Sang how to take care of himself in this new world. Yip Sang was so grateful that in later years, when his personal and financial situation had changed for the better, he tried to find Mr. Ing to thank him. He was unable to locate him but helped anyone named Ing who crossed his path, hoping to repay his debt of gratitude.


  Under Mr. Ing’s guidance, Yip Sang found work washing dishes and then cooking in a restaurant. He learned how to roll cigars, and he tried his luck in the goldfields. By now it was rare for individual prospectors to make money. It was the men who formed companies and were able to raise enough capital to buy expensive, heavy-duty equipment who made a profit. However, gold had also been found farther north, and many prospectors were moving on.


  In 1856, a Nlaka’pamux (Thompson River Salish) man had found a glittering pebble in the Thompson River, just a few miles upstream from the Thompson’s confluence with the Fraser River at present-day Lytton. At the time, the site was known as The Forks. When the Native man found out how much Europeans treasured the shiny metal, members of his tribe began to collect it and trade it at Fort Kamloops. Other prospectors heard about the gold and arrived to search for it. James Douglas, who was in charge of the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) in the district and also governor of Vancouver Island, was afraid that American miners would start to fight with the First Nations people and want to take over the land. He took charge of the settlement on the mainland and imposed British rule. Queen Victoria was called upon to name this territory. As Columbus had discovered the New World, and part of the area was already named Columbia on HBC maps, the queen decided to add the word “British.” There would be no uncertainty about the ownership of this territory.


  In 1858, 1,000 ounces of Fraser Canyon gold were sent to be processed at the San Francisco mint. When news of the gold’s place of origin leaked out, the rush to the Fraser and Thompson rivers was on. The colony of Vancouver Island, which in 1854 was made up of approximately 450 settlers, rapidly ballooned with the arrival of thousands of miners, adventurers and prospectors wanting to try their luck along the Fraser, Thompson and Columbia rivers. This included the first influx of Chinese people to Canada, some of whom migrated from the California gold rush and some of whom came directly from China.


  By the end of 1858, prospectors had staked out every single sandbar on the Fraser River, advancing upriver and along its many tributaries. The Fraser River gold rush was mostly over by 1860, but it was only the first of a sequence of gold rushes in British Columbia’s interior and north. In 1862, an Englishman named Billy Barker found gold at the bottom of a deep shaft in Williams Creek in the Cariboo and hauled it out by the bucketful. One prospector in the 1885 Granite Creek gold rush, in the Tulameen River Valley, gathered up to $400 worth of gold a day. The last great gold rush occurred in the Klondike in 1896.


  The gold being panned was placer gold, ground out of rocks by glaciers and weathering. It washed down the rivers and, being much heavier than water, settled out in sand or gravel bars, stream beds or alluvial fans. Unlike the gold in California, it didn’t require expensive machinery or large groups of people to recover it. Anyone could find it, although the process required patience. Gravel was scooped up from the riverbed in a pan, which was then rotated in shallow water while held at an angle so that the gravel washed out, leaving sand and fine particles or flakes of gold, or if the prospector was really lucky, nuggets in the bottom of the pan. A rocker could also be used. This consisted of a short box on top of a longer one with coarse wire mesh between them. Gravel in the top box was rocked and washed with water so that finer particles passed through the coarse mesh to land on a piece of cloth above finer mesh that allowed water to drain away. The gold was removed from the cloth by brushing or washing, or sometimes the cloth was burned in a campfire and the gold picked out when the ashes had cooled.


  Yip Sang Heads North


  In 1881, at the age of 36, Yip Sang loaded his belongings onto a cart, joined a wagon train and trudged north through Oregon and Washington. He had succumbed to gold fever and decided to try his luck in the British Columbia goldfields. By this time, trails to the goldfields had been established; nevertheless, the journey was a hard one. Potential prospectors often underestimated what supplies they would need for their journey and starved or froze before they reached their destination. Of those men who did arrive, thousands were unable to stake claims. It was difficult to pan for gold when the rivers ran high, and impossible when they froze in winter. When they could work, prospectors were bent over with their hands in icy water for hours on end. The luckier ones lived in small wooden shacks with newspapers glued to the inside walls for insulation. A wood fire doubled as their cookstove. If they needed supplies, which were expensive, they might face a walk of many miles to reach the nearest town. If they wanted to eat, they had to soak and cook dried beans and bake their own bread. There was no medical help when men had accidents or were taken ill.


  Chinese prospectors tended to follow their white counterparts. In these lawless places, it was every man for himself. Even men of the same nationality sometimes lied to, cheated and stole from each other, and the Chinese were well aware that they were not particularly welcome. Many of the white prospectors wanted to get rich quickly, so moved on if there was no sign of doing so. The Chinese then moved in to see what they could pan, content to make a good day’s wage. Even so, they guarded their claims to stop others from jumping them, and they concealed any success to prevent robbery.


  Yip Sang didn’t find gold, but perhaps that was fortunate. If he had, he might have been cheated, robbed or even murdered. Instead, he eventually made his way to Vancouver, where he fed himself by selling sacks of coal from door to door. The coal-filled sacks were heavy, and by the end of each day he was covered in black coal dust. But at least he had somewhere dry to sleep, and he didn’t have to walk miles to buy the makings of a meal. The following year his luck began to improve.


  Chapter
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  Building the Canadian Pacific Railway


  Yip Sang had been in North America for 18 years when he met Lee Piu, who worked for the Kwong On Wo Company, which supplied the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR). By this time, Yip Sang had taught himself English, and at the age of 37, he was no doubt eager to find better-paying work that required less brawn and more brain. Lee Piu hired Yip Sang to work as a bookkeeper, keep a record of employee hours and pay the men in his work gangs. This involved visiting various railway camps. Yip Sang rode a black mare and kept a revolver handy to protect his money bag.


  According to family lore, his favourite route included a stop in Yale for apple pie served by a young Native girl. One evening when he stopped at Yale, a dance was in progress. When Yip Sang asked what the special occasion was, he was told they were going to announce an engagement. Afraid that his love of apple pie served by a pretty young woman had given the wrong impression, he made a hasty departure. It wasn’t that he didn’t want a wife—he did—but he wanted a Chinese wife with Chinese values, and he already had someone in mind.


  Yip Sang worked hard, and with his eye for opportunities, eventually negotiated the job of Chinese superintendent. This involved managing the flow of Chinese railway workers, many of whom came from his home province, Guangdong.


  From Colony to Province


  By the 1850s, the fur trade was winding down. The gold rush had brought the first Chinese to British Columbia, mostly from California, but when the frenzy died down in the 1860s, most of this first wave of Chinese immigrants left the colony. British Columbia was still rich in other natural resources but was isolated from the rest of British North America by thousands of kilometres and ranges of rugged mountains. The colony’s inhabitants felt cut off from the men who governed British North America, as well as from eastern Canadian markets, both of which were an arduous and lengthy journey away. Mail destined for eastern Canada was routed through San Francisco and had to have an American stamp. Although British Columbia’s population was still small, the colony’s rapid growth had put it into debt, and government-funded services were needed.


  Some people thought that British Columbia should join the United States. It was an expensive colony far from eastern Canada that already carried out much of its trade with the United States. However, politicians were busy working on the British North America Act, and on July 1, 1867, the Dominion of Canada was born. John A. Macdonald became Canada’s first prime minister.


  Macdonald and his supporters wanted Canada to extend from sea to sea and to include the vast western prairies for farmland and the still-valuable fur-trading territory of Rupert’s Land, which made up the Hudson Bay drainage basin. The HBC had governed Rupert’s Land since 1670, but the company was now in decline and ready to sell this huge area. The Americans were keen to buy it, but the British government insisted that Rupert’s Land should be sold to Canada. In 1869, the land that now covers all of Manitoba, most of Saskatchewan, southern Alberta, southern Nunavut and northern parts of Ontario and Quebec was sold to Canada for £300,000. In 1870, after Manitoba and the North-West Territories joined New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Ontario and Quebec in Confederation, delegates from the colony of British Columbia travelled to Ottawa to negotiate. The Canadian government promised that if British Columbia joined Confederation, the government would assume the colony’s debt, provide money for public works, allow them to send six Members of Parliament to Ottawa and build a railway across the prairies and mountains to the Pacific. What’s more, they would complete the railway in 10 years.


  The delegates were pleased at having negotiated what they wanted, and British Columbia became a province of Canada in 1871. However, the federal government had no idea how much this railway would cost or what route it would take through the mountains. Opponents claimed the idea was insane recklessness, arguing that the railway would be a massive undertaking that would cost thousands and thousands of dollars. They also argued that most of the land between British Columbia and Ontario was barely inhabited, and the new province was too geographically distant from the rest of Canada for proper communication with the east. British Columbia would have little political influence and be subject to policy decisions made far away.


  Macdonald insisted the CPR would result in a great and united Canada. He also insisted on an all-Canadian route, although it would have been cheaper to avoid the rugged Canadian Shield by passing south though Wisconsin and Minnesota. To woo contractors, the government offered incentives that included vast grants of land in western Canada.


  The Pacific Scandal


  In 1872, Sir John A. Macdonald and other members of the ruling Conservative Party were involved in a controversy that became known as the Pacific Scandal. They had solicited election campaign funds from promoters, including Sir Hugh Allan, who headed the syndicate that was later awarded the charter for building the railway. When news of this became public, the Conservatives were forced to resign, and Alexander Mackenzie, a Scottish stonemason, building contractor and newspaper editor, was asked to lead a new Liberal government.


  Railway construction limped along. Surveyors argued over routes while Mackenzie began to construct segments under the supervision of the Department of Public Works. Canada’s population was still less than four million people, and public money was in short supply, so progress was slow. But in 1878, Macdonald was returned to power. Whereas the Mackenzie government had promoted free trade, Macdonald promised to place significant duties on imported manufactured items, thus helping Canadian companies to sell their goods in the domestic market. He also promised to inject more energy into building the railway so that it could be finished in a timely fashion. He confirmed that the western terminus of the railway would be at Port Moody. Now a small city in Metro Vancouver, this port had been named after Colonel R.C. Moody, who arrived in 1858 to help establish the gold-rush community.


  In 1880, the Macdonald government signed a contract with a group of businessmen that included George Stephen and Duncan McIntyre, both from Montreal. The syndicate agreed to connect the sections of railway built under government ownership and complete the railway within 10 years. Their price was $25 million and a grant of over 10 million hectares of land. Other concessions included waived import duties on all materials, waived taxes on unsold land and a ban on construction of competing railway lines for 20 years. To pick up the pace of construction, they hired William Cornelius Van Horne, who had worked in various capacities for American railway companies for 25 years. Van Horne was appointed general manager of the CPR and rose through the ranks to become the company’s president in 1888.


  In 1882, the first spike of the CPR was hammered just west of Bonfield, Ontario, to connect the recently built Central Canada Railway along the Ottawa Valley to the new line being built from the east. The CPR route across Ontario traversed the dense forest, muskeg and granite outcrops of the Canadian Shield. Its construction was far more challenging than building the prairie sections. However, the most difficult and dangerous part of the entire project was building the line through British Columbia.


  The proposed route crossed land controlled by the Blackfoot First Nations; however, Albert Lacombe, a missionary priest, was able to persuade Chief Crowfoot, the Siksika leader, to allow the railway to proceed. The next problem was the Kicking Horse Pass. The steep drop west of the summit resulted in a seven-kilometre stretch of track with a 4.5-percent gradient—more than four times the recommended maximum gradient. As a result, runaway trains were a serious problem in the pass until the Spiral Tunnels were built 25 years later.


  Another obstacle was finding a route through the Selkirk Mountains. A surveyor named Major Rogers found the pass that was named in his honour, but the heavy annual snowfall caused many avalanches, and kilometres of snowsheds had to be built to protect the line. In addition, bridges had to be built across fast-flowing, icy rivers and canyons. Retaining walls were sometimes needed, and tunnels had to be blasted out of rock. In some locations, it was hard to find cover during the blasting, and labourers clearing away debris were exposed to rockfalls from above. Adding to the danger, fires often burned along the CPR’s right-of-way. Andrew Onderdonk, an American of Dutch origin, was hired to supervise building the section of line from Vancouver. Despite the challenges, his work parties slowly moved east, reaching Eagle Pass in the Monashee Mountains, 19 kilometres west of Revelstoke, in 1885.


  Working on the Railway


  Building the railway took a lot of manpower, something that was in chronic short supply. Many of the first Chinese immigrants had departed in the 1860s with the decline of the Fraser River gold rush. To solve the problem, Onderdonk subcontracted through Chinese labour suppliers to bring men in from China. Yip Sang was one such supplier; between 1882 and 1885, he provided Chinese men to work on the railway between Port Moody and the Shuswap. Some of the men had worked in the United States constructing the Union Pacific Railway, but those who came directly from China had no experience. They were organized into groups of 30 men and boys, each group having one experienced worker or “bookman” who took charge and told them what to do.


  This solution to the labour shortage was not welcomed by North Americans. The Chinese had gained a reputation for working long hours at low rates of pay, which made them unpopular with others looking for work. What’s more, the Chinese lived frugally and either took much of what they earned back to China with them or sent it to support their families. This earned them the title of “sojourners,” or hua qiao, since many of them intended to return home when they had saved enough money to improve their life in China. Even if they wished to stay in Canada, many people felt that the Chinese were too different to assimilate into the local population and adopt the lifestyle of other settlers from Europe and Britain.


  In 1882, a resolution was proposed to induce CPR contractors to import and employ white labour instead of Chinese, but Onderdonk had already recruited several thousand Chinese men to build the mountainous section of the railway. Other bills to prevent Chinese immigration and regulate the Chinese population of British Columbia by taxing them for a work licence were disallowed and declared to be unconstitutional. Prime Minister Macdonald told Members of Parliament that they must choose between a railway largely built by Chinese labourers or no railway at all.


  Although the Chinese were necessary to help build the railway, many thousands of workers were needed, and they weren’t all Chinese. All labourers had to pay for their own food, which they were charged for even if they were ill and did not eat. They were only allowed to buy clothing from company stores that charged inflated prices. They also had to pay for transportation costs and medical care and were not paid for days they missed work because they were ill, waiting for supplies or moving camp. In winter months, the snow and cold temperatures often brought work to a standstill. Tools consisted of shovels, picks, axes, drills, wheelbarrows and wooden ramps. But that was where the similarities between non-Chinese and Chinese workers ended.


  While some railway workers were paid as much as $2.50 a day, the rate for the Chinese was $1 a day. They had agreed to this when they signed on, before realizing how many deductions would be taken out of their paycheques for food, shelter, days not worked, clothing and more. There was no logical reason for their lower pay. The Chinese labourers demanded fewer facilities, followed orders and were generally clean-living. They were able to move camp quickly and efficiently when it was time to start another section of the railway. Despite their generally small stature and slight build, they were often given jobs that were the hardest physically, such as felling huge trees and hauling away blasted rock on shifts that lasted from 8 to 10 hours a day. They were pressured to work quickly because of the limited budget, and safety measures were non-existent.
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    Chinese men work on the CPR tracks just west of Rogers Pass, British Columbia, in 1889.

    Glenbow Archives NA-3740-29

  


  Although workers of all backgrounds were sometimes at risk of being drowned, killed by rockfalls and cave ins, caught in explosions or avalanches, trampled by runaway horses, flattened beneath falling trees or attacked by bears or other wild animals, there were more deaths among the Chinese than other labourers. They were fed mostly rice and dried fish, and without any vitamin C in their diet, many suffered from scurvy. At first it was feared that the men had brought some horrible disease with them from China; yet even when it became clear that it was scurvy, which wasn’t contagious, nothing was done about it. Without vitamin C, their bodies’ connective tissue began to break down. Limbs swelled and teeth fell out. Their bodies bled and rotted. Death was painful, but few of the Chinese workers could have afforded to pay for medical help, even if it had been available. They suffered from the cold too. Having come from a milder climate, many did not own warm coats, hats and gloves, and labourers struggled to work barehanded when temperatures fell below zero.


  They were lonely, ill-fed, often tired, sick and discouraged that they weren’t able to save any money, yet the majority of them still stuck it out. Why did they do so? And why did their kinsmen continue to follow them to North America to work in such awful conditions?


  Many of the Chinese labourers already in Canada were still repaying the cost of their passage from China and didn’t have the money to go home. Most spoke little or no English, which made it difficult for them to cope on their own. Their families in China probably weren’t told what their fathers, husbands and sons were going through. It’s likely that these early immigrants, or lao huaqiao, didn’t want to worry their relatives or admit that they weren’t making any money, which would have caused an embarrassing loss of face. As bad as railway work was, in North America they had some chance of improving their lot, whereas in China they had none. They had initially given the name Gold Mountain to the North Pacific regions of North America because of the California gold rush in the 1840s, but over time that name came to mean simply finding prosperity. Migrants left China for the same reasons they left Scotland, Ireland and European countries; they were tired of war and ineffective or corrupt governments, or they couldn’t find work and their families were starving.


  Why the Chinese Came to Canada


  China had been ruled by the Qing Dynasty, made up of non-Chinese Manchu people, since 1644. In 1839, the first Opium War began a series of wars with foreign powers. China’s methods and equipment were outdated, and her rulers were forced to give out trading concessions and territory. The once self-sufficient Chinese felt humiliated, and many viewed their rulers as weak and corrupt. Local officials charged surtaxes to line their own pockets, and disgruntled groups of citizens felt it was time for change. A well-educated Hakka from northern China, Hong Xiuquan, began a rebellion against the Qing Dynasty after repeatedly failing the Imperial examinations that would have allowed him to enter government service and join the ruling elite. The Taiping Rebellion spread civil war throughout southern China from 1850 to 1864, and thousands died.


  The central government did not have the resources to protect peasants from droughts, floods or bandits. The economy collapsed, which led to the spread of poverty and famine, especially in southeastern China. To make matters worse, China’s population was growing rapidly. Between 1780 and 1850, Guangdong’s population had doubled from 14 to 28 million. China had an agricultural economy with little industry. Peasant farmers divided their land into smaller plots with each generation. Even though south China’s mild climate allowed them to grow two rice crops each year, farmers could not produce enough to feed everyone.


  Many Chinese grew tired of their meagre existence, especially when they heard of the labour shortage in North America. Guangdong had a seafaring tradition, and its port of Guangzhou (Canton) had been a place of trade for foreigners for over 100 years. The men were used to venturing overseas to work in Southeast Asia and sending money home. Ironically, leaving China was considered un-Confucian. In 1712, the Chinese emperor had even declared that anyone returning after settling overseas should be beheaded. Sons were supposed to stay home, where they could honour their ancestors and continue the family line by having sons of their own. By the 1800s, however, working overseas had become a necessary fact of life. Many men left wives and children in China, whom they visited or returned to when they had saved enough money.


  While one dollar a day in Canada was less than non-Chinese railway labourers were being paid, it was far more than the pennies, or wén, a man might earn in China. Besides, many did not intend to leave China forever. If they worked hard for a few years and saved their money, they could return to China as self-made men. They had no idea how many unforeseen expenses would eat away at their hard-earned salaries, and so they continued to leave their families and make the long journey to Canada.


  Yip Sang knew that the Chinese were badly treated, but he also knew how hard it was to earn a living in China. He had gambled on a new life, and it was paying off. If his countrymen were willing to risk working on the railway for a chance at a better life, then why wouldn’t he, having journeyed to Canada in hopes of the very same thing, help them out? Of course, he was being paid to organize as many as 7,000 Chinese labourers who made up as much as 75 percent of the railway’s workforce, and it’s impossible to know if he had qualms about supplying workers or knew how dangerous the work could be. The bottom line was that the Chinese men wanted jobs, the Canadians needed men to build the railway and English-speaking Chinese were needed to organize the workers. If Yip Sang hadn’t taken on the task, then someone else would have done so.


  Macdonald’s Dilemma


  Despite the thousands of labourers toiling to complete the railway, blasting tunnels through mountains and building bridges across gorges and rivers was slow work. In 1884, the government passed the Railway Relief Bill and loaned another $22.5 million to the CPR. By 1885, the railway was almost complete, but Van Horne had once again run out of money. Macdonald faced a dilemma. Canada’s debts were mounting and giving more money to the CPR would surely result in his Conservative party being voted out of office again. To allow the railway to flounder would leave it unfinished and trigger bankruptcies and corporate and personal hardships. Help came by way of a prairie rebellion.


  The Metis, struggling to make the transition from hunting to farming, were upset that the new Dominion of Canada was not protecting their rights. They were joined by some disgruntled white settlers and Native groups who were also upset that the Canadian government was not giving them the help it had promised. In March 1885, the North-West Rebellion broke out in the district of Saskatchewan. Van Horne helped to transport Canadian troops west to quell the uprising. The miserable marches across snowy terrain in temperatures as low as -35ºC took their toll, but by using the completed sections of railway, the troops reached Batoche on the South Saskatchewan River in record time. The Metis were overwhelmed, and their leader, Louis Riel, was captured. The general public viewed Van Horne and the CPR as the heroes of the day.


  Many railway workers felt differently. The CPR had no money left to pay them. Groups of strikers tried to persuade other labourers who were still working to join them. Faced with riots and the impending bankruptcy of the CPR, Macdonald granted the railway company yet another loan.


  The End of the Line


  On November 7, 1885, with great ceremony, the last spike was hammered into the railway line at Craigellachie, 45 kilometres west of Revelstoke and east of the entrance to Eagle Pass. The massive project had been completed five years ahead of schedule. The CPR was soon operating at a profit and eventually paid off its government loans.


  No one knows exactly how many men died while building the transcontinental railway. Some sources claim that as many as three or four Chinese died for every kilometre of track laid, but at the time, their deaths were thought to be of no consequence and were often omitted from accident reports. Families were not always notified when a death occurred, and agents did not necessarily pay the compensation that had been promised.


  As sections of the railway were finished, labourers were laid off. The last of them were let go when the east and west sections were joined at Craigellachie, and the winter of 1885–86 took a particularly heavy toll on unemployed Chinese workers.


  Most Canadians hoped the laid-off Chinese labourers would go home, and some did. Others stayed and searched for new jobs. Many had no choice because they didn’t have enough money for the passage home, but with so many labourers being laid off during such a short time, finding work wasn’t easy. Some settled in towns along the Fraser River. A few eventually moved east of the Rockies to settle in Alberta and beyond, finding work almost exclusively in laundries and restaurants. White employers would not hire them, and opening a laundry didn’t require much capital. Besides, washing clothes and cooking were considered women’s work, so the Chinese were not competing with other men for jobs. In British Columbia, however, they worked in mines and market gardens as well as in the lumber and fishing industries. Many flooded the Chinatowns of New Westminster and Victoria, but a Chinese district was also developing along the northwest shores of False Creek.


  The CPR wanted the railway line to link up to its seagoing fleet and by 1885 had realized that the eastern end of Burrard Inlet at Port Moody was too shallow to accommodate ocean-going ships. In February 1885, a formal contract was drawn up that stated the railway line from Port Moody would be extended to Gastown in the immediate vicinity of Coal Harbour and English Bay. As soon as this decision became public knowledge, Gastown underwent a growth spurt. By 1888, the multicultural community had swelled to over 3,000 residents and over 1,000 buildings, including saloons, hotels and grocery stores that catered to mill workers, lumbermen, ships’ crews and whalers. Officially renamed Vancouver, it was becoming Canada’s most important west-coast port. The city was incorporated in 1886, and the first official train arrived there on May 23, 1887.
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