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Chinese New Year in Kamloops

The first day of the New Year is cne of the oldest and
most widely observed festivals around the world. For the
Chinese, the New Year traditionally begins, because of
calendar adjustments, somewhere between the middle of January
and the end of February. February 13th this year marked the
beginning of the Year of the Pig.

Unlike today, the Chinese New Year was a day of notable
and noisy celebration in early Kamloops. The change is no
doubt due to the disappearance of the old Chinese community
on West Victoria Street, for Chinese New Year is still a
colourful public event in the large Chinese community in
Vancouver.

Though the first Chinese entered B.C. during the Gold
Rush of the 1860's, railway construction in the 1880's
brought in large numbers of Chinese labourers. In 1884, the
largest camp of Chinese in the interior was at Yale. During
the last week of January of that vyear, a three-day New Year
celebration by the Chinese residents attracted the attention
of the whole town. The Chinese probably practised many of
their traditional observances, but New Year's being a joyous
and noisy celebration, always attracted the notice of the
usually unfriendly white community.

The event was marked by fireworks and music throughout
the night, and a feast which was attended by a number of
Europeans. The Chinese, it seems, in this period of great
prejudice against them, were more willing to have whites
participate in their celebrations than the whites were to
return the favour. However, those who attended must have
enjoyed themselves, for they stayed all night and one
Scottish guest played his bagpipes at the close of the
festivities.
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The earliest record of a Chinese New Year celebration at
Kamloops is a short note in the Inland Sentinel in 1886. The
editor merely mentioned that a considerable amount of noise
and celebration went on among the Chinese at the west end of
town, It seems to have been the yearly pattern that the
newspaper would take only very short notice of the fireworks
and noise but%ﬁeldcm supplied details of the celebration.

The tone of the reporting was unfailingly patronizing with
the odd blatant insult thrown in. The Chinese were accused
of stealing chickens for their celebrations, smoking opium or
being plain "inscrutable".

By the 1890's, there was a large settlement of Chinese
on Main Street which is now West Victoria Street. This kind
of permanence only increased hostility towards them, and in
1897, the paper urged citizens to sign the Anti-Oriental
petition then circulating the province.

New Year's in Chinatown became an annual treat for
everyone, however, with public fireworks displays, music and
colourful costumes. The doors of the Chinese residences were
open to all visitors who were offered assortments of candies,
cigars, Chinese and western liquors and other foods.

Some problems were inevitable, though, in those days of
horsedrawn vehicles. More than once exploding firecrackers
caused horses to bolt in fright. 1In 1892, a horse team ran
the full length of Main Street before the wagon it was
pulling broke off and crashed into a delivery wagon in front
of a grocery store.






