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The building of Canada’s first transcontinental railway, the Canadian Pacific Railway,
was a tremendous national undertaking. The route through British Columbia, particularly
through the canyons of the Fraser and Thompson Rivers, was considered the most difficult on
the continent.

The general contractor for construction in B.C., Andrew Onderdonk, had two major
problems, the cost of construction and a serious labour shortage. With a railway construction
boom in North America in the 1880's, labour was hard to find. British Columbia had a white
population of only about 35,000 and over 10,000 men were required for the railway.

Onderdonk, an experienced railway contractor from the United States, knew of the
capabilities of Chinese workers. He also knew of the great antipathy to the Chinese in British
Columbia, and so pledged to hire Chinese workers only as a last resort.

However, since the white labourers that could be imported from California were highly
inadequate in both numbers and ability, he soon turned to hiring large numbers of Chinese. One
of Onderdonk’s difficulties in attracting experienced men was that he offered wages
significantly lower than railway navvies, or construction workers, were paid in the U.S., $1.50 to
$1.75 per day as opposed to $1.75 to $2.00 per day.

By 1880, when C.P.R. construction began in B.C., there were a little over 3,000 Chinese
in B.C. and some of them were among the first to seek work at the main construction camp in
Yale. In 1880 and 1881 Onderdonk imported 1,500 experienced Chinese railway construction
workers from the United States.

The Chinese labourers offered many advantages to the contractors, the main one being
the lower wages paid them. They were paid one dollar a day and were not supplied with cooks,
tents or other camp amenities as were the white workers.

As the pace of construction picked up, more workers were required and Onderdonk
began to bring them directly from China. In the winter of 1881-82 he hired two ships to bring in
1,000 workers from Hong Kong. By the end of 1882 ten ships had carried over 6,000 Chinese
labourers.

These labourers are often referred to as coolies (indentured workers) or slave workers
which they were not. They were all hired labourers obtained on contract through Chinese labour
contractors. Each worker, hired at one dollar per day had to pay 2.5 per cent of his wages to the
labour contracting company plus repay the cost of transportation to Canada. All of the workers
came from a few districts of southern China with Canton as the provincial capital. In this
impoverished region wages averaged about seven cents a day.

Each one of the contract workers dreamed of amassing the princely sum of $300 on
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which he could return home financially independent. As it turned out, after the exorbitant living
expenses were deducted, the average worker was unable to save more than $40.00 a year.

Today it is commonly believed that the Chinese workers built all or most of the rail line
in B.C. but, except for the section from Port Moody to Yale, white labour usually outnumbered
the Chinese. Locally between Lytton and Kamloops, Chinese workers did predominate and
many were used east of Kamloops as well. It is generally agreed, however, that Onderdonk
could not have successfully completed his contract without the Chinese.

Very little is known about the personal lives and living conditions of the Chinese
workers. Only general estimates can be drawn from the few records that exist as no documents
or diaries by the Chinese themselves have ever been found.

They were divided into work gangs of thirty with a cook and bookkeeper and one white
boss or “herder” assigned to each gang. Each camp probably also had a representative of the
Chinese agents who acted as an interpreter and intermediary between the workers and their
white supervisors. There could be up to 1,000 living and working in the same locality and they
maintained their own services such as restaurants, barbershops, and laundries. There were major
camps at Port Moody, Yale and Savona.

There can be little doubt, on even the meager evidence availabel, that the Chinese
workers suffered a great deal. There is a legend that one Chinese worker died for each foot of
track laid through the Fraser Canyon. This is a great exaggeration but the death toll was
enormous none the less.

The figures vary considerably but even Onderdonk’s conservative estimate of 600
Chinese deaths is four for every mile of track. The Victoria Colonist states that 1,500 died of
sickness and Chinese merchants in Victoria claimed that 2,200 perished.

Many died from exposure or exhaustion from overwork as well as disease. The most
common cause of death was from scurvy, as the Chinese lived mostly on rice an pounded
salmon. The Inland Sentinel, later the Kamloops Sentinel, was more favourable to the Chinese
than most newspapers at the time. The editor, Michael Hagan, frequently complained of the
mistreatment of the Chinese and expressed outrage that no one was concerned about their health
and safety.

The contractors were generally pleased with the honest, hard-working and usually
obedient Chinese workers. However, residents in the area in China from where most of the
workers originated had a long history of rebellion to protect their rights and livelihoods. If they
felt they were treated unfairly by the railway contractors they reacted strongly to defend
themselves.






