
download at 
thecic.org

A CIC publication  |  thecic.org               

Published since 1940   |   Vol.68  No. 10

Pacific Crossings: 
The early history of Canada-China relations

By Diana Lary

Synopsis

The history of early Canada-China relations is best told in the lives of the intrepid Chinese, Canadians and 
Chinese Canadians who made it, the energetic people who sailed across the Pacific, west to east and east to west. 
The history of Canada China relations was founded on people, and on people to people connections.
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His Wing Sang Company recruited workers, arranged 
their journey to Canada, and found jobs for them when 
they arrived. It operated a postal service, sending 
remittances and letters home. Yip Sang was a founder of 
the Chinese Benevolent Association, the de facto 
government of the community.

The costs of migrating were high; few men brought their 
families. Most were “bachelors,” working long hours, 
living frugal lives. They sent money home to support their 
families and to buy land. Only a few could afford to have a 
family in Canada, often in addition to one in Guangdong; 
polygamy was legal under Chinese law. 

This pattern of sojourner migration was undermined by 
unrelenting pressure from racist, anti-immigration forces 
amongst White settlers, who arrived in larger numbers 
from the end of the 1800s. The Chinese had good relations 
with Indigenous peoples, but they were the butt of the 
animosity of White settlers, who pressured the federal 
government to take action against them. Steadily 
increasing head taxes were imposed, making immigration 
prohibitively costly. Those already in Canada were victims 
of systemic racism, excluded from citizenship, full 
education, and upward economic mobility. Their lives 
were confined to Chinatowns, large in Vancouver and 
Victoria, small elsewhere. The exceptions were the 
pioneering families who opened restaurants in every small 
town across the country. 

The Canadians going west across the Pacific were 
missionaries from eastern Canada. The Protestants among 
them were devout, serious young men from small towns in 
Ontario, most graduates of the University of Toronto. 
They were members of a generation whose highest calling 
was the mission field in China. They were self-confident 
and fearless. They were going to a country in the throes of 
dynastic decline and knew they might not be welcome; in 
1900, during the Boxer Rising, hundreds of missionaries 
were killed. 

Presbyterians (later part of the United Church) went first 
to Korea and Taiwan, where they founded religious bodies 
that are still flourishing today. Rev. George “Black-
bearded” Mackay 馬偕started work in Taiwan in 1871. His 
support for Taiwanese independence from Japan made 
him a hero, remembered to this day. 
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The history of early Canada-China relations is best told in 
the lives of the intrepid Chinese, Canadians, and Chinese-
Canadians who made it. The history could be told in state-
to-state terms, but there would not be much to tell; the 
appointment of Canada’s first ambassador to China came 
only in 1942. It could be told in transport terms, with the 
trans-Canada railways and regular ship traffic across the 
Pacific and Canada as a link in the British imperial 
enterprise. It could told be trade terms, but again there 
would not be much to tell; major trade with China did not 
develop until the 1960s. These stories pale in comparison to 
those of the people who sailed across the Pacific, west to 
east and east to west. The history of Canada-China 
relations was founded on people and on people-to-people 
connections. 

Earliest Connections 
The first substantial  connections between China and 
Canada came in the middle and late 1800s. Young men, 
energetic and determined, crossed the Pacific in opposite 
directions. The men sailing east across the Pacific were 
amongst the first settlers in British Columbia. They came to 
search for gold, then to build railways, to open stores and 
restaurants, and to work as labourers. They left home for a 
vaguely defined place on the other side of the Pacific, Gold 
Mountain 金山. Most were sojourners, their aim to make 
money and then go home. They were known in Canada as 
Chinese, but that was not their own identity. They called 
themselves Tangren 唐人, Cantonese, people from 
Guangdong (“Canton”) province in the far south of China. 
They lived in communities, “Chinatowns” in English, 
Tangrenjie 唐人街 in Chinese. Their life was in Cantonese.

These men were hard-working and outward-looking. They 
were modern-minded, not attached to the old order in 
China but eager for a new one. They contributed 
generously to the revolutionary cause and welcomed as 
heroes the Cantonese leaders of the movement to bring 
down the Qing Dynasty. Kang Youwei 康有為, Liang 
Qichao 梁启超, and Sun Yat-sen 孫中山 all visited 
Canada; in Victoria the admiring community housed them 
in the Empress Hotel. 

The economy of the community depended on skilled 
entrepreneurs. Yip Sang 業春天, an astute merchant and 
labour contractor, was the bridge between the Cantonese 
world and British Columbia. 

1  I discount for lack of evidence the story that there were visitors/settlers from China in the 15th Century. This canard parallels the one that Chinese treasure ships 
reached the east coast of North America then.

1



In China the path was stonier. The Henan mission (in 
Henan province in north central China) was founded in 
1888 and grew steadily. One member was Rev. James 
Menzies 明義士. His training in Canada, before he became 
a minister and was “called” to China, was as a land 
surveyor. This made him an invaluable collaborator in the 
discovery near Zhangde 章德 (now Anyang安陽) of the 
archives of the Shang Dynasty (second millennium BCE). 
The tiny characters written on ox scapula (oracle bones 甲
骨文) were the earliest form of written Chinese. Their 
discovery was a huge source of cultural pride for China. 

The Protestants were often married; their wives were their 
helpmates, not missionaries in the own right. The China 
Inland Mission, an organization with strong Canadian 
connections, employed both men and women as 
missionaries and proselytized with a zeal that made other 
missionaries uneasy. 

Jesuit missionaries from Quebec went to China slightly 
later than the Protestants. They ran a large mission field in 
Jiangsu province under the aegis of the French Jesuits. They 
too were young men greatly admired by their society, which 
revered religious service. Quebecois families were expected 
to give their most talented sons to the church. China was 
the only foreign mission field for Quebec. The 
Presbyterians in Henan and the Roman Catholics in 
Jiangsu were physically quite close but had no connection. 
Besides the unbridgeable divide between their 
denominations, they had no language in common.

The early history of Canada-China relations unrolled in 
opposite directions and on quite distinct pathways, parallel 
but separate. These pathways were connected to different 
parts of China. The Chinese-Canadian world was 
Cantonese, while the Canadians were in north and western 
China. The two groups were unconscious of each other. 
The place they might have met was on an Empress liner 
crossing the Pacific, but racial segregation on the ships 
would have kept them apart. 

First World War – Combined Efforts
War brought a sudden change to relations between China 
and Canada, one that demanded collaboration. As the war 
in France dragged on and more and more soldiers were 
killed, men were needed for manual labour at the front. In 
1916 the Allied high command decided to bring in Chinese 
labourers for this hard and dangerous work. 

They were recruited from Shandong in north China by 
missionaries working there, many of them Canadian. 
They were accompanied on their Pacific and Atlantic 
voyages and on the railway across Canada by missionaries 
(including Rev. Menzies) and by military doctors sent out 
from Canada. Dr. Harry Livingstone was a devout young 
man from a small town in Ontario, a graduate of the 
University of Toronto. His diary gives a detailed 
description of the journey.

Almost a hundred thousand Chinese labourers crossed 
Canada, on locked trains. They scarcely set foot on 
Canadian soil. The transport was an enormous and 
complex operation. Restrictions on Chinese immigration 
were at their height, and Ottawa feared that the men 
might escape and blend in with the existing Chinese 
communities. In fact there was no risk of that. There was 
no possibility of contact between the two groups of 
Chinese. They had no spoken language in common; 
Mandarin and Cantonese are mutually unintelligible in 
speech.

In France the labourers worked hauling supplies to the 
front and digging trenches, not directly in the fighting but 
always in danger. After the Armistice they stayed on for 
the even more dangerous task of cleaning up the 
battlefields, then made the long journey back to 
Shandong. Their contribution was not recognized at the 
time, nor was that of the missionaries and doctors; 
Canada’s losses in France were too overwhelming for 
much credit to be given to those who had survived. Some 
of the labourers died of influenza in France, in the postwar 
pandemic. They were buried there, their graves marked 
with the standard headstones of the Allied dead, the words 
carved in Chinese.

Inter-War – Stasis
The inter-war period was a hard one for the Chinese-
Canadian community. After 1923 there was a complete 
ban on immigration under the disingenuously named 
Chinese Immigration Act. No new arrivals, and especially 
no women, meant that the community gradually aged. 
The pressure of White hostility made people fearful; they 
clung to each other, unable to move in to the larger society 
that rejected them. Their world was gloomy, made even 
more so by the economic collapse after 1929. There was 
little money for remittances, even less for travel back and 
forth to China. The “bachelors,” cut off from their families 
in China, lost hope of family reunion. 
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The situation of the few women was equally painful. 
Canadian author Denise Chong’s grandmother, Mei-ying, 
was separated from her two daughters in China – as it 
turned out, for ever. Growing Japanese pressure on China 
created great anxiety and a surge of patriotism in the 
Chinese communities. General Cai Tingkai蔡廷锴, the 
hero of resistance in Shanghai (1932), visited British 
Columbia to a rapturous reception. Chinese-Canadians 
came into conflict – even street battles – with the Japanese 
community living next door to Vancouver’s Chinatown. 

In China the Canadian missions gained strength during the 
inter-war period. The Henan Mission focused on medicine 
and agricultural innovation. The West China Mission in 
Sichuan province developed strength in medicine and 
dentistry. The second was a brilliant choice of 
specialization; the misery of dental pain could be quickly 
and cheaply resolved by extraction with modern 
equipment. Sufferers, rich and poor, were deeply grateful. 
The China Inland Mission also flourished in the 1930s. The 
small Anglican mission in Henan did not. Bishop William 
White was preoccupied with the acquisition of the stunning 
Chinese antiquities now in the Royal Ontario Museum. 

The Protestant missionaries and their families kept in close 
touch with home through regular letters, often read from 
the pulpits of parish churches, at a time when church 
attendance was the norm. They came back to Canada on 
furloughs, using these visits to raise money for their work 
in China. They were welcome visitors. Many had family 
connections through the United Church to Ottawa’s civil 
service and diplomatic corps and to provincial leaders. 
Three of Canada’s future ambassadors to China were born 
to missionary families: Ralph Collins, 1971–2; John Small, 
1972–6; Arthur Menzies (son of James), 1976–80. 

The Jesuit Mission in Xuzhou grew in the 1920s and 1930s, 
its black-robed priests cycling tirelessly round their 
parishes. The priests did not have furloughs – their 
appointments were for life – but they provided monthly 
reports, which were read in Quebec churches and published 
in a widely read journal, Le Bandit. 

Canada had no diplomatic representation in China. Her 
affairs in China were looked after by the British Embassy 
and consulates. Canada’s first independent foreign 
representation came in 1929, when Herbert Marler, a 
wealthy lawyer, was made ambassador to Japan. 

Marler’s lasting gift to Canada was the purchase, with his 
own funds, of the embassy in Tokyo; Ottawa would not 
provide him with what he saw as suitable quarters. (It is 
now the residence of Canada’s ambassador to Japan.) 
Canada had an immigration and trade office in Hong 
Kong and trade offices in Shanghai and Shenyang, but 
during the Depression none of them were very active, in 
the context of an almost total decline in world trade.

Wartime – Common Cause
What became the Second World War started in China in 
1937 with the all-out Japanese invasion. Chinese-
Canadians reacted in horror and mobilized to support the 
war effort in China. Canadian missionaries in north China 
flung themselves into aiding the afflicted and the legions 
of refugees. The Quebec Jesuits housed tens of thousands 
of refugees, especially women and girls, in their 
compounds during the hellish month of May 1938, when 
Japanese troops rampaged through their area. The priests 
did not withdraw from their posts but continued their 
work under the Japanese occupation. In 1943 three 
priests, Fathers Lalonde, Dubé, and Bernard were 
murdered by a Japanese officer. A movement has been 
launched recently by the nephew of Father Prosper 
Bernard to have him beatified.

In the Yellow River Valley, Dr. Robert McClure, a hugely 
energetic medical missionary, organized a massive 
programme, under the aegis of the International Red 
Cross, to bring relief to the millions of refugees. Into this 
crisis came another Canadian doctor, Norman Bethune, 
son of a Presbyterian minister in Ontario, graduate of the 
University of Toronto. In disfavour in Canada because of 
his radical politics and his problematic behaviour, 
Bethune left Canada to help the Republicans in the 
Spanish Civil War, then to China, to join the Communists 
in the Northwest. He and McClure met in a small town on 
the Yellow River in 1938. Bethune was temporarily 
incapacitated by local rotgut. They disliked each other on 
sight. 

Bethune died in 1939. He was given the status of martyr 
by Mao Zedong, whose article In Memory of Norman 
Bethune 纪念白求恩 castigated his followers for not 
showing the same spirit of sacrifice that had animated 
Bethune. The article was later learned by heart by all 
Chinese. His death passed unnoticed in Canada, where the 
focus of the war was Europe.
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In late 1941, the course of the war turned suddenly, after 
the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbour. Hong Kong was 
threatened. Two Canadian regiments, the Royal Rifles and 
the Winnipeg Grenadiers, had been sent out to Hong Kong 
just before the assault. They were overrun almost 
immediately on their arrival in the doomed defense of 
Hong Kong. Of the nearly two thousand Canadian soldiers, 
over half were either killed or wounded in battle or died 
later in prison camps. Some of them are buried in the 
beautiful cemetery in Saiwan. 

A few families with Canadian connections managed to 
escape from Hong Kong as it fell. The Poy Family settled in 
Ottawa. Their daughter Adrienne (later Clarkson) 伍冰枝
would become the first governor general of Canada of 
Chinese descent, their son Neville伍衛權 a distinguished 
surgeon and husband of Senator Vivienne Poy利德蕙. 

The war saw the opening of the first Canadian embassy to 
China in Chongqing, the wartime capital of Free China. 
General Victor Odlum, a crusty old soldier, had command 
(briefly) of the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division. Soon his 
friend Prime Minister Mackenzie King recalled him and 
told him, with apparent regret, that he was over the age 
limit for command; King had put in the age limit shortly 
before. To compensate, Odlum was sent to China as 
ambassador. Completely ignorant of China, he relied 
heavily on the advice of Canadian missionaries in 
Chongqing, notably Rev. James Endicott. Odlum was a fan 
of Chiang Kai-shek, a fellow soldier, but he overestimated 
his influence. Canada’s presence in Chongqing was tiny, 
dwarfed by that of the USA. In his letters to King, Odlum 
painted a vivid picture of a world full of intrigue and 
corruption. Endicott urged him to think well of the 
Communists, increasingly rivals to the Nationalist 
government. Endicott, like some other missionaries, had 
sympathy for the Communists, whom they regarded as 
reformers rather than revolutionaries. Odlum’s antipathy to 
communism held him back.

For the Chinese community in Canada, the war was a time 
of anguish. They were completely cut off from their families 
in China. They worried incessantly about how those 
families would manage without remittances, how they 
would survive the brutality of the Japanese armies. To do 
their part, many young men volunteered for the Canadian 
forces. Quan Louie, son of a prominent Vancouver family – 
his brother Tong Louie came to control a large retail 
empire – joined the RCAF.  

He died when his plane was shot down over Germany in 
early 1945. In 1995 a lake north of Vancouver was 
renamed Louie Lake in commemoration of his sacrifice. 

Civil war in China between the Nationalist government 
and the Communists broke out even before the Pacific 
War ended. Those in Canada who had hoped to visit their 
families were disappointed. Travel back and forth to 
China was almost impossible. Family separations were 
prolonged, family ties stretched so far that they were 
virtually broken. Many people, especially those born in 
Canada, came to accept that their lives would be in 
Canada. Their situation was improving. They gained the 
franchise, allowing them to enter the professions. The 
Chinese Immigration Act, which had excluded Chinese, 
was repealed in 1947. There was almost no support 
amongst Chinese-Canadians for the Communists, who by 
late 1948 seemed certain to win the civil war. One 
Communist promise was to reform land by taking it from 
its owners. Land owning was the dream of many of the 
migrants – now they seemed certain to lose the land they 
had worked so hard for, denounced as landlords.

In China the Canadian missionary communities gradually 
wound down. The Communists were implacably opposed 
to missionary work. As the Peoples Liberation Army 
moved south, the Henan Mission was closed, as was the 
Jesuit Mission in Jiangsu. Only a few missionaries hung 
on in Sichuan. The work of many decades ended in deep 
sadness and a sense of failure. 

In the spring of 1949, as the civil war neared its end and 
Communist forces closed in on Shanghai, the youthful 
Pierre Elliot Trudeau visited his schoolmate from 
Montreal, Father Paul Delisierres, in the Jesuit compound 
at Xujiahui 徐家滙in Shanghai. This was the beginning of 
his personal fascination with China, later to have a strong 
influence on Canada-China relations.

1949/1960s – Rupture    
In October 1949 the Chinese Communist Party came to 
power. Canada first reduced diplomatic representation in 
China to a charge d’affaires, then severed ties altogether as 
the climate of the Cold War made it impossible to 
maintain relations. More than 20,000 Canadian troops 
fought in the Korean War with China as the enemy; there 
is a remote and beautiful memorial to them on Radar Hill, 
Tofino. 
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Canada maintained diplomatic relations with the Republic 
of China on Taiwan, but at a fairly low level.

The Chinese communities in Canada were completely cut 
off from their home communities in China, behind the 
Bamboo Curtain. No letters could be exchanged; there was 
no family news. All the indirect news they had from China 
– via the Hong Kong media, reprinted in the Chinese 
language press in Canada – was bad: expropriation of 
property, killing of landlords, political persecution, attacks 
on religion. 

There were Canadian sympathisers of the Communists. 
The idealistic Paul Lin 林逹光, son of the Rev George Lim, 
the first Anglican priest in British Columbia of Chinese 
descent, went to China in 1950, from Canada. He was the 
only Chinese Canadian to do so. His mellifluous voice won 
him a job as a radio announcer for Radio China’s English-
language service. In Canada the fiery James Endicott 
proclaimed himself a friend of China and railed against the 
US for the purported use of germ warfare against China. In 
China Isobel Crook, daughter of United Church 
missionaries in West China, was one of the “200%ers,” 
foreigners in China who proclaimed their devotion to the 
socialist cause. And out of curiosity rather than political 
support, Pierre Trudeau went on a sponsored tour of China 
in 1960 with his friend Jacques Hébert. The title of their 
account of the visit, Two Innocents in Red China, is 
suggestive of a degree of naïveté.

The Communist conquest brought a refugee movement 
from China to Canada, people coming not only from the 
Cantonese world but from all parts of China. Their children 
joined the Chinese-Canadian children born in Canada in 
moving into professional jobs. As racism diminished, 
families moved out of Chinatowns as they moved into the 
middle class. Their identity gradually changed from 
Chinese-Canadian to Canadian, with the unspoken 
recognition that that was no future for them in China.

In the early 1960s came an unexpected development, one 
that created what was essentially a Saskatchewan-China 
relationship. After the disastrous famine in China caused 
by the excesses of the Great Leap Forward, China started to 
buy wheat from Canada, most of it from Saskatchewan. 
These were strictly commercial transactions. The doughty 
Saskatchewan MP and Minster of Agriculture in the 
Diefenbaker government, Alvyn Hamilton, promoted the 
sales, as did the Wheat Board. 

In Canada there happened to be a desperate need for new 
markets for wheat; grain production in the USA, 
increasingly subsidized by Washington, was cutting into 
Canadian markets. The first tentative feelers were put out 
in the late 1950s, but only as the famine wound down did 
serious sales start, against strong US opposition. In 1960 
sales were under $10 million, but they reached almost 
$150 million by 1962. Wheat sales became the key 
element of Canada’s trade with China at a time when the 
US enforced a virtual embargo on such trade. The 
willingness of Canada to sell wheat to China in the 
country’s time of great need brought a long-running 
gratitude to Canada. Wheat was joined by major exports 
of potash, also from Saskatchewan.  

After 1949 Hong Kong became increasingly important to 
Canada as the main part of the Cantonese world still 
available to Chinese-Canadians. There were close contacts 
between the communities on the west of the Pacific and 
Hong Kong, whose population in the early 1950s was 
largely made up of refugees from Mainland China. In 
1967 a pro-Beijing movement in Hong Kong precipitated 
turbulent demonstrations and fear of an overflow of the 
Cultural Revolution into Hong Kong. The troubles led a 
wave of Hong Kong people to move to Canada. The most 
prominent was David Lam 林思薺, who came from a 
distinguished family in Hong Kong. Lam became the 
informal leader of Canadians of Chinese origin. He served 
as lieutenant-governor of British Columbia. A charming 
and avuncular figure, he was a strong proponent of 
service to Canada and of integration into Canadian 
society.   

A smaller number of immigrants came from Taiwan, 
native Taiwanese who opposed the Nationalist 
government of Chiang Kai-shek. Active persecution by 
that government forced them into exile.

The end of the 1960s saw a gulf between Canada and 
China as deep as the ocean that separated the countries, 
despite the wheat exports. China was immersed in the 
incomprehensible Cultural Revolution. The little news 
that trickled out of China – leadership purges, crazed Red 
Guards’ destruction of the old culture, attacks on 
intellectuals – convinced many people that China was 
plunged in permanent lunacy. The idea of recognizing the 
Beijing government, establishing diplomatic relations, 
seemed preposterous. 
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Yet in 1970, the same year that Tian Han 田汉, author of 
the words of China’s national anthem, died in prison, a 
victim of the Cultural Revolution, work was going on, in 
great secrecy, to open formal diplomatic relations between 
Canada and China. The era in which human relations 
mattered most was coming to an end.
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