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James Teit and an Anthropology of Belonging

James Teit with chiefs John Tetlenitsa, Paul David and Thomas Adolph, Ottawa, 1916
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I first heard of  James Teit around 1999, 
when I was the board chair of  the Her-

itage Canada Foundation and learned 
there was to be a Historic Sites and 
Monuments Board of  Canada plaque 
ceremony in Spences Bridge. Intrigued, I 
chugged through the Fraser and Thomp-
son canyons and attended a colourful 
gathering of  Indigenous and settler folks 
at the Chief  Whistemnista centre there. 

Studying a little more, I learned 
that after his first wife, a Nlaka’pamux 
woman named Antko, died in 1899, he 
married a daughter of  the Morens fam-
ily who were related to the Guichons – 
French immigrants whose cattle grazed 
the vast meadowlands around Quilchena 
near Merritt (and ancestors of  Judith 
Guichon, the BC lieutenant governor 
from 2012–18). The Teits then occupied 
the Morens house, one of  the oldest in 
the BC Interior, above the last surviving 
fruit stand near Spences Bridge – Hilltop 
Gardens. (It burned down recently.)

I’d hardly gone any way at all into 
my research before I came across the 
name of  Dr. Wendy Wickwire of  the 
University of  Victoria. Two years ago, 
UBC Press published her career-span-
ning study of  Teit’s extraordinary life: At 
The Bridge: James Teit and an Anthropology of  
Belonging.

This is not an ordinary biography, 
as Wickwire is not an ordinary histo-
rian. Her passion for her subject shines 
through on every page, including her 
personal feelings and experiences (so sad-
ly rare in academic writing) as she pur-
sued Teit’s story across British Colum-
bia, Canada, and to his birthplace in the 
Shetland Islands. “I started on the trail 
of  James Teit in 1977,” she wrote, “and 

after more than three decades I have only 
begun to scratch the surface.”

In her preface, she writes, “Arriv-

ing in British Columbia just over a de-
cade after its entry into Confederation, 
Teit spent 40 years as a student of  the 
Indigenous peoples of  BC, Washington, 
Idaho, Oregon, and Montana. This led 
to 11 ethnographic monographs and 
large collections of  artefacts, field notes, 
plant and wildlife inventories, maps, wax-
cylinder recordings and photographs. He 
spent the last 15 years of  his life at the 
centre of  an Indigenous Rights campaign 
aimed at resolving BC’s contentious land-
title issue...” For a somewhat-educated 
reader like myself, her book was a revela-
tion on the roles of  the McBride, Laurier 
and Borden governments in marginaliz-
ing BC’s Indigenous people.  

But the book isn’t just about mar-
ginalized Indigenous people. It deftly de-
scribes the marginalization of  the Scots, 
forced off common land by the Highland 
Clearances of  the 19th century that en-
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Upcoming Speakers
The VHS invites everyone to attend our monthly talks, which are being held 
online by Zoom during the pandemic. Members will receive complete in-
formation by email a few days before the lecture.Just a quick one this month to thank board members 

and the volunteers who do accounting, membership, mail-
ing and videography for being so steadfast through all the 
isolation. And, for readers who get BC History magazine, our 
speaker this month, Dr. Wendy Wickwire, has an excellent 
article in the Spring 2021 edition entitled “Making History 
Public: Reflections of  an Academic Historian,” which speaks 
to the kind of  historical topics we try to present each month.

Michael Kluckner, President
presidentvhs@gmail.com

May 27, 2021
Deinstutionalization and the MAD Movement in Canada

Speaker: Megan Davis (University of Toronto)

In the 1970s, psychiatrists, social workers, mental health work-
ers and mental health patients in Vancouver came together 
to challenge and deinstitutionalize the mental health system. 
Health historian Megan J. Davies’ talk will illuminate a largely 
forgotten piece of  Vancouver’s radical 1970s history by focus-
ing on mental health initiatives that inverted traditional psychi-
atric practices and power systems. 

September 23, 2021
Landscapes of Injustice (the Nikkei Experience in Canada)

Speaker: Dr. Jordan Stanger-Ross (University of Victoria)

Upcoming Events
Registration is open for the annual BC Historical Federa-
tion Conference to be held virtually June 3–5. It is themed 
around Surrey, where it was to have been held. Boat-building, 
the RCMP, adventures in digital history, and Surrey’s poet lau-
reate are among the programs, and there will be virtual tours 
of  the Peace Arch, the BCER railway, and the cemetery, as 
well as the AGM on the 5th. Details online – where else? – at 
https://www.bchistory.ca/conference/

***

Virtual Tour of  Olympic Village with John Atkin
Tuesday, April 13th, 2021 @ 7:00 pm

*** For VHS Members Only ***

Please pre-register before April 12th by emailing 
fieldtripsvhs@gmail.com

On this virtual walk, John Atkin will explore the transformation 
of  Southeast False Creek from heavy industry to one of  the 
greenest communities in North America. Olympic Village won 
the LivCom Award for most environmentally sustainable built 
environment in 2010 and was awarded LEED Platinum at the 
neighbourhood level, becoming the second neighbourhood in 
the world to meet the platinum standard in 2011.

At the beginning of  non-Indigenous settlement, the shore 
of  False Creek was industrialized. On the southeast shore, creo-
sote and asphalt plants vied for space with the infrastructure of  
the Great Northern Railway, the Vancouver Salt Company and 
the huge King and Jardine sawmill operation. In the 1990s, fol-
lowing the transformation of  the Creek’s north shore, the City 
of  Vancouver rezoned the area from industrial, paving the way 
for urban redevelopment.

During the 1940s, Canada enacted mass displacement and dis-
possession of  people on racial grounds, a collective moral fail-
ure that remains only partially addressed. Japanese Canadians 
lost their homes, farms, businesses, as well as personal, family, 
and communal possessions. The multi-year, multi-university 
project primarily focused on the forced sale of  Japanese Cana-
dian-owned property. Dr. Stanger-Ross last spoke to the VHS 
on this project in 2014.



sued from England’s conquest of  Scot-
land. (The 275th anniversary of  the Bat-
tle of  Culloden is April 16th). Left with 
few choices but to emigrate, many Scots, 
including Shetland Islanders, came to 
Canada. The experience made Teit a 
lifelong socialist, logically identifying 
with injustice wherever he found it.

Another intriguing element of  the 
tale is the relationship of  the passionate, 
self-taught Teit with the institutions of  
the day. Having scarcely dipped a toe in 
the academic pond, it was a revelation 
for me to read of  the fate of  Teit’s work, 
absorbed largely uncredited into the cor-
pus of  famed anthropologist Franz Boas, 
with Teit himself  rapidly fading from the 
formal historical record. In the words 
of  her book’s jacket notes, “Whereas his 
contemporaries ... studied Indigenous 
peoples as the last survivors of  ‘dying cul-
tures’ in need of  preservation in metro-
politan museums, Teit worked with them 
as members of  living cultures actively 
asserting jurisdiction over their lives and 
lands.”
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to fight them off with a chair.  The invad-
ers left without taking anything, appar-
ently worried that Grandma’s screaming 
would summon the police.

In 1923, Grandpa established his 
own fruit and vegetable store, Parkview 
Produce, at 874 Robson Street between 
Howe and Hornby (at that time, across 
the street from the Courthouse, now the 
Vancouver Art Galley), specializing in 
high-quality produce. Grandpa got up 
at four in the morning so he could buy 
the best fruits and vegetables on whole-
sale row. His outgoing personality made 
him popular with customers. In addition 
to walk-in customers who worked down-
town, Parkview supplied the restaurant 
trade and delivered orders to customers’ 
homes in affluent neighborhoods.

The Quan children worked at 

at UBC, took photographs for the stu-
dent newspaper and the yearbook, and 
opened the photofinishing shop Custom-
color Labs after graduation. Later he was 
a businessman, realtor and notary public. 
Auntie Jean traveled across the Pacific as 
a stewardess for Canadian Pacific Air-
lines.  Uncle Joe and Auntie Jean lived at 
147 West Seventh until the 1960s. Uncle 
Ben returned from Ottawa in 1962 and 
lived at 147 with his family until 1969.

Grandpa was a leader in the Van-
couver Chinese community, his name 
appearing often in the Chinatown News. 
He was active on the boards of  directors 
and committees of  the Kuomintang, the 
Lung Kong Kung Shaw, Hoiping, and 
Quan associations, and he served many 
terms as president of  the Chinese Fruit 
and Vegetable Merchants Association. In 
1969, there were more than 120 cars in 
his funeral procession.  

the store on weekends. In the late 1950s, 
Grandpa retired from Parkview. In his 
later years, he invested in real estate and 
was a partner in other ventures, including 
the Ding Ho restaurant chain. 

Three of  the Quan children – my 
mother Mary and my uncles Ben and 
Dick – spent two years in boarding school 
in Canton (now Guangzhou) in 1936-
1937. They returned to Canada after 
Japan invaded Guangdong. In the pro-
vincial examinations, Mom ranked third, 
Uncle Ben first, and Uncle Dick second, 
winning full scholarships to UBC. Mom 
majored in English language and litera-
ture and won the University Graduate 
Scholarship, which enabled her to earn 
an MA in comparative literature at Co-
lumbia University. Uncles Ben and Dick 
majored in engineering and began their 
careers at the National Research Coun-
cil. Uncle Joe majored in commerce 
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James Teit: Activist, Anthropologist, Socialist

Dr. Wickwire’s lecture will range 
across Teit’s world, including Vancouver 
where, from 1916 until his death in 1922, 
he attended regular meetings of  the Al-
lied Indian Tribes of  B.C.  and mixed 
with his colleagues at the Canadian So-

cialist Party headquarters. 
[Look for the Zoom link in your in-

box. Due to the pandemic and the virtual 
presentations, we have been fortunate to 
be able to present excellent speakers with-
out incurring travel expenses for them.]

Quan Gow and His Family in Vancouver

An adventurous life: James Teit with his packhorse in the dry lands of the BC Interior in 
1904, crossing the Stikine River in 1906 while guiding a group, and working on his field 
notes in his cabin in the Twaal Valley near Spences Bridge.  TEIT  FAMILY COLLECTION



SUPPORT THE VHS: Join online today at www.vancouver-historical-society.ca 

By Carol F. Lee

Quan Gow and His Family in Vancouver

PHOTOS COURTESY QUAN FAMILY ARCHIVE 

In April 1920, before his wife’s arrival 
from China with their eldest son, a 

Chinese immigrant named Quan Gow 
bought a house at 147 West 7th Avenue 
in Mount Pleasant. It would be his family 
home for almost 50 years until his death 
in 1969. Quan Gow was my maternal 
grandfather, whom I met when I was a 
child. I’m fascinated by Grandpa’s life 
trajectory from a child in a Chinese farm-
ing village of  a few hundred people to a 
prosperous businessman and Chinese 
community leader in Vancouver.

Grandpa was born around 1891 
in the village of  Dai Long, Hoiping, in 
Guangdong province.  Grandpa’s father 
emigrated to Canada in 1898, then sent 
for him when he was 12.  He went to 
school for about 18 months, long enough 
to get a refund of  the $100 head tax un-
der a provision that was repealed shortly 
thereafter. He helped his father sell fish 
from a pushcart, then became a houseboy 
and a cook in well-to-do households, and 
saved enough money to return to China 
around 1908 to marry my grandmother, 
Der Shee. Great-grandfather had be-
come a partner in an import-export store 
on Pender Street in Chinatown; when 
he returned to China in 1913, Grandpa 
took over his interest in the partnership.  

Mount Pleasant was a working-
class neighborhood with a handful of  
Chinese families.  No racial barriers pre-
vented Grandpa from buying the family 
home. Built in 1907, the house was in the 
Gabled Vernacular style, with a covered 
front porch, two storeys, an attic and a 
basement. Five more Quan children, 
two daughters and three sons, were born 
there with a doctor in attendance.  The 
family spoke the village dialect of  Chi-
nese at home. When the older children 
began to attend Simon Fraser elemen-
tary school, they didn’t speak any Eng-
lish.  Going to school with native English 
speakers probably helped them become 

The Quan Gow house at 147 West 7th Avenue, and Quan Gow himself at Parkview 
Produce on Robson Street in front of signs for frozen foods, blueberries, peaches, 
raspberries, cantaloupe. strawberries, lemonade and orange juice, c. 1940. 

The Clement Block at the southeast corner of Robson and Hornby in 1928. The 
Alexandra Dancing Academy, a ballroom/nightclub, occupied the second floor. It became 
Danceland in the years before the building’s demolition to make way for the Robson 
Square/Courthouse complex. PHOTO BY LEONARD FRANK, VPL 6586A

more proficient in English than if  they 
had lived in Chinatown.      

Records from the land registry 
show that payments on the house were 
in arrears and the house was at risk of  
foreclosure for many years before the 

debt was finally paid off in 1929. In Feb-
ruary 1925, the Vancouver newspapers 
reported an attempted burglary by two 
masked men armed with revolvers, who 
beat Grandpa over the head as he tried 
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