
Book launches can be fun or stodgy 
in turns. Discounted (seldom free) 

drinks, bits of  food on toothpicks, envious 
authors talking down the featured writer, 
family members beaming, publishers hop-
ing to flog a few dozen copies with the 
help of  an autograph. And then there are 
Aaron Chapman’s book launches.

Depending on your age and your 
tastes in music, you may have wasted 
some of  your wasted youth in the com-

pany of  Aaron Chapman. As a musician 
he prowled and growled on stages in Gas-
town, across Canada and the US, and in 
Europe. No surprise, then, that he knows 
a bit about venues and cares passionately 
about them as well.

Which is one reason why his book 
launches are always events. The Last Gang 
in Town was presented to the world at the 
Biltmore in a room populated mostly by 
greying members of  the Clark Park and ri-
val Riley Park Gangs (their respective girl-
friends/wives/ex-wives snarling at one an-
other across the room – old grudges never 

die and they always respond to cheap 
beer). Meanwhile what may have been, in 
their youth, a thin blue line of  Vancouver 
Police constables – now retired and rather 
thicker in the middle – milled around the 
centre of  the room like referees eyeballing 
fighters sizing up their opponents. Aaron 
takes the mic and reads a passage or two 
and then the band plays a cover version of  
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Your board of  directors met 
in early December to plot 

out programs for the next year. 
John Belshaw, who has taken 
over the role of  program direc-
tor from the late Bob McDon-
ald, chaired the meeting and 
managed to herd all of  us cats in 
the direction of  consensus. Each 
of  us have topics we champion, 
but we are united in trying to 
present a diverse program, espe-
cially one that shines a light on elements of  history that have 
not yet received much of  our attention.

After Bob’s passing in June, we struggled to fill the void 
on the board and fell behind on posting upcoming lectures, 
but the website is up-to-date now. In these pages, Aaron 
Chapman is presenting this month on his best-seller Vancouver 
After Dark – you will want to arrive early to get a good seat – 
and Valerie Jerome will speak in February, a month when we 
are sometimes able to present a Black History theme.

We round out the Spring season with, in March, Hen-
ry Yu from UBC speaking about Chinatown and its history; 
Henry last spoke to the VHS in 2013 on the Chinese-Ca-
nadian role in the food industry here, from farms to grocery 
stores to restaurants. In April, Lara Campbell from SFU will 
speak on her forthcoming book, A Great Revolutionary Wave: 
Women and the Vote in British Columbia; she last spoke to the VHS 
in 2016 on Vietnam War resistance in BC. And in May, fol-
lowing our Annual General Meeting, we will try something 
different: filmmaker George Orr will screen “The Bridge,” 
his documentary on the collapse of  the Second Narrows 
(Ironworkers Memorial) in 1958.

As mentioned above, it has been a difficult year both 
personally and organizationally, and it ended on another sad 
note. Mary Gavan, our volunteer who delivered the newslet-
ter – picking it up from the printer, labelling envelopes and 
mailing it each month – has died suddenly. She was a vital, 
fascinating woman, an adventurous traveller (by train to Ti-
bet a few years ago, for example), a volunteer both for us and 
the MoA, and the leader of  a storytelling circle here. Accord-
ing to her website www.marycelticstory.ca, her CD of  Celtic 
Otherworld won the 2011 Storytelling World Award. Mary, 
we hardly had a chance to get to know you. RIP.

michael Kluckner
presidentvhs@gmail.com
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Feb 27, 2020
Black History Month Lecture

Speaker: Valerie Jerome 

Valerie Jerome – athlete, educator, mentor, political activist, 
and active community member – recalls her family’s record of  
triumphs and frustrations in the context of  systemic racism at 
our February lecture.

upcoming Speakers
The VHS invites everyone to attend our monthly talks. Admission for non-
members is by donation. Talks are held at the Museum of Vancouver, 
1100 Chestnut Street (in Vanier Park) at 7:30 p.m. on the fourth Thurs-
day of every month except June, July, August and December.

new vhS members

hold the date!

Taite K. Booth
Sounak Ranjan Das

Carole Gerson

Irene Goldstone
Henry Viitasaari

Incorporation Day Luncheon
Sunday, April 5th, 2020, details in next issue.

March 26, 2020
The Women’s Suffrage Movement in Vancouver

Speaker: Lara Campbell

Lara Campbell is an Assistant Professor in the Department of  
Gender, Sexuality, and Women’s Studies at SFU.

April 23, 2020
“A Seat at the Table:” History as a Forward-Looking Process 

Speaker: Henry Yu

Prof. Henry Yu is a member of  the History Department of  
UBC and Principal of  St. John’s College, UBC.



the Clash’s ‘Police on my Back’ and every-
one sings along. Loudly and with feeling.

Aaron’s newest book – Vancouver After 
Dark – was launched at Central Studios on 
Seymour Street in November 2019. This is 
one of  the venues that Vancouver used to be 
famous for, one that’s gone through plenty 
of  incarnations (such as Hollywood North, 
Playpen Central, and the Thunderbird 
Club). Again, a distinctive crowd, includ-
ing a lot of  folks who look as though they’d 
danced until closing time in decades past. 
Aaron reads a few pages before graciously 
signing a small shipping-container’s worth 
of  books and then taking the stage to play 
with the four-piece band … in a saw duet. 

Vancouver After Dark is the fourth book 
Aaron has written with Arsenal Pulp Press. 
He is, by now, an established presence in the 
telling of  Vancouver’s stories, both in terms 
of  quantity and quality. His Last Gang in Town 
won the Canadian Historical Association’s 
Clio Prize for regional history in 2018. The 
rest of  his full-house of  books, however, deal 
with nightlife, music, and the trifecta of  real-
tors everywhere: location, location, location. 

From the Commodore to the Pent-
house and now to everything in between, 
Chapman has chronicled the particular and 
the general in the city’s entertainment hot-
spots. Vancouver got a jumpstart in the en-
tertainment sector because it was seasonally 
filled with young men who spent their winter 
months in town and the rest of  the year ‘in 
camp’ – fishing, mining, logging. They had 
money and time on their hands. This led to 
a plethora of  saloons, a string of  vaudeville 
theatres on Hastings Street, countless cin-
emas, and many, many live music venues. By 
the post-WWII era and the turning tide of  
suburbanization, some of  these rooms were 
past their prime while others – such as The 
Cave, the Palomar, the Marco Polo, and Isy’s 
– were just coming into their own.

Chapman’s own time on stage came 
when old saloons in Gastown – like the 
Town Pump – were being repurposed as 
rock venues. By the 1980s the supper clubs 
were in retreat; gloriously kitsch, The Cave 
closed in 1981 and suddenly the number of  
‘clubs’ could be counted on the fingers of  
one hand. Some of  the smaller venues were 
sufficiently decrepit that they provided the 
right environment for punk and other acts, 
as was the case with the Smilin’ Buddha. By 

this time, however, discos were cutting into 
the live spaces and they continued to do so 
through the next twenty years. 

In each generation, Chapman discov-
ers an ecosystem of  entertainment. Artists, 
operators, audiences, and spaces are the four 
constants. Whether it’s clubs or cabarets, 
supper clubs or … Oil Can Harry’s, every 
last one is a thread in a tapestry. 

Many of  these venues are gone for 
good, but Vancouverites talk about them 

still. As the city continues to transform into 
something new at an increasing and some-
times alarming rate, the distance between 
us and the Gandy Dancer or Gary Taylor’s 
Rock Room increases. It’s through the sto-
ries that Chapman uncovers and tells that 
we can hold on to a legitimate sense that 
Vancouver was – and could be again – a 
Some Fun City. 

Chapman will be your guide through 
Vancouver After Dark at VHS’s first lecture of 2020.
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right Isy’s Supper Club Poster with Stevie Wonder.
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Some of  my fondest memories of  win-
ter holidays past involve the month 

long celebration (and Purdy’s advent 
calendars) leading up to Christmas Day. 
One annual tradition with my younger 
cousin would be to take a Santa photo 
at Woodward’s and see the window dis-
plays. With my parents, we would head to 
a Richmond tree farm, cut down a lovely 
scented pine or fi r, enjoy a cup of  apple 
cider, roast (or burn) hot dogs over an 
open fi re, then drive home with our tree-
topped car. The month would be spent 
decorating the house and tree, cookies 
and fruitcake would be made, holiday 
cards written, and I loved setting up the 
wooden angel orchestra and candle-pow-
ered windmill and nutcrackers brought 
back from Germany. 

Our extended family would gather 
for Christmas Eve dinner and the most 
anticipated part of  the evening was the 
singing of  Christmas Carols (with live 
piano accompaniment), concluded with 
the rousing 12 Days of  Christmas (ev-
ery person standing up to sing their birth 
month). Today, it is also my kids’ favou-
rite part of  the evening tradition.

I love hearing my family’s stories 
from the ‘60s and ‘70s in Vancouver. 
Their holiday house parties and New 
Year’s Eve fondue at William Tell. We 
continued that tradition throughout 
my childhood, oil fondue at home with 
canned asparagus, roast potatoes, and 
ice cream (in lieu of  cherries jubilee). 
Sparklers lit to celebrate midnight. Tra-
ditional concerts at St. Andrews Wes-
ley, and my own Christmas concerts at 
Christ Church Cathedral with the Van-
couver Children’s Choir and the won-
derful Christ Church Cathedral Choir. 
I also recall visiting a Swiss-Canadian 
friend’s house to see the real candles on 
the tree- a sight to behold.

I’m curious what sort of  big din-
ner dances people attended in the past. 
If  you went out to New Year’s Eve hotel 
parties, where did you go? In asking my 
relatives what they used to do for New 
Year’s Eve celebrations, I learned of  the 
dinner dances at the Westin Bayshore, 
presented by the Vancouver Chinese 
Golf  Club (est. 1949). 

I recall First Night in the 80s-90s, 
everyone packed into downtown to watch 
the countdown and fi reworks at 9pm. 
This year, there were no offi  cial fi reworks 
downtown, but that didn’t stop the locals 
outside my door from having their own 
party on the main street nearby… Van-
couver and fi reworks are a tradition that 
continues regardless of  legislation.

After New Year’s Eve festivities, as 
a child we would excitedly head to my 
grandparents in Steveston, for the Japa-
nese New Year feast. I would only under-
stand the signifi cance of  Japanese New 
Year food when I lived in Japan later in 
life (the head mother of  the family cooks 
for 3 days and then the family eats the 
food for 3 days from New Years onward, 

delicious and beautiful food in small 
boxes with special signifi cance). Grand-
ma would make a delicious spread and 
we would enjoy tempura and handmade 
sushi and fi shcakes, teriyaki chicken 
and manju. Since my grandparents have 
passed away, I still miss their cooking and 
baking.

Everyone contributes to the meal; 
from beer, sushi, sashimi, teriyaki chicken 
& salmon, the traditional boxes (osechi) 
and desserts. We eat all afternoon, and 
then have sukiyaki for dinner. It’s my 
most anticipated meal of  the year for 
the memories it brings back, connecting 
food, culture, traditions and legacy.

We just celebrated the same feast 
for 2020, now hosted by my parents, and 
I can’t imagine a New Year’s Day without 
it. Despite the season of  sneezes and dis-
eases, and this year’s endless rain, I found 
a few moments of  peace and happi-
ness, refl ecting on holidays past, fl ipping 
through old photo albums and catching 
up with childhood schoolmates grateful 
to be around to enjoy another year in 
Vancouver with family and friends.

My winter Holiday Memories in Vancouver: 
u-cut trees, 5 golden rings, Fondue & Japanese new year Feasts!  

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

By Jess Quan

U-cut Christmas Tree in Richmond, 1989.  Photo Quan collection.


