
When Meghan Longstaffe arrived 
in Vancouver in 2007 to pursue 

a Master’s degree in history, the city 
was grappling with the trial of  serial 
killer Robert Pickton. Pickton’s victims 
were among nearly 70 women who dis-
appeared from Vancouver between the 
late 1980s and 2000s and his trial shone 
a devastating light on violence against 

women in the Downtown Eastside.
Longstaffe says the trial was her 

first exposure to the systemic injustice 
and traumas experienced by women in 
the Downtown Eastside. In an effort to 
investigate the roots of  this violence, she 
began looking at local media coverage 
of  the neighbourhood from earlier de-
cades. She discovered that by the late 
postwar period, the Downtown Eastside 
had already become a space of  poverty, 
homelessness, violence, and mortal risk 

for its women residents, many of  them 
Indigenous. Now completing her PhD 
at UBC, Longstaffe is studying archival 
and oral history sources to better un-
derstand the issues that women in the 
Downtown Eastside faced and how they 
fought for justice.
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What we now call the 
Downtown Eastside 

was “Skid Row” when I was 
growing up in Vancouver in 
the 1950s and ‘60s. The west-
ern end had a gloss of  lipstick 
applied to it in the early 1970s 
with the Gastown revival, be-
coming one of  Vancouver’s 
“festival shopping” areas to 
compete with Chinatown and 
Robsonstrasse, but it did little 
to hide the underlying poverty in the nearby rooming 
houses and hotels.

Newspapers freely used words like “derelicts” and 
“bums” to describe the long-time residents, many of  them 
were older men whose itinerant lifestyles as resource work-
ers, mainly loggers, had left them with little money or sta-
bility. There were still loggers’ hiring agencies on Hast-
ings Street and the old commercial hotels built close to the 
port at the turn of  the 20th century gained a new name as 
SROs – Single Room Occupancy hotels.

One of  the truisms of  BC history is that it was built 
with a lot of  capital and a proletariat of  industrial work-
ers. The “yeomanry”of  pastoral eastern Canada didn’t 
exist here, and neither did the industrial-scale agriculture 
of  the Prairies. It wasn’t until about 1940 that the male-
female ratio of  the population equalized; before then it 
was skewed to the male side by these “Lonesome Pros-
pectors,” as one academic article dubbed them, who had 
never settled down.

Another truism is that, beginning in the 1970s when 
resource-industry employment collapsed, a new group of  
residents began to arrive in the SROs – deinstitutional-
ized psychiatric patients from Riverview Hospital, released 
with the utopian intent of  supporting them in the com-
munity with care facilities and wonderful new drugs. And 
then there were the street drugs – always in Vancouver in 
the past, but an exploding cornucopia by the 1990s. Then 
add in homelessness. 

As we will learn at the upcoming lecture, women 
have been a central part of  anti-poverty activism going 
back two generations. This is our history with a clear con-
nection to our present situation, and I hope to see you 
there.

* * *
And more thing: a long-time member of  VHS is 

asking whether anyone, or any institution, is interested in 
his “95% complete” collection of  BC Historical Society 
newsletters. Can you give them a home? Contact me at the 
email below if  you can.

Michael Kluckner
presidentvhs@gmail.com
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Thursday, January 23, 2020
Vancouver After Dark

Speaker: Aaron Chapman, writer and musician.

Author and musician Aaron Chapman continues his opus on 
the city’s neon-lit past that began with The Penthouse and con-
tinued through The Commodore and his best-selling look at the 
“last gang in town.”

Thursday, February 27, 2020
Speaker: 

Valerie Jerome, Canadian athlete, educator 
 and political candidate.

upcoming speakers

reminders

Call for stories or photos in 2020

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.

This month’s lecture will be the last of  2019. There will be no December 
newsletter or lecture. Happy Holidays and see you in the New Year!

If  you have a short story to share about Vancouver’s history or your his-
tory, along with a fabulous high-res photo, please send it to jess.khaki-
quan@gmail.com 

new Vhs Members
Wendy Panton Beth Watt



We spoke to her about her re-
search and the impact she hopes to have. 

what questions are you asking in 
your research project?

I’m seeking to write a history of  the pres-
ent. That is, I have set out to investigate 
the historical roots of  present issues faced 
by women who live in the Downtown 
Eastside. In doing this, I ask questions 
about the connections between settler co-
lonialism, poverty, and gendered violence 
in the city. I ask questions about women’s 
understandings of  and experiences with 
housing in the Downtown Eastside. I 
also ask questions about how different 
people responded to these issues in the 
past, which led me to further explore the 
relationship between the development of  
social services for women in the neigh-
bourhood and activism. 

what existing knowledge will you be 
building on that might surprise the 
average person?

It might surprise many people to learn 
that the crisis of  violence against women, 
and especially Indigenous women, in the 
Downtown Eastside did not begin re-
cently. Often media reports have framed 
the issue as a contemporary one, when it 
has a longer history. But this would not 
surprise people who live and work in the 
neighbourhood today. In fact, many of  
the issues related to women and poverty 
that I explore in my research have been 
issues that neighbourhood residents and 
activists, current and former, have long 
identified. And so, in my work I strive to 
amplify their ideas by offering historical 
context and analysis to further support 
their knowledge, arguments, and specific 
calls for change. 

your earlier research looked at media 
coverage of the downtown eastside 
in the 1960s. what did you uncover?

A lot of  women, particularly Indigenous 
women, were experiencing high rates 
of  homelessness, poverty, violence, and 
issues around addiction in the 1960s. 

Many were living in substandard housing 
and were dying prematurely from health 
issues, illnesses of  poverty, and physi-
cal and sexual violence including mur-
der. There was a noticeable increase in 
the Indigenous population in the city in 
the 1960s due in part to discriminatory 
changes in the Indian Act — many wom-
en lost their status and had to leave their 
reserves. Women began coming to the 
city for education, employment or to es-
cape violence. My research suggests that 
a lack of  affordable housing was pivotal 
in impacting women’s health and safety.

what has changed for women 
residents of the downtown eastside 
since the postwar period? 

This is one of  the big questions that I’m 
still thinking through. And so, I don’t yet 
have a satisfactory answer to it.  I would 
say that this question speaks to the need 

for more inclusive and cross-disciplinary 
conversations between people with a 
broad range of  experiences and exper-
tise, including community residents and 
activists, anthropologists, sociologists, 
geographers, health researchers, and 
others. My research is still a work-in-
progress, but I see an important next 
step as being collaborative dialogue and 
knowledge sharing. I think that such 
conversations will be fundamental to 
really understand what has and has not 
changed, which will then allow us to ap-
ply the historical findings that emerge 
from my work in a useful way. 

why is this topic important to you 
and what impact do you hope that 
your work has?

As a white settler with many privileges in 
life, including the opportunity to attend 
graduate school, I hold a deep sense of  
responsibility to use my skills and in-
stitutional resources to strive to be an 
advocate and to advance social justice.   
I hope to show that there is a rich his-
tory of  activism in the Downtown East-
side.  I also hope that this work will help 
to denaturalize poverty, destigmatize 
the Downtown Eastside, and provide 
the needed historical context to better 
contest widespread poverty, homeless-
ness, and the ongoing crisis of  violence 
against women.
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‘‘
My  research  is  still  
a  work-in- progress,  
but  i  see  an  
important  next step 
as being collaborative 
dialogue and 
knowledge sharing.”

—Meghan Longstaffe



On October 6th we said farewell to 
a Vancouver Historical Society 

real trooper.  A celebration of  Eliza-
beth (Betty) Walker’s well-lived and re-
markable life (1921-2019) fi ttingly took 
place in the Vancouver Public Library, a 
venerable City institution for which she 
had worked for 33 years. It was at the 
VPL that Elizabeth for three decades 
became an integral part of  building the 
Northwest History collection, a symbol 
of  Vancouver`s commitment to its own 
history.

Besides the Alberta born librarian-
historian`s many activities elsewhere, it 
was during her 65 years as a member of  
the Vancouver Historical Society, serv-
ing as President in 1962-63 and as Board 
member for many years, that she came 
out with one of  the Society’s most endur-
ing work. After numerous phone calls to 
the VPL about the origin of  street names, 
and after impeccable archival research, 
she produced the VHSsponsored Street 
Names of  Vancouver in 1999, winning 
the Society`s Award of  Merit for her ef-
forts the same year. Twenty years later, 
her work is still actively consulted by writ-
ers, reporters and others. 

Perhaps it was her time spent with 
the Royal Canadian Air Force Women’s 
Division in 1944-45 that gave her a te-
nacity and life perspective. Or maybe it 
was her activities in the Alpine Club and 
Jane Austen Society. 

When the VHS put its own small 
but scattered archives on-line in an 
abridged version, it was to the shy, quiet 
and modest-to-a-fault Elizabeth who still 
possessed an iron-clad memory of  past 
events that we went to for accuracy and 
perspective on the ups and downs of  the 
Society over the decades. 

Until very recently and true to her 
nature, Elizabeth, attended almost every 
VHS meeting right up to the last, smiling 

cheerfully as she wheeled her walker into 
the meeting room. 

Three years ago, when, remember-
ing that her age had been stuck at 80 for 
a number of  years, I immodestly asked 
Elizabeth her real age; she replied that 
she was 95 but, asked me not to “tell any-
one or they will think I am old.” She was 
from the era when societal convention 
dictated that polite women didn’t reveal 
such things. Sorry, Elizabeth, now the cat 
out of  the bag and everyone knows. 

You did well, Elizabeth Walker. 
Farewell from all your friends.

farewell to a real trooper, elizabeth walker
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By Bruce mcintyre watson

Elizabeth Walker  photo By BoB mCdonald.

Elizabeth Walker’s defi niti ve book, with maps by Bruce Macdonald, published by the 
VHS.  CoVer from the ColleCtion of the Vhs


