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Direct Action: Left Wing Activism in the 1970s and 1980s
The VHS’s Madeleine de Trenqualye chats
to Eryk Martin about his upcoming talk:

D

escribing himself as “unapologetically obsessed with the recent
past”, historian Eryk Martin is fascinated by the popular culture and political activism of the 1970s and 1980s.
His PhD (SFU, 2016) explored the
history of anarchist activism, politics,
and culture in Vancouver in the late
1960s-mid 80s. In particular, Martin
focused on two groups (Direct Action
and the Wimmin’s Fire Brigade) who
participated in several high-profile acts
of sabotage in the early 1980s, including bombing a BC Hydro power station and firebombing pornography
stores in Vancouver. Martin’s upcoming VHS talk will highlight how anarchist movements became prominent in
Vancouver and explore their relationship to radical political movements
around the globe.
VHS: How did you become interested in the history of anarchism
and activism in Vancouver?
The topic of radical social movements
was interesting to me because it seemed
to conflict with almost every traditional image of Canadian history I’d ever
come across as a young person. I think
there is often this idea—particularly
among people of relative privilege—
that Canada is a peaceful place with a
peaceful past. That’s simply not true.
And as a result, the more examples I
continued inside

The advertised event was one of many “Rock Against” concerts that attempted to bridge
the gap between community activism and popular culture during the 1970s and 1980s. SFU’s
digitized punk rock collection vanpunk-418

Next Meeting: Next Meeting at 7:30 P.M., Thursday, Oct. 27, 2016 at the Museum of Vancouver
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T

he back-page story this
month about our 1965
Hastings Mill monument is
an example of the frustrations and challenges of trying
to keep historic layers visible
in a city like Vancouver.
Cities, whether the
Musqueam’s Cəsnaʔəm or
the settlers’ Town of Granville, establish and thrive
based on trade plus resource exploitation and food
sources, which might be one and the same. The Hastings Mill had its timber lease and wharves; Granville
a.k.a. Gastown had the nearby workforce as customers
for Gassy Jack’s whisky. Today, Vancouver has its refurbished, post-fire Gastown as a reminder of its beginnings, but is only hanging onto the memory of the Hastings Mill by a thread.
A visitor to the Hastings Mill site needs to cross
the CPR tracks at Main Street and follow the waterfront
road east to a dead end. The BC Sugar museum nearby
has closed and the Campbell Avenue fishermen’s wharf
is gone. Everything, including Ballantyne Pier, is locked
up tight behind port security.
Our Hastings Mill monument will be, we hope,
relocated and made more accessible, but the fate of
the Mission to Seafarers building is much less certain.
A very large house-like structure, created from the prefabricated panels that were the great innovation of the
B.C. Mills, Timber & Trading Company, the Mission
building is about 110 years old and was the Hastings
Mill’s office until it closed in 1929. It has municipal heritage designation – that is, protection from demolition.
However, it sits on Port of Vancouver land and
increasingly appears to be in the way as Centerm expands. Its smart-phone-owning clientele of seafarers
doesn’t have the need to pick up mail or use a computer
terminal like a few years ago, and the inaccessibility of
the building due to port security has greatly reduced its
usefulness.
It’s ironic, isn’t it? Most coastal cities had their waterfronts rendered inaccessible in the 1950s and ‘60s by
freeways. We dodged that, but now most of our historic
waterfront is cut off by the port operations themselves.
Michael Kluckner
michaelkluckner@vancouver-historical-society.ca

The Flying Angels Club at Hastings Mill in 2016.  Eve Lazarus Photo

VHS Field Trip to the Flying Angel Club

O

n Saturday October 29, VHS members are invited
to tour the Flying Angel Club and gardens. The
Mission to Seafarers, which runs the club, is located at the
former Hastings Mill site, in a 1906 heritage building that
originally housed the offices of the B.C. Mills and Trading
Company. We’ll be meeting at 1:00 p.m. for a two-hour
tour. To sign up email info@vancouver-historical-society.
ca or phone 604-827-3622.
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Direct Action with Eryk Martin

The VHS invites both members and
non-members to attend our monthly
talks. The talks are by donation and
are held at the Museum of Vancouver,
1100 Chestnut Street (in Vanier Park)
at 7:30 p.m. on the fourth Thursday of
every month except June, July, August
and December.
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came across that disrupted that myth,
the more interested I became in social
violence and radical activism.
What were the main issues that
left-wing activists in 1970s &
80s Vancouver were concerned
about?
One of the most amazing things about
that time period is the diversity of activist struggles. Racism and the legacies of colonialism; patriarchy and homophobia; capitalism, poverty, and the
dismantling of social services; environ- 1978 poster advertising concerts for
Vancouver punk band D.O.A. SFU’s digitized
mental issues of all kinds; the prison- punk rock collection vanpunk-1
industrial complex; Canada’s contribution to militarism and the Cold War,
these were just some of the issues that
shaped the political landscape of Vancouver in the 1970s and 1980s.
How did they draw from or depart
from earlier waves of left-wing
activism in Vancouver?
One thing that linked different generations of activists was a rigorous debate
over tactics. Should activists use the
ballot box, the general strike, or a seizure of the state through force? These
questions could be found in leftist circles both at the beginning and end of
the twentieth century. Of course, many
things also changed. One of the most
obvious was the growing awareness of
environmental change. This provided
a new sense of urgency to activist politics, and that urgency in turn shaped
both an assessment of environmental
problems and their proposed solutions.
What legacy did these groups
leave?
They have contributed directly to
the political activism of the present.
Many of the activists or institutions

Upcoming Speakers

Eryk is holding a record by the Vancouver
punk band, DOA. The album is called
“Right to be Wild” and it was produced
as a fundraiser to help with the costs
surrounding the trial of the Vancouver Five. 
Photo courtesy of eryk Martin

that are fighting against the legacies
of colonialism, or against poverty and
gentrification, or for LGBTQ2 rights
and liberation began that work in the
1970s and 1980s. So there’s a direct
link between then and now, even if the
contours of that activism has changed
over time.
Eryk Martin recently completed
his PhD at Simon Fraser University
and is now on the faculty in the department of history at Kwantlen Polytech
University.
— Madeleine de Trenqualye

Please Join us for Eryk Martin’s talk on
Thursday Oct 27 at 7:30pm.

Thursday, November 24, 2016
The Kitsilano Indian Reserve
Speaker: Douglas Harris, Nathan T.
Nemetz Chair of Legal History,
UBC Faculty of Law

The Kitsilano Indian Reserve,
part of which is now Vanier Park,
comprised 80 acres at the mouth
of False Creek and included the
Coast Salish village of Snaaq. This
talk explores the history of the reserve, the tangled history of its dispossession, and the changing legal
framework surrounding it today.
Thursday, January 26, 2017
Civic Politics over the Past Half
Century
Speaker: Gordon Price, director of the
City Program at SFU and former City
Councillor

Vancouver has evolved from what
many perceived as a “dirty, grimy
backwater” to one of the most
livable cities in the world. Gordon Price, an NPA councillor for
15 years will tell us how political
groups such as the NPA, TEAM,
COPE and Vision, have helped
move this process along.

The club sits directly behind the Hastings Mill Store in this 1913 Leonard Frank photo.  PHoto courtesy of Vancouver archives CVA Mi P60

The Flying Angels Club

A

t the end of last century, you could
travel down Dunlevy Avenue, past
Hastings Street all the way to the Waterfront. And at the bottom, on what
was once Hastings Mill, you would find
the Flying Angels Club, a 1906 building
that would eventually be surrounded by
gardens.
Fast forward to post 9/11 madness, the Port of Vancouver has closed
off Dunlevy and wrapped the area in
a chain link of security which has marooned the house in a kind of cul-desac accessible only by the Main Street
overpass.
It’s still worth the visit because
there’s a lot of history left.
The house was built by BC Mills
Timber and Trading Co. 110 years ago
as the offices for sales of pre-fabricated houses, schools and churches. The
building was a showplace with each

office paneled in a different type of
wood—fir, hemlock, red cedar and balsam—and painted over when the Vancouver Harbour Commissioners moved
in. The National Harbours Board were
next to own the house, and the Mission
for Seafarers, which runs the Flying Angels Club, took possession in the early
1970s.
Kathryn Murray, manager, says
the Mission owns the house while the
Port of Vancouver owns the land and
leases it back for $1 a year. The Mission
provides assistance and care to seaman
from over 90 countries. About 80 percent of visiting seafarers are Filipino, and
they are deeply religious. Their spiritual
needs are catered to in the chapel by
both a Priest and an Anglican cleric.
When the security fences shot up,
the numbers dropped. For example,
about 24,000 seafarers used to visit the

Mission every year. Last year only 3,500
visited.
The Vancouver Historical Society
has had a connection to the site since
June 1966, when we unveiled a sculpture commissioned from Gerhard Class
to mark the 100th anniversary of the
building of Hastings Mill. The threepiece sculpture is made from BC granite and shows an abstraction of growing
trees and various events associated with
the history of Hastings Mill, which for a
time was the nucleus of Vancouver.
It was the site of the Hastings Saw
Mill and the old mill store (now in Kitsilano), and the first public school. The
homeless set up camp here during the
worst of the Depression. First Nations
call the site Kumkumalay meaning “big
maple trees.”
See “VHS Field Trip” inside.
— Eve Lazarus

Support the VHS: Join online today at www.vancouver-historical-society.ca

