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Jean Lumb: Entrepreneur, Activist & Mother

Early Chinese workers in Canada were primarily male mainly because Confucianism
dictated that it was a man’s job to go away and provide for the family while women stayed
at home to take care of the children and the home. After 1885, the fifty dollar Head Tax was

introduced and raised to $500 to prevent further immigration of Chinese. On July 1, 1923,

Canada passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, which banned all Chinese from immigrating with
the exception of merchants and diplomats. Canada did not welcome Chinese as they saw
them as cheap labourers who would take away their jobs, and saw them as vulgar and

uncivilized.

Anti-immigration laws also prevented many women from entering Canada and being part of

the labour force in the early years.

Jean Lumb was born in Nanaimo, BC to parents who came from Guangdong province,
China. In Nanaimo she went to a segregated school. At the age of twelve, she left school to

work in her father's fruit store. She gave up school to help the business and let her
brothers stay in school, as a boy’s education was often seen as more important than a

girl’s. At 16 year's old, Jean moved to Toronto to open a fruit stand of her own; sending
money to parents so that they could move to Ontario. Operating a green grocery allowed
for Chinese with little education or capital to earn a living. At 19 years old, she was
matched to marry Doyle Lumb, a Chinese national. Jean was stripped of Chinese
citizenship once she married Doyle. As an entrepreneur, she would operate grocery stores,
a restaurant, and floral shop while raising six children. In 1957, she met with Prime
Minister Diefenbaker to discuss abolishing anti—immigration*laws against Gt)i_nese: anq
fought for the reunification of family members. It wasn’t until 1967 that anti-immigration

laws were

from demolition. She has been awarded Governor's General award an

for her activism and endless community work.

lifted in Canada. Jean was also an activist in saving Toronto’s West Chinatown
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Best Fresh Canned Sockeye Salmon

By 1900, salmon was abundant in the Fraser River, salmon became the second-most
valuable export in British Columbia. As the fish industry grew, cheap labour was needed to
keep up with demand. Chinese played a vital role in the canning industry on the West
Coast. Whites generally avoided working in canneries, as the work was seasonal (July-
August) and the conditions were tough to endure. Chinese cannery workers were paid $20-
$30 a month while a white worker was paid $30-$40. Many workers were put up in cannery
property bunkhouses, which were known as “China Houses_” Up to 100 Chinese would
bunk in one house.

In the early days, all aspects of canning were done by hand, including cutting sheet metal,
forming and soldering. An experienced butcher like Jimmy Hing could butcher 4-5 salmon
in five minutes. Chinese cannery workers performed under a contract system. Cannery
owners paid the Chinese contractors according to the number of cases paa?ked per season.
After deducting money for room and board, each crew member recexj;eﬂ his wage at the
end of the season. By 1950, cannery workers unionized and the unfair contract system was







Public Lunch

After the railroad was completed, many Chinese went back to China. However, many could
not attord the journey back home. Many took up work in hand laundries and restaurants
that did not require much capital, training and knowledge of English.

Chinese still immigrated to Canada in hopes of a better life. In 1898, Wong Yet arrived in
Olds, Alberta to open its first hand laundry, Star Laundry. His business flourished and
expanded to include a bakery and restaurant. In 1918, Public Lunch was opened and was

run by Wong Yet’s son Frank. Frank retired in 1972; his son Stewart would reluctantly ran

Public Lunch for over 30 years. Running a restaurant was a 7-day-a-week job with 12 hour
days and no holidays. Wages and menu items like pork chop dinners were kept low in
order to keep regular customers coming back. Although Stewart Wong doesn’t regret
selling the cafe, he does recall it being an important gathering place for people in the town.
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