CHINESE GARDENS

Heritage Register – Site
1)
2)
3)
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Historical Name: Chinese Gardens
Common Name:
Location: Lower Rossland
Date of Construction: c. 1898

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
Description:
The Chinese Gardens occupy the southeastern section of Rossland located at the south end of St. Paul Street,
extending into the present-day golf course, and are bounded by Trail Creek to the West and the Wagon Road to the
Southeast. The Gardens were constructed by the province’s earliest Chinese settlers to Rossland, who arrived to
work on the Dewdney Trail, or later the railroads. The men cleared and cultivated the rugged, steep land using
traditional gardening and terrace-building knowledge. The Gardens occupied a historic area of approximately 70
acres located in blocks 46, 47, 52, 53 and 57.
Heritage Value:
The Chinese Gardens have historical, economic, cultural and social value for being the last surviving Chinese
Market Gardens that have not been destroyed by urban development and offers rare remaining evidence of Chinese
Canadian market gardening in the province. Additionally, the Gardens illustrate the living and working relationship
between Chinese Canadians, miners and other early settlers to the Rossland region.
The Gardens are valued as a physical reminder of the extensive and renowned Chinese Canadian market
gardening industry that existed in B.C. from the 1880s to the late 1950s. These markets fulfilled a necessary and
integral function to the towns in which they were located, providing fresh fruits and vegetables to quickly
expanding communities. Many of B.C.’s Chinese Gardens have been both physically and culturally removed from
records, leaving the Rossland Chinese Gardens of significant heritage value.
The Gardens covered approximately 70 acres of land and supplied fresh fruit and vegetables to the people
of Rossland and Trail by Chinese farmers who peddled their produce, door to door, from large baskets hanging
from a yoke worn across their shoulders. The Chinese Gardens were comprised of twelve small farms and were
worked by hand and independently. Each farmer had his own shack, garden plot and irrigation trenches which
provided water from Trail Creek. Some land was owned by the Chinese farmers and some was leased.
The Chinese gardeners, who owned and worked the gardens, provided significant contributions to the
communities of Rossland and Trail through the growth and distribution of fresh produce during the initial
development of the cities, up until the 1950s. The Gardens supplied much of the produce before the large-scale

importation of vegetables from other sources. A legacy of the time when Chinese Canadians were excluded from a
number of other jobs and professions, Chinese market garden farms constituted an important part of the Chinese
Canadian community's employment and contributed substantially to the economy.
This historic place provides culturally and socially meaningful context for understanding and appreciating
the contribution of the Chinese gardeners to the development of the West Kootenays, in general, and specifically to
Rossland and Trail. Equally important, the Gardens represent an ethnic connection for the many Chinese Canadians
who are descendants of the Chinese Market Garden community and Chinese Canadian farmers who emigrated to
B.C. from Guangdong province. These men faced legalized discrimination and were prohibited from working in the
main industries of the town, notably the mining industry which had brought most other men and immigrants to
Rossland. The Gardens offer an educational opportunity for teaching and learning about the history of Chinese
Canadians in B.C. and their living and working conditions in a time when Chinese settlers faced legislative and social
discrimination.
A collection of community narratives, archival research and landscape evaluations have been conducted
over the years and represents the historical living and working relationships of the Chinese gardeners from
Rossland’s creation and settlement into the 1950s.
Presently, this area is identified mostly by open grassland around Trail Creek, as it flows down the Trail
Creek Valley to the Columbia River. Fruit trees, rock walls, rock piles, trenches and depressions still exist today.
These remains and artifacts associated with Chinese Gardens are important physical reminders of the Gardens and
the people who lived and worked there.
Character-Defining Elements:
 The wholeness and completeness of the landscape, including the physical features of the natural landscape
and evidence of people in, on and about the natural landscape.
 The structural remains and outlines of several log-framed buildings, evidence of sod-covered roofs,
collapsed rock-lined subterranean root cellars, irrigation trenches, earthen dams, boulder piles, roads,
walls, and boulder fence lines.

Louie Joe circa 1940

A Chinese farmer carrying baskets from the Chinese Gardens, circa 1940

HISTORY
From approximately 1898 to the 1950s, Chinese Canadians cultivated 70 acres of land in lower Rossland to
grow fresh fruit and vegetables. Chinese men were among the earliest settlers to arrive in Rossland. They came to
work on the Dewdney Trail, or later the railroads, most famously to build the CPR. Many of the railway workers in
Rossland came from, what is now, the province of Guangdong due to its relative openness to Western trade, which
made immigration more possible. These men faced legalized discrimination and were prohibited from working in
the main industries of the town, notably the mining industry which had brought most other men and immigrants
to Rossland.
The 1901 Census indicates 238-253 Chinese men made up the Chinese population in Rossland (depending
on the definition of city limits); this was just under 3.9% of the reported city population of 6,156. Their occupations
reflected their marginalized community status: 97 were launderers, 53 cooks, 32 gardeners and 20 were general
laborers. All of the Chinese were male, ranging in age from 14 to 67 years-old and 57% were single.
The 1901 Census reports that 12 farms comprised the gardens. On these 12 farms, it was reported each had
one structure (12 structures in total) that housed 34 Chinese occupants. In total, 53 Chinese were reported to work
in agriculture, although some of these individuals worked outside the Gardens in other farming or labouring
capacities.
The Census indicates the average Chinese gardener earned $216 annually (1901) and the 1911 Census
indicates an increase in annual wage to $540. While this increase within a ten-year span may seem constructive,
the average non-Chinese person’s annual wage in 1911 was approximately $1000.
The 1911 census reports 41 Chinese employed in agriculture.
According to The Chinese and Chinatown of Rossland by Ronald Shearer, cultivating and selling vegetables
was a common form of income for Chinese communities across the southeast interior of B.C. With a population as
booming as Rossland, this was a perfect market, and thus the Chinese gardens were established (2018). The
gardeners would distribute their produce into the center of Rossland, selling directly to customers who would have
a personal relationship to a specific vendor (2018).
In 1903, The Rossland Miner Newspaper remarked on the unexpected success of the Gardens and indicated
all the landscaping of the land was done by the Chinese, “…they must be given credit for [their] unswerving
perseverance and energy. These lands are clear of every brush of every description, and innumerable cairns
indicate the patience with which the cultivators have gone over every inch of the soil and removed the impediments
to vegetation” (Rossland Miner May 2, 1903).

According to City tax Rolls and Fire Insurance Plans, a total of 117 Chinese-owned properties and seven
parcels of land were recorded between 1887 and 1942. The properties located on Blocks/Sublots 46, 52, 53, 57
and 47 are the location of the Chinese Gardens.
Rossland Tax Assessment and Collector Rolls (1898-Present) (Not Inclusive):
Block 46: Mah Wai Sing (1915-1929)
Sublot 47: Montreal Syndicate (1898-1915); Mark Han (1917-1918); Present day: R. Worsfold/M. Strief
Sublot 50, Parcel A: Jung Why & Why Gunn (7.3 acres) 1931; Present day: L. Doell & A. Gerein
Sublot 50, Excluding Parcel A: Mow Fong (7.5 acres) 1931; Present Day: D. Butt
Sublot 50, lots 3, 7, 8 & 9 James Harper (1915)
Blocks 52 & 57: Leung Hew (1921-1937) & Leung Sing (1937-1942)
Block 53: Sam Wo (1911-1921)
Sublot 67: Blocks 1-5 & 7-8: Redstone Subdivision
Plan X62: Sublot 50, Excluding Parcel A: Present Day: Community Parkland since 2010
An excerpt from The Chinese and Chinatown of Rossland (2018) observes the discrimination and social stigma the
Chinese Gardeners faced:
For a time, the Rossland Miner was effusive in its praise for the Chinese gardeners. Their gardens south
of the city were “a revelation to the citizen” in an area “regarded as a district of little promise.” Their
“remarkable results” foretold the possibilities of major agricultural development in the area. The
newspaper lauded the Chinese’ “perseverance and energy” in clearing the land, removing rocks, laying
out their “small plots,” developing an irrigation system, and planting fruit trees—and their “admirable
cultivation” of the land that was increasing their control over the market gardening business in Rossland.
Inevitably the praise soon turned to a note of sourness. When a non-Chinese began producing
strawberries at a creek mouth on the Columbia River and selling them in Rossland the Miner was effusive
in its praise for their quality. In urging readers to purchase these strawberries, the editor ominously
warned:
The Chinese are thoroughly unscrupulous in packing their fruit, and entirely oblivious to the sanitary
aspects of strawberry culture. Any interested observer can satisfy himself in an hour that the principal
strawberry grower among the Chinese gardeners near the city has quietly tapped the sewer below
Thompson avenue and run the filthy fluid from there to his strawberry patch, where the sewage is run
over the ground and used to wash the berries for the purpose of brightening the fruit and rendering it
attractive in appearance. In forcing early vegetables, the Chinese men resort to still more filthy practices,
but their strawberries are equally unfit for consumption, and the Chinese vendors should be avoided in
the interests of health.
The use of sewage to fertilize the land and wash the fruit and vegetables was a continuing theme in the
Miner’s commentary on local Chinese agriculture. Tapping the sewer lines was not the only sanitation
problem. Trail Creek ran through the Chinese garden area and it was a source of water for
irrigation. Rossland’s sewers emptied into Trail Creek so that the city’s waste was carried past the Chinese
gardens, down the valley, through the City of Trail and into the Columbia River. In 1927 some Trail
residents blamed the creek for an outbreak of typhoid fever. The wells that the Chinese gardeners used
for household water were also suspect. They were close to and probably drew water from the creek.
Eventually the City announced a plan to require the Chinese gardeners to connect to the city’s water
system.
The continuing importance of the Chinese market gardeners is suggested by another event in 1919. When the
City, in an attempt to reduce the soaring cost of living in the post—World War I inflation, opened a farmers’ market
in a building on the main street of Rossland, local non-Chinese farmers asserted that it would only be a success if
Chinese gardeners were prohibited from selling vegetables door-to-door on market days. The City Council was
sympathetic, but decided that they could not do that (but briefly considered raising the license fee for door-to-door
sales).
The gardens were the mainstay of Chinese life in Rossland and as such they continued into the 1940s. In 1949,
two large parcels of land containing the majority of the Chinese gardens area were sold to the Conci and Doratti
families; therefore, ending the era of the Chinese Gardens (Shearer 2018).

One of the last Chinese gardeners in Rossland, Louie Joe peddled vegetables door-to-door up until the late
1950s. He lived and worked in his garden below Thompson Avenue and is remembered as sociable and friendly.
Rossland recognized him in 2010 with naming a trail after him. The Louie Joe Trail is located between Washington
Street and the Redstone subdivision and is recognized with a dedicated bench and interpretive signage.

