
JAPANESE CANADIANS IN THE FISHING INDUSTRY

WHAT ARE SOCKEYE SALMON? 
Sockeye are one of the five salmon species in 

BC, prized for their nutritional red 
flesh and rich flavour. After going 
out to sea, they return to their 
fresh-water spawning location 
every four years, to spawn 

and die. Sockeye were the main 
source of fish for canneries.

ARRIVAL: The first Japanese fisherman to B.C., Manzo Nagano, 
arrived in 1877 and fished for salmon on the Fraser River. By the 
1890s, more Japanese fishermen had arrived, attracted by the 

abundance of herring and chum salmon.

SALTERIES: A saltery is a facility for curing, processing, and 
preserving fish by dry-salting them. In 1892 Japanese Canadians 

began to establish salteries along the coast, having the expertise to dry-
salt herring and chum salmon suitable for export to Japan.

CANNERIES: Most Japanese-Canadian 
fishers, and their wives, were employed by the 
canneries which needed larger volumes of fish, 
especially sockeye salmon. The earliest canneries 
were in the Fraser River delta. As those fish stocks 
dropped, canneries opened in the Prince Rupert 
area and Rivers Inlet. The canneries welcomed 
Japanese Canadians. They were hard workers 
with fishing experience, willing to work for low 
wages. Canneries provided them with boats and 
accommodation.

HELL’S CANYON SLIDE: In 1913, the 
Fraser River experienced the return of 40 million 
sockeye, the second largest return ever. Those 
sockeye that escaped past the fishery found their way blocked by a slide at Hell’s Canyon, 
upstream of Yale. This was a catastrophic blow to salmon productivity for two decades. 
Subsequent years of salmon canning was reduced on the Fraser River system.

As Japanese-Canadian fishers were squeezed out of the salmon canning business, many 
turned to cod fishing. They became the predominant participants, forming an association 
that endorsed cod conservation measures.

SKILLFUL FISHERMEN: Japanese Canadians made solid contributions to the 
commercial fishing industry in B.C. They were skilled in handling boats and fish. They were 
proud of their boats, a symbol of their struggle to achieve economic independence. 

RACISM: Anti-Asian resentment in B.C. had persisted for decades. As the 
commercial fishing industry grew, racism grew. Japanese Canadians were 
excluded from fishermen’s unions, politicians lobbied against them, and 
their fishing licences were reduced. Conservation policies became a tool for 
racial exclusion. White cannery managers relied on the Japanese-Canadian 
fishermen and protested when licences were reduced.

REMOVAL: World War II provided an opportunity for the Custodian 
of Enemy Property to seize over 1,200 fishing vessels belonging to Japanese 
Canadians. All Japanese Canadians were removed from the coast, regardless 
of citizenship. Of the 22,000 removed, roughly 10% or 1,600 were fishers 
and their families. When allowed back to the coast in 1949, some returned to 
resume fishing. Many did not return.
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