
THE MYTH OF SHANGHAI ALLEY
And a Brief History of Vancouver’s Chinatown



IN THE BEGINNING…

“By the 1890s there 
were more than a 
thousand people living 
in Shanghai Alley, a 
block-long dirt laneway 
bustling with activity. 

Restaurants, laundries 
and stores operated at 
street level while small 
apartments were 
located in the 
tenements and rooming 
houses above.



IT STARTS WITH A SAWMILL…



A COMMUNITY EMERGES…



AN EMERGING DISTRICT…

Pender Street looking east, 1889



HART’S OPERA HOUSE 1887/91



THE CHINESE OPERA HOUSE

The opera house 
was a popular 

meeting place for  
Vancouverites. 

Apart from 
Chinese plays and 
opera the building 

hosted lectures 
and political 

meetings.

In May of 
1897 

tenders 
were called 
for the new 

opera 
house

Chinese Opera House

1898 Bird’s Eye of Vancouver



A JUMBLE OF USES…



BIG CHANGES ON THE HORIZON…

Carrall Street looking north, 1904



BIG CHANGES ON THE HORIZON…

Pender Street looking east, 1905



GNR FREIGHT AND PASSENGER SERVICES

The station 
and track 
took up 

most of the 
south side of 
Pender from 

Carrall to 
Columbia



GNR FREIGHT AND PASSENGER SERVICES



YIP SANG BUILDS CANTON ALLEY COMPLEX…



THE CREATION OF CANTON AND SHANGHAI 
ALLEYS



A VISIT BUT NOT TO SHANGHAI ALLEY…
In 1947, Vancouver Archivist Major Matthews
recalled his first visit to the Chinese opera house in
the winter of 1898.“precisely how we got to it I cannot tell. We turned
off Hastings Street and went south on Carrall Street.
Then, at some point, we turned into an alley
between old wooden buildings. There were no
lights. It was pitch dark and raining. The wooden
planks on which we walked were wet... We paid a
small entrance fee [and] We found ourselves in a
balcony overlooking the "pit" below, and the stage
beyond.”

When Shanghai 
Alley opened in 
1905 the opera 
house moved there 
to larger premises 
which survived until 
a fire destroyed the 
building in 1947.



SHANGHAI ALLEY…



SHANGHAI ALLEY IN THE 1950S…



PLAYGROUNDS, TENNIS, ETC…



THE JUBILEE…



SHANGHAI ALLEY TODAY…



THE “HERITAGE” ALLEY…



CHANGING LANDSCAPE…



A RENEWED INTEREST…


