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Gulf of
Georgia
Cannery

By Russ Young

If you’ve got a little (or perhaps 
more than just a little) gray hair, 
and grew up beyond a short 

distance from a salmon fishery, you 
probably can remember thinking that 
salmon was something that came in 
a can.

That was the case prior to the days 
of fresh fish being flown around the 
world, and/or the magic of flash-
freezing them. 

There was a time when salmon can-
neries were an enormous business  
in British Columbia, and there is  
no better means of exploring and 
honoring that past than visiting the 
Gulf of Georgia Cannery in Canada’s 
largest commercial fishing port –  
Steveston, BC.

The cannery is representative of 
an industry that was once among 
the province’s largest employers and 
whose workers produced one of BC’s 
principal export commodities. Today, 
it is a national historic site and home 
to a museum presenting the history of 
Canada’s West Coast fishing industry.

Built in 1894, the cannery was one 
of more than 15 such facilities that 
lined “cannery row” in Steveston, and 
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among the 76 canneries along the 
length of BC’s coastline. It was leg-
endary among them, being known as 
the “Monster Cannery”  – packing 
more than 2.5 million cans of salmon 
in 1897. That was during the heyday 
of the industry and soon the cannery 
boasted hundreds of employees. Each 
canning season brought together a 
diverse mix of workers, usually of 
First Nations, Chinese and Japanese 
descent. 

Over time, the army of people man-
ually canning salmon gradually gave 
way to high-speed machinery. For 
the Gulf of Georgia Cannery, the toll 
was a diminished role in the industry, 
with the last can of sockeye coming 
off the production line in 1930. 

As a result, the cannery was idle 
during the 1930s, but with the out-
break of World War II, it came back 
to life, thanks to a different fish: her-
ring. New machinery and an army 
of civilians produced countless cases 
of canned herring in tomato sauce, 
a major source of protein for Allied 
soldiers and hungry European civil-
ians during the war. Herring canning 
became a major activity and with it 
it grew the business of herring reduc-
tion, (the transformation of herring 
into protein-rich oil and meal feeding 
animals.

The end of World War II brought 
the end of herring canning in Brit-
ish Columbia. At the Gulf of Georgia 
Cannery, herring reduction became 
the predominant activity by the late 
1940s. The rise of this industry was 
reflected by the growth of the build-
ing, which was expanded three times 
before the herring-reduction industry 
was crippled by over-fishing and gov-
ernment closure in the late 1960s. 

Over time, the army of people 
manually canning salmon 

gradually gave way to  
high-speed machinery. 
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After a brief rally created by Japa-
nese demand for herring roe in the 
1970s, by 1979, the cost of operating 
the cannery became prohibitive and 
the reduction plant was closed. 

Thanks to the efforts of local lead-
ers, working in conjunction with 
the Canadian government, the  
cannery was saved from destruction 
and opened as a museum in 1994 
– timed to celebrate the cannery’s  
centennial. 

Established in 1986, the Gulf of 
Georgia Cannery Society is an inde-
pendent non-profit society and reg-
istered charity responsible for oper-
ating the cannery on behalf of Parks 
Canada. Since the 1980s the Society 
has worked in partnership with Parks 
Canada to preserve the facility and 
is now responsible for the interpre-
tation (tours and educational pro-
grams), site promotion and regular 
maintenance.

The society cares for more than 
7,500 artifacts. There is also an ar-
chive of historic documents, images, 
sound recordings, and a reference 
books. Collectively, these items tell 
the story of the West Coast fishing in-
dustry, and reflect the people, places, 
and events that were integral to this 
history.

In addition to operating the Gulf of 
Georgia Cannery, the Society works 
to achieve its mission through activi-
ties such as creating feature exhibitions 
related to fishing history and environ-
mental issues. The site hosts a summer 
music series, and the building pro-
vides shelter every other Sunday for a 
unique October-April indoor farmer’s 
market that features only products 
that are “made, baked, grown, raised, 

Collectively, these items tell the 
story of the West Coast fishing 
industry, and reflect the people, 
places, and events that were 

integral to this history.
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caught or harvested by approved B.C. 
vendors.”

The ongoing canning-line exhibit 
shares stories of virtual mountains 
of sockeye salmon being processed 
both hand-labor and factory equip-
ment. Encompassing more than 4,000 
square feet, this interactive, multi-me-
dia exhibit demonstrates the process of 
salmon canning on a 1930s -1950s era 
canning line.  A guided tour along the 
line reveals the personal stories of can-
nery workers who worked amidst the 
steam, noise, and odors of fish slime 
and machine oil. 

It may initially seem counterintui-
tive that the cannery’s primary exhibit 
might start at the back of the building, 
until one realizes that it is laid out to 
follow the path the salmon would have 
taken; i.e., coming into the back of the 
cannery from fishing boats.

The exhibit is part of what Mar-
keting and Visitor Services Manager 
Mimi Horita says is an attempt to en-
gage all five of the senses for those who 
tour the cannery. The tour and exhibit 
is intended to not only explain process 
of packing salmon into tin cans, but to 
share the “social history” of the indus-
try and the people that it employed.

A visit to the Gulf of Georgia Can-
nery is an absolute must if you’re going 
to be visiting Steveston. Then again, it 
might arguably characterized as the 
reason to come to the village, then 
experiencing everything else the area 
has to offer.

www.gulfofgeorgiacannery.org

Editors note: When the HARBORS 
Magazine team spent a long weekend 
earlier this year in Steveston, British 
Columbia, we envisioned that our visit 
to the Gulf of Georgia Cannery would 
rate a few paragraphs in a round-up 
story. However, we were so impressed by 
what we saw, heard and learned at the 
cannery that we decided it rated its own 
story. If you didn’t get a chance to read 
about of the village of Steveston, its his-
tory, and what to see and where to go, 
check out our July-August 2015 issue.


