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Labour History Project Working People: A History of Labour in BC 

1. To assess the role that First Nations workers played in the early port life of Vancouver.
(Significance)

2. To assess and critically examine the role that systematic racism played in wage disparity
for Indigenous workers and the effect it had on their communities. (Cause and
Consequence)

3. To examine the philosophy of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) as a model for
inclusive worker organization and activism to improve working conditions for all workers
(Perspective)

4. To examine the creation of Local 526 of the IWW, nicknamed “Bows and Arrows”, and
critically assess its demise. (Continuity and Change)

5. To assess the role of William Nahanee, “Bows and Arrows” member in leading the
Indigenous labour movement. (Cause and Consequence)

6. To examine written and visual primary sources from Indigenous workers on the
waterfront of early British Columbia, and analyze them for a critical understanding of who
it was that actually benefitted from their labour. (Perspective)

 

Learning Standards 

The Essential Question: Assess the economic 
contributions that Indigenous people played in the early 
history of British Columbia. 

What historical factors

Curriculum 
Application  

Social Studies 9 

Bows and Arrows 

Film Summary: This film powerfully links the working lives of Indigenous union activities 
along Burrard Inlet, while examining the early social justice and collective organizing of Local 
526 of the Industrial Workers of the World, the “Bows and Arrows”. 

Summary of the Lesson Activities 

1. Focus questions for the vignette provide a short lesson option. (15 minutes)
2. Reading and interpreting of primary source materials

3. Small group discussions and activity questions
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Lesson Activities 

1. Pre-Teaching: Students will have learned about the first contact with Europeans, the fur trade, 
and colonization of British Columbia. They may also have already seen the Knowledge Network 
Vignette “The First Economies”. In fact, the viewing of this earlier vignette would serve well to set 
the context for this vignette, “Bows and Arrows”.

2. Brainstorm: What activities were necessary to service the needs of sailing ships arriving to the 
Port of Vancouver in the 1900s? What might the city be receiving in goods from these ships, and 
what goods might they be shipping out on them?

3. Remind the class that this work was done without machines, but by hand using ropes, pulleys, and 
strong muscles, and that the workers labored long hours (dawn until dusk). Injuries were the 
worker’s concern, not the employers, and that they were hired by work gang leaders who would 
pick whomever they wanted. Workers had their wits, and the collective good will of others at their 
work site to keep safe from dangers if possible.
Those who complained, or worked less quickly could be overlooked the following day, and not be 
hired. Hiring was done day-by-day until the introduction of waterfront unions who created hiring 
halls where their members would wait to be selected. If you were not a member of the union, you 
would face great risk of not being hired, or the lack of worker support from others on the docks 
who were union members. You might find yourself in harm’s way.  Racism and discrimination 
were prevalent in the employers, the gang leaders, and even the other workers and their unions. 
The employers might value your labour, but want to pay you much less; the gang leaders might 
pick over you and not hire you for the day; and other workers might not like you, nor “have your 
back” in times of danger. Some unions even would not let you join them if you did not look like 
them.

4. Show the Knowledge Network Vignette, “Bows and Arrows”.

5. Follow up with the Additional Lesson Activities I & II and Extension Activity I as time permits.

Vignette Questions 

1. Starting in 1886, what did the First Nations people of Burrard Inlet do to supplement their
traditional economies?

2. What activities are associated with the job of longshoring?

3. Why were First Nations workers excluded from many unions at the time?

4. The union nicknamed the “Bows and Arrows” was part of which larger union?

5. What appeal did this new union have for minority groups?

6. Describe the role Bill Nahanee played in the “Bows and Arrows” Union?

Materials and Resources Provided 

 "Bows and Arrows" Episode 2- 
Working People –A History of 
Labour in British Columbia 

 Additional Lesson Activities I & II 

 Bows and Arrows Backgrounder 
Part I & II 

 Squamish Longshoreman Story: 
Vancouver Daily Province, May 
10, 1941 

Additional Suggested Materials 

 “First Economies” Episode 1-
Working People- A History of 
Labour in British Columbia 

 History of the IWW- History Link 
 The Labour Movement in British 

Columbia 1840-1914 
 On the Line: A History of the 

British Columbia Labour 
Movement  

 Indigenous  Workers in the Early 
History of British Columbia 

https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/bows/
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/bows/
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/bows/
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/bows/
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/first-economies-2/
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/first-economies-2/
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/first-economies-2/
http://www.historylink.org/index.cfm?DisplayPage=output.cfm&file_id=2016
http://www.historylink.org/index.cfm?DisplayPage=output.cfm&file_id=2016
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/History-of-BC-and-Working-People-1840-1914-revised.pdf
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/History-of-BC-and-Working-People-1840-1914-revised.pdf
https://knowbc.com/books/On-the-Line
https://knowbc.com/books/On-the-Line
https://knowbc.com/books/On-the-Line
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/SS-9-Indigenous-Workers.pdf
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/SS-9-Indigenous-Workers.pdf
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Bows & Arrows: Additional Lesson Activities 
Lesson Activity I & II and Extension Activity I 
 

Lesson Activity I  
Distribute the Handout “Bows and Arrows: Backgrounder-Part 1” and read it to the 
class, or have them read it individually, or in groups. The backgrounder is in three 
sections: Introduction, First Nations Workers After First Contact, and First Nations 
Workers on the Waterfront.  
 
After the reading and any necessary discussion have the students answer the Part 1 discussion 
questions individually or in small groups. 
 
Lesson Activity II 

Distribute the Handout “Bows and Arrows: Backgrounder- Part 2” and read it to the 
class, or have them read it individually, or in groups. The backgrounder is in two 
sections: Joining the IWW and Legacy and Lessons. 
After the reading and any necessary discussion have the students answer the Part 2 discussion 
questions individually or in small groups. 
 
Extension Activity I  
Distribute the newspaper story entitled: “Squamish Longshoremen Has Watched 
Vancouver Grow Into Great Port”* (Vancouver Daily Province, May 10, 1941), featuring 
William (Bill) Nahanee reflecting on his life on the waterfront. Make a timeline of his 
life, including milestones positive and negative. Include also what was happening on the 
waterfront in his over fifty years of working. 
*The image of the newspaper article is high-resolution; it is easily read on a computer or projector 
screen. If a print copy is desired for use it is recommended that it be printed on ledger size paper, 11”x 
14”. 
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Part I/ Discussion Questions: 

1. What kinds of paid work did aboriginal workers engage in besides fishing and other 
more traditional industries after First Contact? 
 

2. Using Appendix 1 entitled “Aboriginal and Non-aboriginal Populations Estimates for 
British Columbia, 1835-1901, assess increase in non-aboriginal populations 
compared to the decrease in aboriginal populations. What factors might explain this 
demographic shift? What might be the implications for people in both population 
sectors? 

 
3. Using Appendix 2 entitled “Average Rate of Pay, Various Professions in British 

Columbia, 1864-1890”, Evaluate the changing rates of pay and types of jobs 
presented.  

 
a. Why might some jobs have had falling wages? Who would likely to be doing 

those jobs?  
b. What skills might be associated with such jobs? Why might even skilled jobs 

have decreased in wages during this time frame? 
c. Which jobs might have had aboriginal workers, or other discriminated 

against workers doing the work for even less than the average? 
 

4. What barriers, dangers and working conditions did longshore workers face on the 
waterfront during the 1900s? How did they respond to these challenges? 

 

5. What additional barriers and dangers did aboriginal and other discriminated 
worker groups face upon the waterfront during the 1900s in Vancouver? 
 

6. How were other waterfront unions not a part of the solution for indigenous workers 
seeking better working conditions and pay? 
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Part II/Discussion Questions: 

 

1. What was the IWW (Industrial Workers of the World)? What was their central 
philosophy? 
 

2. In what ways was this philosophy a good match for indigenous and discriminated 
against waterfront workers seeking a collective union to improve their working 
conditions and wages? 
 

3. What was the year of the creation of Local 526 IWW, and who did they represent? 
 

4. Why do you think the union adopted “Bows and Arrows” as a proud nickname? 
 

5. In addition to members of the Squamish, who did the “Bows and Arrows” represent? 
 

6. Why did the “Bows and Arrows” last only one year, disbanding in 1907? 
 

7. What was the legacy of the “Bows and Arrows”? What were three significant lessons 
they provided for people seeking a “better world?” 
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Lesson: Bows and Arrows  Backgrounders Part I & II 

Part One: Bows and Arrows: William Nahanee & Local 526 of the Industrial 
Workers of the World   

Research and Writing by Sean Carleton   
 

 

City of Vancouver Archives-William Nahanee with a group of longshoremen-Mi P2-1889. 

Introduction 
 In 1906, approximately sixty lumber handlers and waterfront workers in North 
Vancouver, British Columbia joined together to form Local 526 of the Industrial Workers of 
the World (IWW). IWW Local 526 was one of the first union to be established on the 
Burrard Inlet Docks. While many members were Chinese, English, Hawaiian, and Chilean, 
the majority were Coast Salish indigenous peoples of the Squamish First Nation. The Local’s 
First Nations leadership and the fact that meetings were held on the nearby Mission 
reserve led to the local adopting the “Bows and Arrows” nickname. Together, the workers 
of the IWW “Bows and Arrows” local pursued numerous strategies to fight racial prejudice 
on the waterfront and to assert their collective power as essential dock workers, known by 
many as, “the greatest men to ever work the lumber” (Parnaby, 64). 
 

First Nations Workers After First Contact 
Contrary to popular belief, First Nations peoples were not made irrelevant by the advent of 
white, European settlement and the coming of industrial capitalism to the shores of the 
Pacific Coast. From the establishment of the Colony of Vancouver Island in 1849, through 
Confederation in 1871, and to the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1886, First 
Nations peoples comprised the majority of the population in present-day British Columbia, 
and the majority of the work force in agriculture, fishing, and the growing primary 
industries 
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By 1885 a crude estimate based on reports by an Indian Agent suggests that of the 28,000 
indigenous peoples living in British Columbia at that time, over 85 per cent belonged to 
bands that earned substantial incomes through paid labour. Many of the coastal indigenous 
peoples also were selling their labour for wages by the early twentieth century, as well as 
traditional fishing practices, and others in the interior were mining or logging.  
 
First Nations Workers on the Waterfront 
The ways of life of the Squamish peoples was altered significantly after the first sawmill 
appeared on Burrard Inlet in 1863. Indigenous men and women took up a number of 
seasonal occupations, including longshoring for men, and in doing so thus played important 
roles in the industrialization of British Columbia. On the docks, men worked in a setting 
characterized by turbulent labour relations, strong competition for work, and sharp 
distinctions of specialization.  
 
Issues of class and race also complicated the working docks. Indigenous longshoremen 
found this affected what job they might do, whom they might work with, and what their 
political options were, on and off the waterfront. Many of them gravitated to the lumber 
docks, where they often found they had the right skills, and specialization. They would also 
find more acceptance and collective support.  Though Squamish workers were considered 
by many “the greatest men that ever worked the lumber,” they faced very real and unequal 
racial prejudice and discrimination on the job daily. This discriminatory spirit was 
reinforced by employers who benefited from competition from racially distinct gangs and 
who tended to hire non-aboriginal men to handle general cargo.  
 

Moreover, many of the 
established unions 
that were available for 
workers to join at the 
time made a point of 
denying membership 
to indigenous peoples 
and other minorities 
thought to be lazy, 
inferior, and a threat 
to white jobs.  
Indigenous workers 
faced racism at work 
and in society in 
general.  
 

Vancouver Public Library-6738-HaulingLumber-1906-NIS 
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Appendices for Discussion Questions 1 and 2 
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Part Two: Bows and Arrows: William Nahanee & Local 526 of the Industrial 
Workers of the World  
By Gavin Hainsworth 
 

 

IWW charter 1906 Vancouver at UBC 

Joining the IWW 
Established in Chicago on 27 June 1905, the IWW was founded on principles of direct 
action, racial solidarity, militant struggle, and the ability of workers themselves to abolish 
capitalism and run society for the good of all.  

The IWW’s core values are captured succinctly in the preamble to the constitution: “The 
working class and the employing class have nothing in common. Between these two 
classes a struggle must go on until the workers of the world organize as a class, take 
possession of the means of production, abolish the wage system, and live in harmony 
with the Earth” (Preamble to IWW Constitution).  
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Crucial to the IWW’s broad- based appeal was their belief in organizing all workers, 
regardless of skill, location, gender, or race; hence the power of the IWW’s rallying cry “An 
Injury to One is an Injury to All”  

In this regard, the IWW (or “Wobblies” as they are known) were a radically oppositional 
force. They were clear and consistent in denouncing the treatment of all workers, including 
Aboriginal workers, and the International accepted the creation of Local 526 in 1906 for 
the lumber handlers on Burrard Inlet, most of whom were Squamish, but also included 
other marginalized and disempowered groups. Big Bill Haywood, General-Secretary-
Treasurer of the IWW and admirer and frequenter attendee of Native American dances, 
made his views quite clear there can be no solution to any major social problem “until the 
Earth is redeemed from private ownership and the spirit of cooperation prevails.”  

In fact, Haywood saw the IWW’s commitment to organizing the unorganized as akin to 
“going down in the gutter to get at the mass of workers and bring them up to a decent plane 
of living” Within one year of the IWW founding convention, five IWW locals were 
established in BC: Phoenix, Greenwood, Victoria, Mayie, and the “Bows and Arrows” local in 
Vancouver. The IWW’s idea of cross racial solidarity was clearly grasped on the job by 
many BC workers. 

The IWW’s strong commitment to racial solidarity, direct action, flexibility, and worker 
control allowed the “Bows and Arrows” local 526 to become a strong voice for waterfront 
workers to fight for respect, better pay, and the ability to provide for themselves and their 
families. Unfortunately, the local did not last long as a nasty waterfront strike in 1907, 
which apparently was marked by impressive levels of racial solidarity, led to the local’s 
eventual collapse. 

Legacy and Lessons: 
While the IWW “Bows and Arrows” local 526 was short lived, it is important as it spoke and 
acted strongly against what was a predominantly racial divided and class stratified time 
period in British Columbia. Its example stands also as a time that unionism and indigenous 
protest coincided. A very early social justice union break though and landmark.  In this 
way, Local 526 must be remembered as both a channel and a catalyst for militancy and 
resistance. “The indigenous workers were pioneers of industrial unionism in BC” and it was 
their example of racial solidarity and the commitment to worker control and justice that 
spawned subsequent attempts to organize waterfront workers, eventually leading to the 
formation of Local 38-57 of the International Longshoremen’s Association in 1913. That 
Local 526’s radicalism was subsumed by far stronger forces is no comment on its militant 
vision. For over a hundred years the IWW has survived in BC and around the world and has 
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recently been revived by interest in cross racial solidarity and the commitment to 
organizing the unorganized into one big union. Its dream of workers’ control, of a world 
without bosses or masters, is still a powerful one for many people. The IWW’s dream, of 
which the Bows and Arrows Local in BC was a part, of creating a new world in the shell of 
the old continues to inspire radical resistance and aspiration today. 

City of Vancouver Archives-Mi P4-EmployeesHastingsSawMill_DiverseWorkers-c1889-NIS 
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