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I have lived in Vancuver for almost 20 years and I regularly teach a 
writing course focused on local urban planning issues. Yet this city’s 
past, and many of its neighbourhoods, are virtually unknown terri-
tory to me. I enjoyed discovering some of that unfamiliar Vancouver in 
these two books.

V6A: Writing from Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside collects short 
works in several genres by writers both well-known and unknown, 
amateur and professional, all associated with Vancouver’s Downtown 
Eastside (DTES). (V6A is the neighbourhood’s postal code, known as 
the poorest in Canada.) It’s hard to write about an anthology like this 
without resorting to cliché. Even before I opened it, my expectations 
framed the book in familiar ways: it’s an insider’s view; it human-
izes DTES residents; it shows the power of art and the human spirit. 
The foreword by Gary Geddes and the introduction by editors John 
Mikhail Asfour and Elee Kraljii Gardiner use similar phrases. Geddes 
notes that the writing workshops from which many of these works 
came provided a place where ‘the love of words and shaping and 
imagination gave relief, for a time, from...being on show as one of 
Canada’s major social embarrassments, to be gawked at, consulted, 
filmed, then ignored.’ Asfour and Gardiner describe the book as a 
literary map of the DTES, and explain that ‘We selected pieces ac-
cording to their humanity and craft.’ The strength of this book is that 
it both fulfills conventional expectations and largely avoids clichés 
while doing so.
 A collection this varied rewards browsing, highlighting images and 
stories that resonate for each reader. My favourites are the pieces 
describing daily life in the DTES, many of which focus on a mo-
ment of hope, humour, or beauty rescued from grim surroundings. 
In ‘Savour the Taste,’ the poem that opens the collection, Phoenix 
Winter describes ‘teeth gritty/with flavours/of the Downtown East-
side,’ a concrete evocation of the ‘gritty’ neighbourhood. And yet the 
title suggests there is something worth savouring in that grit. The 
speaker imagines a DTES grave will be ‘ashes/flaky and acrid/chok-
ing my lungs,’ but she also asks to be buried under the cherry trees 
of Oppenheimer Park, whose loveliness is as much a part of DTES life 
as the grit. In Henry Doyle’s ‘Laundry Day with Charles Bukowski’ 
and James MacLean’s ‘Breakfast with Wordsworth,’ reading provides 
flashes of beauty, such as the CN station coffee drinkers in a drab 
morning routine, envisioned as ‘wilted daffodils.’



 ‘An Old Spook and His Coyote,’ Don Macdonald’s account of his 
homeless ‘exile’ in Pacific Spirit Park, evokes the trickster coyote 
of folklore. Mistrusting human company, Macdonald is very much 
alone during his time in the park, except for a coyote who begins 
‘keeping tabs on me. She’d materialize on the path a safe distance 
ahead, flash a sly “can’t catch me” look, and then vanish.’ One night, 
Macdonald and the coyote encounter ‘a specimen of the entitled’ on 
their route home. The man is startled by the coyote’s appearance 
until he spots Macdonald:

 ‘Oh,’ he blurted, his relief apparent. ‘That’s your dog.’
 ‘No,’ says I, without deigning to give him a glance. ‘That’s my coyote.’

This punchline flips the men’s positions—the homeless man is com-
fortably at home here, while the ‘entitled’ man struggles to make 
what he is seeing fit a story he’s comfortable with.
 This moment also reveals the problem with my reading of the an-
thology. Like the walker in the park, I have read the scene in a way 
that comforts me. I have emphasized hope, beauty and humour be-
cause they are what I want to find in V6A. If these writers can find 
gold amidst the grit, things aren’t so bad. Such a reading, though, 
discards the grit as insignificant, and there are many pieces here 
that refuse that move. Antoinette Rea, for instance, bluntly records 
the hazards of working in the sex trade as a ‘versatile pre-op tranny’ 
in a poem that ends with the speaker ‘waiting, and cold.’ Few of the 
things she describes waiting for are good. I believe that making art 
out of these experiences is a kind of triumph, but this belief allows 
me to be one of those who gawk and then comfortably forget, feel-
ing better about myself because I am moved by what I read. This 
book provoked me to think more about that problem. If you are a 
Vancouverite who, like me, has more in common with what Cathleen 
With describes as ‘those normie people...with their Lululemon, their 
little kids in expensive big-wheeled Kitsilano strollers’ than with the 
homeless park-dweller or the ‘tranny’ on a street corner, you should 
read V6A. Not just because it might move you to action, but because 
it contains a lot of great writing.

Who Killed Janet Smith? looks at a very different side of Vancou-
ver: the upper-class Shaughnessy Heights neighbourhood. But the 
story Ed Starkins unfolds of the unsolved 1924 real-life murder of 
Scottish nursemaid Janet Smith reveals its seamy underside. The 
case involved not only the kind of sensationalist journalism famil-
iar to anyone who has paid attention to a contemporary ‘celebrity’ 
crime, but accusations of police and political corruption and links to 
the drug trade. When Janet Smith was found dead in the basement 



laundry room of her wealthy employer’s home, a gun and iron by 
her side, the police first declared it, most implausibly, a suicide. The 
body was embalmed before an autopsy could be done. Eventually the 
case was reopened and suspicion centred on the Chinese ‘houseboy,’ 
Wong Foon Sing. Despite repeated attempts—including two kidnap-
pings of Wong by police or their agents—the authorities never made 
a case against him. Gossip swirled around Janet’s employers, the 
Bakers, and some of their friends for years, and the history of the 
case includes a libel trial as well as trials of police and private detec-
tives accused of Wong’s kidnapping. No one was ever tried for Janet’s 
murder.
 Starkins extensively researched both newspaper and police ar-
chives, and interviewed some of the minor figures in the case who 
were still alive at the time of writing (the book was first published in 
1984 and reissued as part of the City of Vancouver’s Legacy Books 
Project). He eschews detailed endnotes for a brief note on the major 
sources of each chapter, and takes some creative license in his ac-
count. This makes for a highly readable narrative, especially in the 
book’s first half. The technique is not without its problems, however. 
For example, Starkins effectively sets Wong’s arrest in the context 
of the ‘climate of bigotry and repression’ facing Asians in early 20th-
century Canada. But then we get this scene from the inquest: ‘The 
prospect of testifying under such circumstances would have unset-
tled most witnesses, but Wong seemed supremely unaffected by the 
stares of the crowd and their loud voices.’ Without a footnote, I’m left 
to assume that Starkins is relying on newspaper accounts here, and 
it appears to me that his characterization of Wong has been coloured 
by a stereotype of the ‘ impassive Oriental’ he probably absorbed from 
them.
 Such missteps are rare, however. Starkins thoughtfully explores 
the ‘racial’ and nationalist issues surrounding the trial—not just 
attitudes to Chinese immigrants, but the concern of British Col-
umbians that the police failed to enact British justice properly and 
that political corruption played a flagrant role. He is strong, too, on 
the lack of a tradition of investigative journalism in the province, 
something that must have frustrated him as a researcher. While the 
papers were generally happy to speculate on the guilty party and 
the sex lives of all involved, they were deferential to the interests of 
the wealthy and politically connected. The clues connecting Janet 
Smith’s employer, Frederick Lefevre Baker, to illegal drug trading 
were there, but no one followed up. While Starkins offers a possible 
solution to Janet’s death, it remains a mystery. But thanks to his 
engrossing book, Vancouver’s past is less of one.

— Elizabeth McCausland


