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FEW WOMEN.  
“One Sunday night in Pedley’s Church” (Congregational) “there were three hundred men and ten women; 
so few women in Vancouver at that time.” 

MAYOR FRED COPE. “SOAPY” SMITH. 
“The bodies of Mayor Cope of Vancouver who was drowned in the Klondyke, and ‘Soapy’ Smith, the 
notorious desperado who was shot in a gun battle up north, came down on the same boat and they got 
the coffins mixed. Mayor Cope was given a civic funeral. I was at it—one of my children was in a 
perambulator and the other was walking with me. They had a band. Mayor Cope is buried in Mountain 
View Cemetery, but when ‘Soapy’ Smith’s coffin arrived at Seattle, two women wanted to see the 
remains—wanted the coffin opened. It wasn’t ‘Soapy,’ it was Mayor Cope. So the coffin was sent to 
Vancouver and the other was exhumed. The two coffins were quietly changed. But it was ‘Soapy’ who got 
the grand funeral.” 

As told to me. 

J.S. Matthews 

27 February 1947. 

CONVERSATION WITH MRS. JANE WILKS, PIONEER, 7826 CARTIER STREET, KERR. 4340L, AT 
THE CITY ARCHIVES—A SURPRISE VISIT—ON THE AFTERNOON OF 27 JANUARY 1949; WIDOW 
OF GEORGE WILLIAM WILKS WHO DIED 1940. 
Mrs. Wilks is a very active lady for her age, though, of course, showing visibly the ravages of time. She 
walks, talks and moves rapidly. There is no sign of senility. She lives with her son, Mr. Edgar Wilks, at 
7826 Cartier Street, Kerr. 4340L. We talked of many things, quickly, and then she hastened off. 

MISS BOWES. WOMEN’S CHRISTIAN TEMPERANCE UNION. YOUNG MEN’S CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATION. 
MRS. HENRY MUTRIE. MUTRIE AND BROWN. VICTORIAN ORDER OF NURSES. ROBERT 
LEATHERDALE. CHAIN GANG. JOHN CLOUGH. CHRIST CHURCH. 
Mrs. Wilks: (commenting as we jumped from one subject to another) “The chain gang. Robert 
Leatherdale, brother to Dan, used to drive the chain gang wagon when the gang went off from the Gaol 
on Powell Street to work on the rough lanes and streets. They used to mow the lawn of the City Hospital, 
too, and kept it in beautiful shape—flowers too. The men rode in the wagon, seated in rows. I have read 
some extraordinary stories in the newspapers recently about the chain gang.” She looked, significantly, 
and then added, “They didn’t look very savage. John Clough was in charge. One day I watched them 
opening that street—what do you call it—the one Christ Church is on—Georgia Street is close by, either 
Howe or Hornby, they were opening it. Christ Church at that time was just a hole in the ground just below 
where they were working.” 

“GOOD CHEER” PAMPHLET. W.J. TRYTHALL. 
“Miss Bowes was an active worker. She published a little pamphlet, ‘Good Cheer’; fifty cents a month, 
printed by W.J. Trythall. We had many meetings of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union in the 
upstairs of the Young Men’s Christian Association—their first wooden building on Hastings Street. The 
Y.M.C.A. borrowed money from the Grey Nuns of Montréal, and they could not pay it back so they lost 
the second building, the brick one next door.” 

MISS HILL, FIRST V.O.N. NURSE. 
“Mrs. Henry Mutrie” (of Mutrie and Brown, her husband was) “was quite a worker in the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union. Miss Hill, the first Victorian Order of Nurses nurse, lived with them on 
Cambie and Dunsmuir for a time, when she came first. 

“I used to go to the Y.M.C.A. building once in a while—take a cake with me. We had lots of meetings in 
that building—W.C.T.U.” 
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Note: this explains, and throws light on the first Victorian Order of Nurses nurse, Miss Hill. She took her 
meals at the City Hospital—that was the contribution of the Hospital officials towards her endeavours and 
support. She resided with the Mutries nearby—a block away. Mrs. Wilks says Mrs. Mutrie was “quite a 
worker” in the W.C.T.U. and it would be natural for her to accept into her home a lady (Miss Hill of the 
V.O.N., just getting started) engaged in similar philanthropic humane effort. 

MRS. JANE WILKS CALLED AT THE CITY ARCHIVES AT NOON, JUST AS I WAS HAVING LUNCH, 
AND JOINED ME IN A CUP OF TEA AND A SANDWICH AT MY DESK, 25 AUGUST 1949. 
She lives at 7826 Cartier Street, Vancouver. I have had previous conversations with Mrs. Wilks. (Actually, 
this is a continuation of earlier ones. J.S.M.) 

YORKTON, N.W.T. (SASKATCHEWAN). WHITEWOOD, N.W.T. (SASKATCHEWAN).  
“I got off the train, the Canadian Pacific Railway, at Whitewood, N.W.T.; I had come by myself from 
Derbyshire, England. My brothers, two, met me with four oxen. They brought in cordwood—Knowler and 
Macaulay took it for groceries, or anything, in trade. We started to go about half way to Yorkton; it was 
easily a day and a half before I got to my brothers’ homestead; oxen don’t go very fast; it would be more 
than 20 miles. We could not go that distance with oxen without a rest. We had to stay all night on the 
prairie. The wolves were very bad that winter, and we lighted a fire on the prairie to keep the wolves away 
from the oxen. 

“My brothers had 320 acres each; 640 acres. We could see the Indian Reserve at Round Lake; Mr. 
McLeod was the agent there. The house was a good big one; it was made of logs, but it was not like most 
log cabins. It had an upstairs and a basement or cellar, and a stairway. It had belonged to a man who had 
died and the North West Mounted Police had buried him on his own land. The Mountie told me they made 
a coffin for him; perhaps they did. I asked him if they did make the coffin and if he would show me the 
grave, but he would not do that. 

“There was a lot of beans in the house, about 18 or 20 pounds. I did not know how to cook them. I said to 
the Mountie that it must have been a bachelor’s place; there were beans about the house. I told him I had 
tried and tried to cook them but could not make a success of it. So he asked to look at them and when I 
showed them to him he said, ‘No wonder you could not cook them.’ He said that the man had dried them 
in the oven and got them ‘red hot’ to put in his top boots, which were knee high, to dry his boots out. They 
were felt boots. 

“My brother wanted a pair of boots at Knowler and Macaulay’s in trade for the cordwood, but he had a 
small foot and took size seven. They had only size eleven in stock, so my brother wore size eleven all 
winter. 

“In those days we got our mail once in three weeks. What little mail we did get was left at a settler’s cabin. 
The cabin was the post office. All it was was a cigar box with a few stamps inside, and a few odd pieces 
of paper, letters, and a newspaper or two; there wasn’t much mail. When my brother Sam came out in 
1882 (my oldest brother Sam came from Manchester) two of the young fellows where he worked came 
too. One went to New Zealand and one to Australia, and my brother to Canada. They promised to let 
each other know how they ‘made out.’ My brother gave me a letter to post to the one in Australia, so I 
went to this settler’s cabin—a good long walk, I’ll tell you. I took a big dog with me. The letter was 
addressed to ‘Harry Bland, hairdresser, Melbourne, Australia.’ I knew the people at the settler’s cabin 
very well, so I asked how much it would cost to send this letter to Australia, but he said he didn’t know. I 
said to him, ‘Show me your Post Office Guide.’ And he replied, ‘What’s that?’ 

“My brother had given me 25 cents. So while the settler was looking up how much it would cost, I went 
and spoke to his children and was teaching them, until finally I went in again and thought he would know 
by that time how much it would cost. He said it would cost one dollar and a quarter, and he had it all 
covered with stamps. I doubt if Harry Bland ever got that letter. It was probably kept as a souvenir if he 
did. 

“The settler’s children were 12 years old and could not read nor write; that is, the oldest boy was 12, but 
the settler had seven or eight more. 
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“The Riel Rebellion was just over, and the Mounties used to come around regularly to see us. They had 
headquarters at Regina, but they had a regular route. The Indians were not fighting, but they were still 
waving the white flag when they approached my house. The Mountie used to get us to sign a paper 
saying that we were all right. We had to sign this paper when they came around on their regular routes. If 
there were any complains to make he would take it to Mr. McKay, the Indian Agent at Round Lake, and if 
there had been any complaints he would make it good. We never put in any complaints, but the Indians 
were pretty hard up. 

“The Mountie used to say that the best thing I could do was to give them food. Two big Indians came to 
the window. They were so big they almost covered the whole of the window and they kept going like this” 
(pointing with the tips of her fingers to her mouth, and moving her arms up and down) “to indicate that 
they were hungry. So the first time they came ‘round—when they darkened the window—I opened the 
door, and they kept pointing to their mouths, so I gave them all the bread I had, and I got a white flour 
sack and filled it up with sugar and bread and flour and molasses—oh, aren’t they fond of molasses!—
and still they wanted more.  

Then I fetched some ham out of the bin and cut some big slices off and I thought they would go then. I 
gave it to one but the other picked up the rest of the ham, and took the whole thing. So, afterwards, when 
I looked out the door, I could smell cooking ham and I saw them by our plough lines cooking the ham—
one woman, two men and one or two children. They stayed there all day. When I dared to look out I saw 
them with the white pony near the plough lines cooking the ham. The Indians came in a Red River cart, 
the white pony pulling it, and they went away in it. It squeaked so much I could hear it a mile away. It had 
wooden wheels, and the very centre of the wheels had a big tuft of buffalo hair. 

“The trouble with the Indians was that the buffalo were scarce and they were hungry. On account of the 
Riel uprising, they had no furs. They had not been hunting and they had not been fishing, and the buffalo 
were scarce or gone altogether—all gone south, if there were any. The Indians always waved a white flag 
when they approached the house. The next time they came they brought a boy with them. 

“Old William Buchanan was the magistrate. He had so much hair on him we called him ‘Dogface.’ 

“We did not have a school. When I taught school I just went to the settlers’ homes. There was a Scotch 
family between us and Whitewood. There would not be more than four families between our place and 
Whitewood. There was Tom Reid, and Buchanan, the magistrate, and Alex Munn and Johnny something. 
His mother came out from England, and she got lost on the prairie. Finally she heard a cowbell and 
followed it. They found her and brought her home. Alex Munn was the man who put all the stamps on the 
letter. He put small denominations and covered it all over. Four families between us and Whitewood. 

“It was an awful long walk to Munn’s to pick up the mail, but they would know when I was coming. I was 
supposed to come once in three weeks. There were no telephones, but they had lots of ponies, and they 
would let the children know when I was coming and when the weather was suitable—we had nine 
months’ winter—and the children for miles around were brought to Munn’s and I would teach them for 
three hours only, and then they would be taken home, until I came again in three weeks.” 

Considering her many years, Mrs. Wilks is very alert, mentally and physically. She telephoned me first, to 
be sure I was able to receive her, and, on being assured that I would be awaiting her, replied, “I’ll be there 
in half an hour.” 

On arrival she joined me in a cup of tea and some biscuits, at my desk. 

I drew up a typewriter and commenced to type as she conversed. There was no hesitancy; indeed, at 
times, she spoke faster than I could get it down. 

Remarkable old lady; one of many such to whom we owe our great dominion and all the blessings which 
are ours today. 

J.S. Matthews 
25 August 1949 
11:00 p.m. 
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CONVERSATION WITH MRS. JANE WILKS, 7826 CARTIER STREET, WHO KINDLY CALLED AT THE 
CITY ARCHIVES THIS MORNING, 4 OCTOBER 1949. 
Mrs. Wilks is the widow of George Williams Wilks, pioneer of Vancouver, who was born in Brassington, 
Derbyshire, 29 March 1864; came to Canada in 1882; served in the North West Rebellion. She arrived at 
Whitewood, Saskatchewan, from England in April, 1886. Both were pioneers of Vancouver, 1889. Mr. 
Wilks died in Vancouver in 1940. There are three sons. Mrs. Wilks is very active. 

On 1 November 1949, the Board of Parks Commissioners, Vancouver, gave a banquet to all pioneers of 
Vancouver resident here in 1889, or earlier. Mrs. Wilks attended, and a photograph of her talking to J.B. 
Marshallsay, emblematic of two old pioneers gossiping, appeared in the News-Herald the next morning. It 
is a unique photograph, and has been copied, by photography, and given the title of “The Builders of 
Canada.” 

“SOAPY” SMITH OF SKAGWAY. 
Mrs. Wilks: “Soapy Smith was a peddler of cheap jewellery at Skagway during the gold rush. He thought 
he could make money faster, so he began selling soap. He cut the bars of soap in half and put one 
dollar—silver or bills, I don’t know which—inside the soap. He sold hundreds of bars of soap, but there 
wasn’t a dollar in each bar. My husband told me all about it, and so did Tom Thomas, a friend of ours. He, 
Tom, told me all about this fellow selling jewellery, and then soap. But ‘Soapy’ was not making money fast 
enough, so he got a gun and went around saloons making money that way. 

“The story goes—how true it is I don’t know—that the body of Mayor Cope and that of Soapy Smith came 
down from Skagway on the same steamer and they got them mixed. Mayor Cope was given a big funeral, 
but it is claimed that when the other coffin got to Seattle, two women from Skagway, one of whom 
claimed Soapy was her husband, demanded that the coffin be opened, and, when it was, said that the 
dead man inside was not her husband. The story went that it was the body of Mayor Cope. There may be 
some other explanation, but that was what people told me.” 

CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH. 
“I belonged to the Congregational Church. I joined before they had a church at all. Afterwards we got a 
big fine one on Georgia Street, south side, near the corner of Richards Street. But when I joined, they 
were using a dance hall—an upstairs dance hall. It was down on Carrall Street, near Powell Street. I 
passed the place this morning—near the corner of Water and Carrall Street—across the street from a 
place where they hire loggers. It was upstairs. Rev. Mr. J.W. Pedley was the minister. There were only a 
few of us.” 

CARRALL STREET. KLONDYKE RUSH. 
“Dog teams! Vancouver was full of them—not all huskies—taking them up the Klondyke. And the saloons 
open all night. Gambling, loud talking, but Seattle was the real loading place for the Klondyke. I was 
passing a corner saloon on Cordova Street, there was a loud bang and men came rushing out. I went into 
the saloon and saw the man who had been shot with a hole in his head. They carried him out and across 
the street to Hart’s” (funeral parlour.) 

(Note: Hart’s was on the north side of Cordova Street, near the corner of Carrall.) 
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