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Suitcase Stories (Immigration Nation Post-Visit Activity)  

Teacher Guidelines  

During the Immigration Nation program, students participated in the immigration game and learned 
about four key immigration themes by answering questions and doing activities in the history 
galleries.  

1) What people have immigrated to Vancouver? 

 

2) Why have people immigrated to Vancouver? 

 

3) What was life like for immigrations in Vancouver?   

 

4) What have immigrants contributed to Vancouver?  

 

During the game students had a chance to see an immigrant suitcase in each of the four galleries. 
These suitcases were designed with information and objects given to the museum by the families of 
each immigrant. Your students have seen the suitcase objects and learned a little about each 
immigrant. This activity gives them an opportunity to learn more about these people using the four 
themes above.  

Suggested Activities:  

• Have each student choose one story to read. Once they have read the story and understand 
that person’s experiences, have them take on that character and 
write a letter to a family member back in their home town. Write about the 
journey to get to Vancouver and their new life here.  

 

• Have the students each read one of the four stories. Put the four themes on the chalkboard 
as a table. Discuss each theme and have students give examples 
from the stories they’ve read.  
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Suitcase Stories (Immigration Nation Post-Visit Activity)  

 

Edith Dyson – 1899  

Sarah Ann Shaw and Arthur Dyson lived in England and had two children: Emily Dyson in 1878 and 
Edith Dyson in 1880. After both parents died in the 1880s, Edith went to live with her aunt. Edith was 
treated ‘differently’ and perhaps badly and was sent to Canada in 1899. It is thought that her aunt 
had arranged a job for her before she went to Canada.  

Edith was 19 years old when she left England for a new country.  

At that time Canada’s immigration policy favored immigrants from Britain. Especially sought were 
women to help with work around the house. Between the years 1904 and 1914 about 90,000 British 
women, like Edith, came to Canada to work as domestic servants. By 1901, Edith was “nurse” to the 
wealthy Bell-Irving family and helped take care of their nine children.  

By 1903 she had started nursing school. Around 1904, Edith met John Gray. John was born and 
raised in Britain. He was an accomplished upholsterer and drapery worker. John’s diaries talk about 
a long romance with Edith, lots of outings to lectures, church functions (both were Methodist), and 
sleigh rides in the winter.  

They married in October 1906 and lived on Alberni Street for their first year together.  

Prior to having children, Edith and John would go camping in places like Pitt Meadows. Both were 
amateur photographers and many photos exist of them camping around the Vancouver area. In 
1908 the couple moved to “Shaughnessy Heights”. They had their first son, Alec, while living there. 
They moved the next year to Victoria, where they camped on Monterey Beach for some time while 
building their house. In the years following they had three more children: Olive in 1910, Harvey, and 
Jean.  

Today, Edith’s descendants still live in the Victoria area. Edith herself died in the early 1970s.  
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Suitcase Stories (Immigration Nation Post-Visit Activity)  

The Tenerelli Family - 1952  

Michele (Mike) Tenerelli married Laura in 1938 and had two daughters, Anna born in 1939, and 
Apollonia born in 1946. Michele and Laura decided to immigrate to Canada soon after the war. After 
WWII, the southern Italian economy was struggling. Although Michele was a respected artisan in his 
town and owned property, he believed that life would be better in “America” where his two brothers 
and father had found success.  

Michele came to Canada in 1952, leaving his wife and two daughters in Italy, intending to return for 
them once he was settled.  

He came to Vancouver because his two younger brothers lived in Seattle, Washington and at that 
time it was easier to immigrate to Canada than the U.S. Michele would go first and then send for 
them once he had a job and a house in Vancouver.  

After working as a metalworker and struggling to make a life in Vancouver, Michele returned to Italy 
for a couple years due to illness. He decided that life in Vancouver would be easier with his family 
and returned there to his former job. Within a couple of months, he bought a house at Clark Drive 
and applied to sponsor his family to immigrate.  

The home was close to where he worked and to Commercial Drive and Strathcona, the two 
neighbourhoods where many Italian shops were located.  

Michele’s wife and his two daughters left Italy in 1956 bound for Vancouver. Anna was 17 years old 
and Doreen was 10. Anna remembers feeling upset about leaving her hometown where she was 
supposed to marry a classmate. Doreen also was unhappy about leaving as she had many friends 
whom she feared she’d never see again.  

Upon their arrival in Vancouver, the two girls were registered at Queen Alexandra elementary school 
and put in a “New Canadians” class where they were taught basic English. Doreen then entered 
grade 5 and Anna attended Britannia Secondary School. Despite having completed high school in 
Italy, Anna was placed in a grade 8 class with children several years younger.  

Anna left Britannia to earn a secretary diploma at night school. She later worked for the Italian Trade 
Commission for 13 years until 1973. She married in 1960 and went on to have two daughters. A 
successful businesswoman and tireless volunteer, Anna is now retired. Doreen graduated from 
Britannia in the 1960s and went on to complete her teacher’s certificate at UBC. She has taught in 
various international schools overseas and currently lives in Mexico. Michele continued to work as a 
metalworker until his death at age 60 in 1972. Laura worked in the home caring for her family.  

She currently lives in Burnaby.  
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Suitcase Stories (Immigration Nation Post-Visit Activity)  

The Tzang Family – 1971  

Sun Mein, Jih Tzang and their 5 year old daughter Linda left Taipei, Taiwan in 1971. Changes to 
immigration laws in 1967 did away with old racist policies and developed a new points system that 
did not look at race. Points were given for education and job skills. These changes allowed many 
more Asian immigrants to immigrate to Canada. By 1979, 40% of elementary students spoke English 
as a second language.  

Sun Mein loved music and was and avid reader. The family brought with them a sewing machines to 
save money and make things for their house. They also brought many clothes to keep them warm 
during the cold Canadian winters.  

After travelling by ship to New York, Sun Mein and Linda flew to Vancouver. Jih Tzang worked on a 
freighter and travelled the world bringing home gifts for his family. Jih joined his wife and daughter in 
Vancouver in 1973. At that time the family rented a house in East Vancouver. Eventually Jih and Sun 
Mein had another daughter named Kathy.  

The Tzang family came to Canada seeking a better life. They succeeded in making life better but 
their standard of living was not as good as it had been in Taiwan. This was partly because there 
were no services for immigrants at that time and most Chinese associations supported the 
Cantonese community and the Tzangs spoke Mandarin.  

Sun Mein first job in Vancouver was making airline meals. Jih found work as a hand on tugboats in 
the harbour.  

Today Sun Mein works at a salmon cannery and Jih is retired.  

Linda became a museum curator and Kathy works at UBC.  
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