Laundry Workers Strike of 1918
Backgrounder: Steam Laundries vs Hand Laundries

A century ago, women were expected to perform domestic tasks, including the family laundry. Women spent hours washing, starching, scrubbing and wringing out the clothing and linen, followed by drying and ironing. However, there was another option—the steam laundry.  By the early 1900s, dozens of steam laundries existed in cities throughout North America, including Vancouver. Customers were homeowners, hotels, hospitals, soldiers’ barracks and ships in port.

Steam laundries were highly profitable, offering fast service and home deliveries.  Laundry plants, small and large, had mechanized machines to speed up the process, powered by a boiler in the engine room. Typically, the owners were white and so were the employees, most female. By the 1940s however, steam laundries were closing down as more homeowners purchased their own washing and drying machine.  
At the steam laundry… 
A customer dropped off laundry at the front reception—or had their laundry picked up by a male delivery truck driver.  The clothing was sorted and tagged by female workers and taken to the washing room in the basement. Male workers performed heavy work, loading and unloading items in belt-driven washing machines. Then the washed laundry was sent back upstairs. 

Female laundry workers at the shaking table rinsed out the wet laundry. Sheets were run through a steam-driven mangle by girls as young as 15. They placed the item into a heated roller and girls at the receiving end took the sheet out to be folded.  Other clothing was hung in a drying room, ironed and packaged by an assembly line of female workers.  Finally, the cleaned laundry was delivered back to customers.     

Hand laundries required less capital to operate and competed with steam laundries, offering lower prices. In Vancouver, most were owned by Chinese men, operating alone or with a few employees.  Hand laundries were small, street-level shops, where the customer’s laundry was hand washed, starched and dried.  By 1912, there were 53 Chinese-run hand laundries in Vancouver.   

Owners of steam laundries pushed the local and provincial governments for laws to hinder hand laundry businesses.  During the 1918 strike the steam laundry owners complained they were losing customers to the hand laundries, causing Chinese businesses to become potential targets for mistreatment. 

Editor’s note: Janet Nicols’ full story on the ‘Girl Strikers’ and the 1918 Vancouver Laundries Dispute is available to subscribers at 
https://bcstudies.com/issues/articles/  Also available on databases—at BC public and university libraries — at “Academic Search Ultimate.”
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