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On July 26, 1924, twenty-two-year-old Janet Kennedy Smith was murdered. She had been working as a nanny for the Baker household, in Shaughnessy Heights, Vancouver, British Columbia. Her body had been discovered in the basement of her employer’s house, a gunshot to the head. The young woman’s death had been ruled a suicide, and then later it was changed to murder. 

Her death became sensationalized for a few different reasons. Her death had been hardly investigated, and instead of performing a post-mortem, the coroner was instructed to embalm her body (which destroyed pertinent forensic evidence). But her death also created a huge mess, when houseboy Wong Foon Sing was accused of murder. 

Anti-Asian sentiments were strong in the area. Reporters wrote scathing editorials about Wong, accusing him of murder even though there was zero evidence against the man. Politicians tried to pass a racist bill that would stop Asian and White domestic servants to work in the same household – which was heavily eugenics-based, as people wanted to keep Asian men from sleeping with white women. The bill was named after the late Janet Smith. 

Though there was no evidence against Wong, he was abducted twice. The first time was an ‘interview’, where he was beaten and questioned for hours. The second time, he was held for six weeks by men in KKK robes. He was threatened repeatedly, beaten, nearly lynched, and forced to sign a confession. The whole time, he stuck to his original story, and refused to admit any involvement in killing Janet Smith. 

When he was finally released, Wong was arrested and held on murder charges. He was put on trial, but the jury found no evidence against him, and the charges were dropped. He eventually decided to leave Canada, and return to China. 

Janet Smith’s murder still remains unsolved to this day. There have been a great deal of speculations and rumours into the Smith murder case, but nobody has ever managed to discover what truly happened that hot July morning. The story of Janet Smith, and Wong Foon Sing, is full of twists and turns, abductions and murder, corrupt police and politicians, and even ghost sightings over the years. It is an intriguing cold case, one that will probably never get solved nearly a century after it occurred. 

To fully understand the story of Janet Smith’s murder, it is important to start at the very beginning. Just who exactly was she? And how did she end up dying in her employers basement? Who was responsible? And why did the police try to cover up aspects of her untimely death? Was Janet Smith involved in something over her head, or was she simply a suicide victim? There are so many questions surrounding the case. 

Jane Smith was born on June 25, 1902, in Perth, Scotland. Janet was the youngest of six children. She often went by the nickname ‘Nettie’. She was the daughter of Joanna Benzies, and Arthur Mitchell Tooner Smith. Her father worked as a railway fireman at Perth General Railway Station, and then later, worked at Garvie and Deas in South Methven Street. 

Neighbours described Janet as ‘an exceptionally nice girl, bright and happy, with a sweet disposition. She impressed everyone with her gentleness and kindness.’

The Smith family had moved to the working-class district of Lambeth, London, when Janet was eleven years old. There, she finished school, and obtained a certificate to be a nursemaid. Janet Smith was interested in nursemaid positions, because she wanted security, but also had a desire to travel around the globe. She was only nineteen years old, and eager to find her place in the world. 

She was hired on by Rev. McNaughton, who lived in Barnhill, Perth. Janet’s older sister, Mary-Ann, already worked in McNaughton’s household as a cook. 

In January 1923, Janet Smith answered an advertisement from a Kensington couple looking for a nursemaid for their newborn daughter, Rosemary. Doreen Baker, and her husband Frederick Lefevre Baker, were a wealthy couple. Frederick Baker had been a flyer in the Royal Air Force, and he was the son-in-law to General Alexander MacRae, a Canadian millionaire lumberman from Ottawa. 

Frederick Baker ran what he called an ‘import-export business’, a polite way of saying he was an international drug dealer, who sold heroin, cocaine, and other drugs to buyers around the globe. His business partner was Henry Golwynne. The couple lived in Kensington, though they moved twice – to Paris in April, and then in October, the family moved back to Vancouver. Both times, they were accompanied by Janet Smith. The Bakers had offered Janet Smith a monthly salary of $30, and the promise of a return ticket, in case she didn’t like living in Vancouver. 

It is believed that one of the only reasons the Bakers returned from their overseas business trip, was because they feared that the Scotland Yard were beginning to discover that their ‘pharmaceutical business’ was actually a front for Baker’s drug smuggling. Rumour had it, that the authorities were looking into him, after crates full of drugs were intercepted on a ship. They had Baker’s brother’s name on the manifest, leading the Scotland Yard to believe he may have been involved as well. 

The Baker family were considered social elite, in Vancouver. They lived on the West Side. Smith enjoyed the location a great deal, as it was close to Stanley Park. She would take baby Rosemary on walks in her stroller. There were a great deal of other nannies in the area, and Smith would take Rosemary on walks with the other nannies, or stop at local stores to buy a small treat during the day. Smith also enjoyed the area, as she got to meet a great deal of bachelors on her walks. Some of her relationships were casual, and simply flirtatious, however some of them developed to be something a bit more serious. Janet Smith went on dates with some of the men, going to the movies, and also received gifts such as chocolates. 

In her diary, Janet Smith wrote about her romances, and sexual encounters. She had entries such as this: ‘Heavenly night, immense moon and nobody nice to love me’, as well as ‘I suppose I will always play with fire. I expect that is what the fortune teller meant when she said I have the girdle of Venus.’ 

Janet Smith had intended to return to England, and there were times in her writing where she scolded herself for leading men on. She wanted to maintain her respectability, and was invested in keeping her reputation clean. Though the press would often try to portray her as a blameless, innocent young victim, Smith’s writing showed that she was much more complex. 

In May 1924, they moved in with Frederick’s brother, Richard Plunkett Baker. His house was at 3851 Osler, in exclusive Shaughnessy Heights, in the Point Grey neighbourhood. Point Grey had been a separate municipality at the time, located south of Vancouver. 

One of the other staff members, was a Chinese houseboy named Wong Foon Sing. He had been twenty-five-years-old, and had been in Canada since he’d left his family in Hong Kong in 1913. Although Wong Foon Sing had a wife in China, he also had a crush on Janet, and he called her ‘Nursey’. He’d given several gifts to her. One of these gifts, was a silk nightdress, which was revealed in one of Janet Smith’s diary entries. Some of Janet’s friends later testified that she had feared him. From her writing, it was speculated that Smith knew that Wong had feelings for her, and that she enjoyed his attention and gifts. The relationship between Wong and Smith would be debated time and again throughout the murder investigation, as questions swirled around about how well they knew each other, if they were dating, and if Janet had been as into Wong as he’d been into her. 

On the morning of July 26, 1924, Wong had been in the kitchen peeling potatoes, when he heard a loud sound in the basement. He rushed downstairs, where he found Janet Smith’s body lying in the basement next to the ironing board. She had been ironing baby clothes. Wong quickly called the police, and when the officer arrived, he explained that he’d heard a sound that had sounded like a car backfiring. There had been a .45 caliber revolver near Janet’s outstretched right hand, and she had a gunshot wound to the temple. Smith had had suspicious burns on her arm, and a stain on her finger. 

Point Grey Police Constable James Green questioned Wong further about the woman’s death. Constable Green had picked up the revolver, which unfortunately made it impossible to get fingerprints from the gun. There were no powder burns on Smith’s face, and the back of her head had been smashed in. Also, there were no bullet, brain tissue, or blood on the walls. There was very little forensic work done on the scene, and the investigation was a swift one.  Green concluded at the scene, that her death had been a suicide. 

The gun had belonged to Richard Baker, who had been vacationing with his wife, Blanche, in Europe at the time of the murder. The police had two theories – either Janet had stopped ironing the baby’s clothes and committed suicide, or she had found the gun in the basement and it accidently discharged. The police were under the assumption that the gun had been stored in the basement, which was how Janet had discovered it. But this was actually proven incorrect. The gun was always kept hidden in a backpack, in the attic. None of the household were even aware that she had known about the gun’s existence, never mind its hidden location. 

After the inquest, the Vancouver coroner called Smith’s death ‘a self-inflicted but accidental death’. The police and the coroner instructed that the coroner embalm her body. This further led to any potential clues on the body to be destroyed. For instance, it was now no longer possible to determine if Jane Smith had ever been sexually assaulted prior to her death. The undertaker had found unexplained burns on Smith’s right side. It was the first time in his career, that he had ever embalmed a victim of a violent crime, without a post-mortem. 

The media dubbed Janet Smith ‘The Scottish Nightingale’. She wasn’t fully Scottish, however. Her father was of Irish, English, and Scottish descent, and her mother had been Norwegian. Jane Smith was buried at Mountain View Cemetery, in the 1919 section (bordered by 41st Ave, and Prince Edward Street). Her headstone was purchased by the United Council of Scottish Societies. 

The Baker household were saddened by Janet Smith’s death, and they readily accepted the ‘accidental death’ verdict. Wong Foon Sing continued to work for the Bakers. People treated her death as unfortunate, but nothing more, and they tried to move on.
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