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Sikh emigrants on arrival in Vancouver, British Columbia, [ca. 1906]
 (CU186963) by Unknown. Courtesy of Libraries and Cultural Resources Digital Collections, University of Calgary.
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Preface
 W e are honoured to have been entrusted 

by the South Asian Studies Institute at 
the University of the Fraser Valley to undertake 
this research. Never has the history of South 
Asian Canadians and their relationship to the BC 
labour movement been studied in this manner.

I am personally grateful to Dr Anushay 
Malik whose knowledge of South Asian history 
provided background and context of which 
we would not otherwise have been aware. Her 
enthusiasm and expertise have been invaluable.

Bailey Garden, the BC Labour Heritage 
Centre’s Project Manager has been relentless in 
her encouragement, excitement and talent in 
shaping the book and the accompanying exhibit.

Henry John, Kaden Walters, Al Lundgren and 
John Mountain at the IWA Archives also deserve 
our appreciation for passionately preserving the 
union records we were able to draw upon for 
research. Our thanks also to Craig Berggold for 
his generosity with the Canadian Farmworkers 
Union Collection and connecting us with many 
individuals from that historic period.

The ground-breaking research conducted for 
this project has both benefited from and been 
challenged by the immensity of the task. By 
necessity, the result of our work over the past 
year is an overview. We accept these limitations 

and are satisfied to leave many avenues open for 
future study and research.

The stories of working people in British 
Columbia have historically been overshadowed 
by traditional colonial and capitalist-centered 
narratives. Our archives and history texts are rich 
in praise of the capitalists and owners, while woe-
fully short of stories of the workers whose labour 
created the province’s wealth.

We are also painfully aware that the labour 
movement in BC was a willful participant in 
early racist attitudes, exclusionary policies and 
actions. We cannot shy away from this fact. 
History records mistakes as well as triumphs. We 
acknowledge these mistakes and we commit to 
ensuring they are not repeated.

The South Asian Canadian population in 
BC has a long and complex relationship with 
the labour movement. From early exclusionary 
practices to a recognition that racism is a tool 
of the boss to divide workers, the tenacity and 
strength of the community has always been for-
ward looking. As a result, the labour movement 
has benefited from strong South Asian Canadian 
leaders, activists and members.

Donna Sacuta
Executive Director 

February 2022



Seymour Lumber Company Mill, North Vancouver c. 1906 Credit: MONOVA: Archives of North Vancouver, NVMA #257
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Truth
 I  ndigenous people have lived in British 

Columbia since time immemorial. For 
much of the nineteenth century, they provided 
the bulk of wage labour on their ancestral lands 
to the emerging colonial economy.

Rampant expansion in the province’s rich 
resource industries—logging, sawmills, fisheries 
and mines—beginning in the late 1800s saw a 

flood of immigrants from around the world who 
displaced Indigenous workers. 

We acknowledge that the events described in 
this exhibit take place on the traditional terri-
tories of Indigenous people. The majority of the 
land in British Columbia remains unceded Coast 
Salish territory.



Hastings Street Vancouver 1905 City of Vancouver Archives, Port P1551.
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Introduction

1 We have chosen to use the term South Asian as a broadly inclusive term, unless quoted in another manner.

 T here are three main reasons behind 
increasing South Asian immigration to 

BC between 1900 and 1910:

	■ To find work and build a better life in Canada
	■ To escape persecution in India from British 

Raj
	■ To help build support for anti-colonial 

networks outside of India

Union Zindabad! South Asian Canadian Labour 
History in British Columbia focuses on the history 
of South Asian1 immigrants as workers, and their 
relationship to the labour movement in BC. We 

also explore the evolving attitudes of unions 
towards South Asian immigrant labour.

Most South Asian migrants to Canada in 
the early 20th Century were Sikhs from India’s 
Punjab region, and most arrived in British 
Columbia. Hindus and Muslims were also repre-
sented, and the term “Hindu” became widely 
used to incorrectly describe all South Asians.

Racism was rampant in Canada’s White 
colonial society at this time. Union attitudes 
in BC were no different. Early labour leaders 
encouraged federal and provincial governments 
to invoke discriminatory laws and regulations 
that limited South Asians’ migration and ability 
to work in safe and well-paid jobs.

However, three historic events can be said to 
be watershed moments when new alliances were 
formed between BC labour and South Asian 
workers:

	■ World War Two
	■ New waves of South Asian immigration in 

the 1960s and 70s
	■ Organization of farmworkers in the 1980s

Faced with seemingly insurmountable obstacles, 
the South Asian community drew on its own 
radical histories and found allies in the labour 

Immigration Branch Records
 reprinted in Sarjit Singh, “An oral history of the Sikhs in  

British Columbia,” (Thesis, UBC, 1991), 136.

South Asian Immigration 
to Canada

Fiscal Years 1904-1907
YEAR NUMBER

1904-05 45
1905-06 387
1906-07 2,124
1907-08 2,623



xii

movement. British Columbia unions in turn 
benefited from the skills and dedication that 
South Asian members brought to the movement: 
a commitment to collective action, unity of 
purpose and devotion to fellow workers.

Over time, South Asian Canadians became 
part of the membership of unions where they 

began to claim power, inspiring further involve-
ment in politics and government. 

The journey has not been easy. Through over 
100 years of courage, struggle, determination and 
loyalty, the South Asian Canadian community in 
British Columbia has persisted and asserted its 
place in BC’s labour movement.



Union Zindabad!



“Indian immigrants after landing in Vancouver, British Columbia” 
 published in The Canada West, Vol. V No. 3, January 1909, 146.
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1
The “White Man’s 

Province”

1 “Oriental” was a term used by the White community to refer to all groups of workers from Asia: but included primarily 
Japanese, Chinese and Indian people.

2 Paul Phillips, No Power Greater: A Century of Labour in BC, (Boag Foundation, 1967), 5.
3 Rod Mickleburgh, On the Line: A History of the British Columbia Labour Movement. (Harbour: 2018), 21.
4 Gillian Creese, “Exclusion or Solidarity? Vancouver Workers Confront the Oriental Problem”, BC Studies No. 80 

(Winter 1988-1989), 31.

 W ell before South Asian immigration 
began to increase in the first decade of 

the twentieth century, early BC unions were reso-
lutely opposed to non-White immigration and 
only accepted White members. Their objections 
were rooted in racism, but also in experience. 

Employers routinely exploited cheap Oriental1 
labour as strikebreakers and unfair competition, 
busting unions, driving down wages and increas-
ing workplace dangers.

Vancouver Island coal baron James 
Dunsmuir—who held office both as BC’s 
Premier and Lieutenant Governor—was one 
of the most notorious exploiters of immigrant 
labour. Acting in his political role he refused to 
ban the use of ‘Oriental’ labour in BC because 
he routinely benefited from it as an employer.

As for the labour movement, one of the first 
unions in BC, the Workingman’s Protective 
Association, formed in 1878 in Victoria, was 
established for the “mutual protection of the 
working class in BC against the great influx of 
Chinese.” It pledged to “use all legitimate means 
for the suppression of their immigration.”2

Another early labour organization, the Knights 
of Labor engaged in vigilante action in 1885 
against the Chinese in Vancouver. Without fam-
ilies and the ability to live “on a few cents a day,” 
the Chinese labourers “will make the White man 
powerless to compete against them for labor.”3

In April 1891, the Vancouver Trades and Labor 
Council passed a resolution calling for a total 
prohibition of Chinese immigration to Canada.4

Encouraged by the labour movement, British 



BC’s labor newspaper promoted “us” versus 
“them” racism in advertisements it accepted 
for publication.
 The British Columbia Federationist, September 11, 1914, 4.

White Canada Crusade, (pamphlet) (1900)
  Retrieved from https://open.library.ubc.ca/ 

collections/chung/chungtext/items/1.0356453 
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Columbia passed a law in March 1907 to 
disenfranchise all “natives not of Anglo-Saxon 
parents.” One month later, South Asians were 
denied the vote in Vancouver through changes 
in the Municipalities Incorporation Act. This 
denied them the vote at all levels, including the 
federal vote, which used the provincial voters 
list; the fact that India was also a British Crown 
colony meant nothing.5

In 1908, the Canadian government passed 
an order-in-council prohibiting immigration 
of persons that did not travel on a continuous 
journey to Canada. In 1910 this regulation was 
formalized in the Immigration Act. This policy 
was aimed directly at Indians as there were no 
direct transportation links between India and 
Canada.

Also in 1908, the federal government 
imposed a $200 tax on all Asian immigrants on 
arrival into Canada. The strict regulations were 
put into effect to prevent the entry of wives 
and families of South Asians already residing in 
Canada. Each of the exclusionary policies were 
applauded by Canada’s central labour bodies.6

The 1907 Racist Riots
On September 7, 1907, thousands of White 
citizens rioted through Vancouver’s Chinatown, 
5 South Asian, Chinese and Japanese citizens would be barred from the political process in Canada for the next 40 years, until 

1947 when the vote for South Asian Canadians was reinstated; other communities waited until 1948 and 1949 respectively. 
Most shameful of all, Indigenous people were denied the right to vote without relinquishing Status in Canada until 1960.

6 “Dominion Trades Congress Wait on Premier and Minister of Labor and Discuss Labor Legislations”, The Trades Unionist 
(Vancouver BC), March 1, 1908, 13.

destroying homes and businesses. BC’s unions 
were one of the instigators.

Windows were smashed, stores looted, and 
Chinese Canadians were beaten. After venting 
their fury on Chinatown, the crowd headed to 
Powell Street to attack Japanese citizens. Chinese 
and Japanese people were visible symbols of racial 
hatred, but the mob also had their eye on the 
rising tide of immigration from India.

The Vancouver Branch of the Asiatic Exclusion 
League (AEL) was established in August 1907 by 

The aftermath of the September 7, 1907 Vancouver riot. The South 
Asian man in the far right was a friend of the Japanese store owner. 
He was helping the Nishimura family clean up from the riot. This 
same family friend helped the Nishimuras by holding their posses-
sions in the period of Japanese internment during World War II. 

See Interview with Denise Yae Nishimura, Sedai Oral History Catalogue, Japanese 
Canadian Cultural Centre. Available by request through Japanese Canadian Cultural 

Centre. “Building Damaged during Vancouver Riot of 1907—130 Powell Street”, Japanese 
Canadian Photograph Collection, University of British Columbia Rare Books and Special 

Collections, doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.14288/1.0048857
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organized labour, politicians and 
other community leaders. At its 
founding meeting representatives of 
similar organizations in Washington 
State were in attendance. Meetings 
were held at the Labor Hall and the 
first executive was dominated by 
union members.

“The object of this organization is 
to work for the exclusion from the 
Dominion of Canada, its territory 
and its possessions, all Asiatics,” 
said a story in the Vancouver Daily 
World on August 10, 1907. “The list of signatures 
was headed by Mayor Bethune, and includes sev-
eral members of the legal legislature and a member 
of the Dominion parliament.”7

At its first meeting, the AEL decided to hold a 
rally at City Hall and a parade through the streets 
of Vancouver on September 7, 1907. They invited 
trade unionists from BC and Washington State, 
ex-servicemen and fraternal organizations to this 
widely advertised spectacle.

“Thousands will Line Up in Parade” blared the 
Vancouver Daily World. “The trade unionists and 
various fraternal societies…will also aid in the 
demonstration.”8

Two days before the Vancouver parade was to 
take place, gangs of White thugs in Bellingham, 

7 “Asiatic Exclusion League”, Vancouver Daily World, August 10, 1907, 7.
8 “Thousands Will Line Up in Parade”, Vancouver Daily World, September 7, 1907. 1.
9 “Mob Drives Hindus Out of Bellingham”, Vancouver Daily World, September 5, 1907, 1.

forty kilometres to the south in 
Washington State, rounded up “East 
Indian” sawmill workers and ordered 
them out of town.

The Vancouver Daily World 
claimed the traumatized refugees 
were seeking asylum in Canada, 
though their welcome was likely 
just as unfriendly as it was south of 
the border. “Somewhere between 
Bellingham and the British 
Columbia line are 150 natives of 
India, beaten, hungry, naked or 

half-clothed, making their way along the Great 
Northern railway, bound for Canadian territory 
and the protection of the British flag.”9

Just as Bellingham refugees were arriving at 
Vancouver, local organizers forged ahead with 
their September 7 parade, carrying signs and flags 
calling for “A White Canada”. While a huge crowd 
listened to speeches outside City Hall on East 
Hastings Street, thousands split off as a violent 
mob.

Thousands rioted, marching into nearby 
Chinatown destroying homes and businesses. 
Windows were smashed, stores looted, and many 
Chinese people were beaten. After venting their 
fury on Chinatown, the crowd headed to Powell 
Street to attack the Japanese community.

 The Province, August 10, 1907, 9.



In Sept, 1907, many South Asians fled the violence in Bellingham and headed north to Canada by train or on foot. 
Within hours a similar riot erupted in Vancouver. University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, UW 18744



Fred Lockley, “The Hindu Invasion: A New Immigration Problem”
 The Pacific Monthly, May 1907, 586. https://digicoll.lib.berkeley.edu/record/204630?ln=en
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2
Finding Work

 S oon after Vancouver Island and British 
Columbia became colonies of Britain, 

capitalists set about to extract as much profit as 
possible from the province’s resources. BC had 
abundant timber and markets were hungry for 
its wood.

The arrival of South Asians coincided with 
this rapid expansion of the forest industry.

New arrivals needed to find work and the 
tough, dirty and dangerous forest industry wel-
comed them as “unskilled” labourers. Speaking 
little to no English and desperate for income, 
they were vulnerable to exploitation.

Sawmills and other forest-related industries 
were by far the largest source of wage labour for 
South Asian workers well into the 20th century.

Province of British Columbia Annual Report of the Department of Labour for the Years 1918-
1946. Data for nationality of employees, Country of origin “Hindustan”, “Hindu or other 
East Indian”, or “British Indian or East Indies”. © BC Labour Heritage Centre, 2021.



Ocean Falls on BC’s central coast was a 
remote community where South Asians 
found work in sawmills. “Road to Steam-
ship Dock, Ocean Falls, BC” ca. 1918.
 James Crookall photo, CVA 260-1097, City of Vancouver Archives. 

Group portrait of workers at Carlson mill, 
Nakusp, BC, 1912-13. Names include Jagat 
Singh, Lashman Singh, Santa Singh, Serhan 
Singh. Arrow Lakes Historical Society, 2014.003.506.
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Migration
Most South Asians 
arrived in Canada 
by ship, docking 
in Victoria or 
Vancouver. Some 
stayed in the area, 
although there was 
also considerable 
migration as 
workers learned 
of opportunities 
in places far 
outside the Lower 
Mainland.

Where there 
was work, faith 
went too. The 
Vancouver Khalsa 
Diwan Society 
was created in 
1906 to provide support for new immigrants and 
to combine any future Sikh religious establish-
ments. From the establishment of the Society, 
both the organization and its members were 
intimately linked with the lumber industry. Many 
new Gurdwaras opened, and in turn, became 
important community spaces for new immigrants 
to make connections and learn about work 
opportunities.

1 “History of South Asians in Canada: Timeline,” South Asian Studies Institute at the University of the Fraser Valley, 2018. 
https://www.southasiancanadianheritage.ca/history-of-south-asians-in-canada/

The Society grew accordingly, with autonomous 
branches operating in Vancouver, Abbotsford, 
New Westminster, Golden, Duncan, Coombs and 
Ocean Falls by 1925.1

In 1908, BC Sikhs established the Guru Nanak 
Mining & Trust Company to ensure employment 
and security. The hometowns of the shareholders 
included Vancouver, Abbotsford, Haney, Victoria, 
Revelstoke, Wardner, Golden and Nanaimo. They 

Shareholder signatures from these 1913 documents  
show South Asians were widely dispersed in British Columbia.
  Kesar Singh. Canadian Sikhs (Part One) and Komagata Maru Massacre, Second Edition. (Surrey: 1997), 58-59. 
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also had strong connections with others living in 
California and Oregon. 

A Rocky Mountain Community
The Rocky Mountain community of Golden, 
BC is an example of a large community of Sikh 
sawmill workers outside of the lower mainland 

of British Columbia in the earliest days of South 
Asian immigration.

The 1911 and 1921 Censuses of Canada record 
names of South Asian sawmill and railway workers 
in Golden, though some in the community think 
that migration began much earlier.

The earliest arrivals are said to have come from 

Columbia River Lumber Company (Golden BC), 1910  Krebs photo, Vancouver Public Library. Special Collections, VPL 14264.
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the United States by steamship on the Columbia 
River. The Golden Historical Society—located 
in the remote mountain community—believes a 
Gurdwara was built as early as 1890. If true, this 
would be the first in North America.2

The original Gurdwara was built on land 

2 Golden & District Historical Society, Kinbasket Country: The Story of Golden and the Columbia Valley, (1972), 57.
3 Harbans Lal, “Golden City Gurdwara was First Indian Shrine in North America”, Canadian Bazaar (June 13, 2013), 

https://www.thecanadianbazaar.com/golden-city-gurdwara-was-first-indian-shrine-in-north-america/

allotted by The Columbia River Lumber Co., built 
among bunkhouses that Sikhs used for their living 
quarters. The Gurdwara was housed in a wooden 
building with a Sikh emblem and a Nishan Sahib 
flag installed on the exterior.3

Local historians say the early Sikh community 

The 1921 Census of Canada showed 20 men living in a “Lodging House owned by the Lumber Company for Hindoo 
crew” at the Columbia River Lumber Company in Golden, BC. The 12-year old son of one of the workers is identified 
as a student. The earliest arrived in Canada in 1906.
 Census of Canada, (1921). https://central.bac-lac.gc.ca/.item/?app=Census1921&op=img&id=e002870834
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in Golden was “very friendly, hard- working and 
well-respected.”4 In early days the same racism 
shown in other parts of BC was seen in the local 
newspaper. “About seventy-five Hindoos left the 
city last week for different points on the coast. We 
wish the rest of them would take the notion.”5

When fire destroyed the Columbia River 
Lumber sawmill in 1927, the first generation of 
South Asians in Golden left the community and 
the Gurdwara was abandoned.

4 Colleen Palumbo, Golden Memories, (Golden: Golden & District Historical Society, 2000), 94-95.
5 The Golden Times, November 18, 1908, 4.
6 South Asian Studies Institute, UFV. “Golden, BC Stories”. YouTube video, June 28, 2018. https://youtu.be/bfbXEenlwnM

In 1955, a new South Asian community arrived 
in Golden and in 1981 another Gurdwara was built, 
this time not on sawmill property. The lumber and 
labour was donated by an arrangement with the 
owners. “They asked the workers to work on the 
weekends for free and they could work the rest of 
the 5 days on Gurdwara construction. Because of 
them, we could get the lumber for free… People 
did a lot of sewa (community service).”6

Columbia River Lumber Sawmill, Golden BC, 1910-1920  University of British Columbia. Library. Rare Books and Special Collections. 
 Uno Langmann Family Collection of B.C. Photographs. https://dx.doi.org/10.14288/1.0371303
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Tod Inlet
Vancouver Portland Cement Company’s plant at 
Tod Inlet was an early—though short-lived—loca-
tion where South Asians worked in an industry 
other than sawmilling. The story of South Asians 
at Tod Inlet includes one of the earliest mentions 
of South Asian workers asserting control over their 
labour by going on strike.

The cement plant was beside the limestone 
quarry now known as Butchart Gardens north of 
Victoria BC. The first 40 Sikh men are believed to 
have come from Jandiala village (in the Jullundar 
district of Punjab) on the CPR steamship Tartar in 
1906.7

“When we landed in Victoria, I heard there is a 
cement mill about 20 miles from Victoria. There 
is one of our friends, who is come from our village, 
he was a foreman over there. So we, about 30 or 
40 people, go to that cement mill.” They learned 
that people working there were getting a dollar and 
a quarter a day for 10 hours of work. “So … my 
friend tried to the mill owner, if they could hire 
some more people. But unfortunately, is another 
foreman beside my friend, and some his friends 
coming the same ship as we coming. They went to 
the mill owner, they offer, they can supply the man 
for dollar a day. So he get the job, we been refused.”8

7 David R. Gray, Deep and Sheltered Waters: The History of Tod 
Inlet (Victoria: Royal British Columbia Museum, 2018), 51.

8 Gurdit Singh Bilga, “Komagata Maru Affair”, interview 
by Laurence Nowley, 1964, Canadian Museum of History 
Archives, cited in David R. Gray, Deep and Sheltered Waters, 
52.

Sikhs at the Tod Inlet wharf wore scarves around their necks to 
filter the cement dust, 1907.  Bonnycastle Dale photo, courtesy David Gray.

Living and cooking quarters at Tod Inlet were racially segre-
gated and crude. Cardboard was used for insulation and flour 
sacks as blankets. The 1911 Census recorded sixty-three men 
living in the “Hindu Camp” and 239 in the Chinese Camp. Tod 
Inlet ca. 1910. Image A-09159, courtesy of the Royal BC Museum.
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“I remember 
when my grand-
father Thakar 
used to tell us 
stories … about 
when he first 
came to Canada. 
They didn’t 
know where to 
live and there 
was no place to 
go. There was 

no temple at the time, so they pitched tents right 
where the Empress Hotel now is. There were mud 
flats there, and that’s where they lived and slept 

… My grandfather walked all the way up to the 
cement plant by Butchart Gardens.”9

Working conditions at the plant were terrible; 
breaking rock, screening it and packing it in sacks 
was all done by hand, physically hard and dirty. It 
included packing heavy sacks of cement onto the 
ships while lime dust flew about, coating their 
beards and turbans.

In August 1906, fifteen South Asian workers 
at Tod Inlet walked off the job to protest the 
unhealthy working conditions, which had caused 
bronchitis and throat ailments. The men walked 
20 kilometres to Victoria and camped downtown 
without food or shelter. When found huddled 

9 Jeto Sengara, interview by David R Gray, Deep and Sheltered Waters, 54.
10 “Importation of Hindus Condemned by Some Members of Tourist Society,” Victoria Daily Times, August 15, 1906, 3.
11 David R. Gray, Deep and Sheltered Waters, 98.

from the rain beneath blankets, the Victoria Police 
gave them shelter at City Hall.

Addressing a heated meeting of the Tourist 
Association the next day Victoria Mayor Alfred 
Morley defended the decision to aid the workers. 
He “permitted them to be sheltered during the 
inclement weather. It was a simple act of charity, 
which had put the corporation to no expense 
whatever.”10

“We came to work, not to die.”

It wasn’t long before the South Asian workers 
became so dissatisfied with the unhealthy working 
conditions at Tod Inlet they decided it was better 
to leave altogether. Tod Inlet had become a “place 
of breeding death” because of tuberculosis, made 
worse by the cement and coal dust, and typhus 
from the polluted stream. Most left in late 1911, 
migrating to work in sawmills on Vancouver 
Island and other places in BC.11

Gurdwaras and Sawmills
The Vancouver Khalsa Diwan Society was founded 
in 1906 to support the expansion of Sikh religious 
establishments. From the beginning, both the 
Society and its members had strong ties to the 
lumber industry, progressive organizations and the 
labour movement.

Sikh settlers often went to the Gurdwara upon 

 Victoria Daily Times, August 13 1906, 1.
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arrival to seek support and 
help in finding employment. 
Financial and spiritual help 
extended by the Khalsa 
Diwan Society was deeply 
linked to the Punjabi Sikhs’ 
cultural traditions. Sewa and 
Langar, concepts of taking 
care of people, providing 
food, and other supports 
were important to estab-
lishing new lives for South 
Asian Canadians. 

The geographic location 
of gurdwaras was strongly 
connected with work in the 
sawmill and forest industry. 
Vancouver’s first Gurdwara 
on 2nd Avenue, which 
opened in 1908, was in close 
proximity to the lumber 
mills that lined False Creek. 
Similarly, the Ross Street 
Gurdwara (established 1970) 
on Marine Drive in South 
Vancouver was close to mills 
along the Fraser River.

“Wherever there are five 
or more Sikhs there will be 
a Sikh Temple, even just a 
spare room in someone’s 
house. Therefore it was only 

The Vancouver Gurdwara on 2nd Avenue was located close to the sawmills that 
lined False Creek.  Vancouver Archives, CVA-Van Sc P26.

Hillcrest Temple, 1935  Kaatza Station Museum & Archives, N00350, IWA Local 1-80, 
 Wilmer Gold Photo Collection, ©United Steelworkers Local 1-1937. 
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natural that once the mill and 
bunkhouses were erected the next 
building should be a Temple.”12

In Ocean Falls, the Gurdwara 
was located inside the Sikh 
millworkers’ bunkhouse.13 

Some Gurdwaras were built 
directly on the sawmill property 
with company-donated lumber 
or in unused buildings. Hillcrest, 
Paldi, Fraser Mills and Golden 
Gurdwaras were all located on 
sawmill property.

12 Joan Mayo quoted in “Paldi: Town Soaked in Sikh History,” Desi Today Magazine, 2018. https://www.desitoday.ca/
paldi-town-soaked-in-sikh- history/

13 Brian R. McDaniel, Ocean Falls: After the Whistle, (2018) 64.

False Creek 1912 © BC Labour Heritage Centre, 2021. 

Sikh Temple, Ocean Falls B.C. Sunday July 6, 1918
 Box2_119B_0001, postcard, Kohaly Collection, Simon Fraser University Library.  

https://digital.lib.sfu.ca/km-1504/sikh-temple-ocean-falls-bc-sunday-6th-july-photo-postcard



Edited from Canadian Western Lumber Co. Ltd. and Fraser Mills Sash, Door and Shingle Co. Ltd., 1 November 1922
 © Opta Information Intelligence Inc. (Photo inset, top right—Mewa Singh funeral procession 1915. Photograph, Kohaly Collection,  

Simon Fraser University Library. https://digital.lib.sfu.ca/km-10543/mewa-singh-funeral-procession-1915).



18 | UNION ZINDABAD! South Asian Canadian Labour History in British Columbia

“…the reason why the temple was located 
at Hillcrest in particular was it was located 
right next to the sawmill. And thinking 
about it later on, as I got older, it was 
apparent that in order to attract workers 
to the area to retain them, the Stone 
family, which owned the mill, felt that 
they should build a Gurdwara there. And 
so it was a general way to keep workers 
there… Back then, there wasn’t a lot of 
family reunification going on. And so, a lot 
of the men would live in the bunkhouses 
that surrounded the Gurdwara. And I 
still remember that if you like to think of 
it as a centre, there were spokes, wooden 
sidewalks that would take you to the 
bunkhouses…”14

Bunkhouse Life
Exclusionary laws kept the South Asian commun-
ity almost exclusively male for many decades. The 
men who worked in the sawmilling industry lived 
in bunkhouses constructed by mill owners, on mill 
property. Bunkhouses and the separate cookhouses 
were far from luxurious. 

“There is no washhouse, and the bathhouse is a 
long way from the bunkhouse near the sawmill,” 
wrote one worker at Kapoor Timber at Sooke 
Lake.15

14 Moe Sihota, interview by Anushay Malik, Part 2, May 14, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection.
15 “Kapoor Wage Scale is Below Average Rates,” The B.C. Lumber Worker, January 1937, 2.
16 Rajani Kanta Das, Hindustani Workers on the Pacific Coast. (Berlin: Walter De Gruyter & Co., 1923), 88.

Living and cooking quarters were racially 
segregated. South Asian, Chinese and Japanese 
workers lived apart from one another; intermin-
gling outside of work was discouraged.

“…they have no family life. After working hard 
on the farm or in the mill, they have no homes 
to which to go for the relaxation of their mind 
or for the expression of the softer and sweeter 
nature which manifests itself in the presence of 
wife and children. Having no chance for variety 
of expression, their lives are dull and monotonous 
until heated discussion and arguments furnish 
diversion.”16

For the South Asian community, bunkhouses 
provided a space for political interaction. Though 
most early immigrants were illiterate, those who 
could read would recite radical literature in the 
shared bunkhouses and translate as well.

Ranjit Hall came to Canada in 1924 with 
his mother to join his father who was working 
at Fraser Mills. They were the first South Asian 
family at Fraser Mills and moved into the “Hindu” 
bunkhouses. He recalled his early life there:

“Sikhs and Muslims were living together. Bare 
boards. Lights were a bulb hanging down and 
nothing fancy. We had bunks to sleep on…There 
were only Chinese and Japanese who lived in other 
parts. We would go to the Chinese to buy some 
of our food. I don’t remember seeing any Chinese 



Living conditions in bunkhouses 
were one of the issues around which 
the union organized in the 1930s.
 The B.C. Lumber Worker, September 5, 1936. 

Edited from Sheet 
690, Chas. E. Goad 
Fire Insurance Plans 
of Canada, Vancou-
ver British Columbia, 
Volume VII, (May 1912), 
revised March 1914
 © Opta Information  

Intelligence Inc.
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children, but I do remember seeing maybe 2 or 3 
Chinese women… We lived right in the mill itself 
so there was no community. My mother contrived 
to make sure that I did not wander too far. She 
said the Chinese people love to eat little boys. This 
was to make me fearful so I would stay around the 
house. So I would be afraid for a long time until 
I grew up and realised that this wasn’t so… the 
people who lived in those bunkhouses: all I saw 
them doing was working….”

“I was the only child, nobody suggested school 

17 Banda Bahadur was a Sikh warrior who led a successful revolt against the Mughal Empire and aimed to redistribute land 
from wealthy landowners to poorer agricultural workers. Ranjit Hall, interview by Hari Sharma, Indo-Canadian Oral 
History Collection, August 13, 1984, Simon Fraser University Digitized Collections, https://digital.lib.sfu.ca/icohc-53/
ranjit-hall 

to me but I understand why it wasn’t possible. 
There wasn’t a school nearby and I would have 
had to go a long distance. I could read and write 
Gurhmukhi very well, I had been taught in the 
village. I didn’t understand much of the words. I 
would gather some of these gentlemen outside of 
the cookhouse. They would sit there with their tea 
on Sundays. “Bacha read something to us!” Then 
somebody would produce a newspaper and I 
would read it. I didn’t understand it, but the most 
popular thing was Banda Bahadur”17

Hindu’s Bunkhouse and Cookhouse, Youbou BC
 N01300, IWA Local 1-80, Wilmer Gold Photo Collection, Kaatza Station Museum & Archives, ©United Steelworkers Local 1-1937.
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Wood Fuel Sales
Until the mid-1950s, British Columbia homes were fueled by wood 
or coal.

In the 1920s, South Asian Canadians began selling and delivering 
wood fuels like sawdust and mill-ends to homes and also supplied 
‘hog fuel’ to industry. Initially horses powered deliveries; later on, it 
was trucks.

This was innovative niche work which evolved from work in the 
sawmills.

Wood fuel sellers were stratified by ethnicity and the work 
became known as a South Asian specialty. Beside being a source of 
family income, wood fuel sales defined relationships between South 
Asian sellers and buyers across the racial and class spectrum.

Bikram (Vic) Berar recalled being asked to help sell wood fuel as 
a kid in Lake Cowichan on Vancouver Island. He would be walking 
home from school when the wood truck passed and was told to 

“hop in” to do the “door-knocking”. He recalls an order for 6 loads, 

 Kohaly Collection, Simon Fraser University Library.

Fraser Wilson illustration
 Vancouver Sun, February 6, 1943, 35.



“East Indian immigrants at CPR Pier” [Vancouver], c. 1910 George Barrowclough photo, Vancouver Public Library 9426.
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which would go for around $1.50 - $2 each: “That 
was big back then. That wood either is going to go 
to the burner or else you can go and fill up your 
truck and go sell it, make some money.”18 

Labour Contractors
Labour contractors played a major role in the lives 
of newly arrived immigrants looking for work—
not only South Asians, but also for Chinese, 
Japanese and other workers.

Sometimes workers would be recruited in 
their home country and sponsored to Canada by 
the contractor themselves; other times, workers 
met contractors in Canada, quickly learning 
that labour contractors were the true “boss” for 
minority communities.

Many of the people who came from India in 
the beginning of the 20th century did not speak 
English and relied on contractors to connect them 
to jobs. The system was exploitative; workers were 
required to give a portion of their wages to the 
contractor to whom they became indebted.

The system was rife with manipulation and 
open to bribery. Such a story appears in the 
fictional text, Maluka. “To get a job these days is 
like landing a big fish. You need an attractive bait 
and a strong line. Last night went to the boss’s 

18 Bikram (Vic) Berar, interview by Anushay Malik and Donna Sacuta, May 4, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection.
19 Sadhu Singh Dhami, Maluka - A Novel. (Chetna Parkashan, 1997), 23. Dhami immigrated to BC at age 16 and began work 

in sawmills. His novel has been described as partly autobiographical, and the protagonist Maluka is his “alter ego.”
20 Interview with Joe Miyazawa, Japanese Canadian Oral History Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. https://digital.

lib.sfu.ca/johc-286/interview-joe-miyazawa

house with a bottle of whisky for him and a box of 
chocolates for the wife. The job surfaced.”19

Joe Miyazawa, an IWA activist hired to organize 
Japanese sawmill workers in the 1940s, described 
the so-called “Tyee system” of labour contractors 
within the lumber industry. “It was very common 
in the large sawmills… that there was always a 

“Japanese boss” who signed his own cheques… for 
no reason other than he did the hiring.” He goes 
on to say there was also a “Chinese boss” and an 

“East Indian” boss, which was “very convenient for 
the employer”.20 

Rae Eddie worked at Fraser Mills from 1922 to 
1947 where he became active in the union, and 
later served as Co-operative Commonwealth 
Federation (CCF) MLA for New Westminster for 
17 years. Eddie described how the contractor sys-
tem allowed workers to be exploited at Canadian 
Western Lumber Co. in Fraser Mills. “There were 
three distinct townsites at that time [the Chinese, 
the Japanese and the East [indian], in each case 
run by a boss of that particular group—like a 
Japanese boss, a Chinese boss, Hindu boss—they 
lived there and the boss would collect their wages, 
take their board off and give them whatever was 
left. Also, when the company would need a few 
extra men they would contact one of these bosses 
and he would supply them with the men. But this 
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is what it was: somebody was exploiting their own 
countrymen in that respect.”21

Wages and Race
Those who worked side by side were frequently 
paid different wages for the same work based 
solely on race. This discriminatory practice 

21 John McRae Eddie, interview by Cheryl Pierson, May 1973, audio. Item AAAB0241, Reynoldston Research and Studies Oral 
History Collection, Royal BC Museum.

continued for many decades and served to divide 
workers. It became fodder for those who suffered 
under the discriminatory practice and propelled 
union organizing drives in the 1940s.

Sardara Gill said when he arrived at Fraser 
Mills in 1925 “…for wages there was a five-cent 
difference between us and White people. We 

North Pacific Lumber Co., Barnet Philip Timms photo, Vancouver Public Library 7642.
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got 25 cents an hour and the Whites got 30 cents 
for the same job. My dad was pulling lumber on 
the greenchain, it was hard work. We’d start at 8 
o’clock and finish at 5 o’clock. Sometimes I did 
5 hours overtime, 13 hours a day. Most Saturdays 
and Sundays I worked as well, so 7 days a week. 
We did not get paid overtime in those days.”22

22 Sarjeet Singh, “An Oral History of the Sikhs in British Columbia, 1920-1947,” (Thesis, University of British Columbia, 
1991), 52.

In 1925 British Columbia adopted a minimum 
wage for the forest industry of 40 cents an hour, 
but employers argued the rate should only apply 
to a certain percentage of the workforce, “corres-
ponding broadly to the number of White workers 
in the industry. There was common testimony that 

Workers at Hillcrest Lumber Company, Sathlam, BC, 1935
 N00346, IWA Local 1-80, Wilmer Gold Photo Collection, Kaatza Station Museum & Archives, ©United Steelworkers Local 1-1937.



Youbou sawmill workers
 N00336, IWA Local 1-80,Wilmer Gold  

Photo Collection, Kaatza Station 
Museum & Archives, ©United  

Steelworkers Local 1-1937.

Province of British 
Columbia, Annual Report 
of the Department Of 
Labour for the year ended 
December 31st 1934, 59
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the greater efficiency of the White worker entitled 
him to this higher pay.”23 

By regulation the government agreed to permit 
up to 25% of employees in sawmills be paid less 
than the minimum wage, leaving it to employers 
to define who that unfortunate group would 
be. The regulation meant that employers could 
continue the discriminatory practice of paying 
wages based upon race.

Legendary socialist couple Grace and Angus 
MacInnis saw through the thinly veiled racism 
of the regulation. “In 1934 the British Columbia 
Board of Industrial Relations issued a minimum 
wage order for the sawmill industry which made it 
possible for an employer to hire up to 25 percent 
of his workers at wages of 25c an hour while 
those of the rest are fixed at 35c. In practice, this 
25 percent has frequently been Oriental. Always 
the story has been the same. In good times the 
anti-Oriental feeling abates; in depressions it 
becomes acute. Its curve has very little to do with 
the color of the skin or the slant of the eyes; it is 
mainly economic.”24

23 British Columbia Legislative Assembly, Province of British Columbia Annual Report for the Department of Labour for the Year 
ended December 31, 1926, 42-43.

24 Grace MacInnis and Angus MacInnis, “Oriental Canadians, Outcasts or Citizens?” (Vancouver: Federationist Publishing, 
1943), 8. 

25 Sarjeet Singh Jagpal, Becoming Canadians: Pioneer Sikhs in Their Own Words. (Vancouver: Harbour Publishing, 1994), 144.

Karm Manak said unscrupulous sawmill owners 
found a way to squeeze even more money out of 
South Asian workers. “The government came in 
with a law in the mid-1930s which said that the 
minimum wage would be 35 cents an hour. But 
they could pay 25 percent of their employees 
25 cents an hour. This was another form of dis-
crimination because in every mill about a quarter 
of their workers were Asiatics…But Alberta 
Lumber Company was in a quandry because they 
employed about half Asiatics. And where were 
they going to draw the line among the Asiatics?” 

“Whoever was the boss at the time got this 
bright idea. He’d pay the Whites 35 cents an hour. 
When he came to Asiatics, he’d pay half of them 
25 cents an hour. For the other half he made out 
cheques at 35 cents an hour but he’d come to the 
bunkhouse and get us to endorse our cheques, 
take them back and give us an envelope of money 
which was figured at 25 cents an hour,” Manak 
fumed. “I couldn’t stand that you know, that was 
going a little too far. So I quit and got a job here 
at Hillcrest where they paid 35 cents an hour.”25



Soldiers in Vancouver harbour en route to or from London for Edward VII’s coronation, 1902
 Philip Timms photo, Vancouver Public Library 3027.
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3
Revolutionaries

1 Hugh Johnston, “Group Identity in an Emigrant Worker Community: The Example of Sikhs in early Twentieth-Century 
British Columbia.” BC Studies 148 (Winter 2005/06): 9.

2 Johnston, “Group Identity,” 3.

 M any South Asians who arrived in 
British Columbia in the early 20th 

century had already been exposed to radical 
thought in India. Reform movements in Punjab 
had been gathering momentum for decades; 
early Sikhs brought with them the influence of 
reform propaganda they had 
encountered as soldiers.1

Men who emigrated for 
economic reasons became pol-
iticized in Canada and found 
they could express them “in a 
more vital way than they would 
have at home”.2

Others were motivated to 
relocate due to persecution 
for their anti-colonial or 
other revolutionary activities 
which had garnered unwanted 
attention. One such individual, 

Husain Rahim, changed his name upon arrival in 
B.C. as a means of avoiding persecution.

The Ghadar Movement
In 1913, on the eve of the First World War, the 
Ghadar movement was organized on the west 

Second Avenue Gurdwara, Vancouver, 1910 
 Kohaly Collection, Simon Fraser University Library.
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coast of the United States and quickly spread to 
Canada.

Ghadar was dedicated to overthrowing British 
rule in India and fighting the racist and dis-
criminatory immigration policies of Canada and 
the United States. Ghadar united Sikhs, Muslims 
and Hindus inspired by their respective religions 
and the ideas of Western liberals and socialists.”3

3 Peter Campbell, “East Meets Left: South Asian Militants and the Socialist Party of Canada in British Columbia, 1904-1914”, 
Journal of Canadian Studies 20 (Fall 1999), 36.

4 See (amongst many others): Maia Ramnath, Haj to Utopia: How the Ghadar Movement Charted Global Radicalism and 
Attempted to Overthrow the British Empire (University of California Press: 2011), 4-8

5 Sohan Singh Deo, “Message from the President”, Ghadar Party: 100 Years of Freedom Fighter Movement, (Khalsa Diwan 
Society of Vancouver: 2013), 8. 

The movement was broadly supported by South 
Asians in BC. There were natural links between 
Ghadar, anti-colonial sentiment, Gurdwaras and 
later the labour movement in BC.

Ghadar was a nationalist, anti-imperialist and 
anti-racist movement that was global in its scope. 
It was very strong amongst the diaspora. Long 
after the official Ghadar “party” failed to achieve 
mutiny in India, Ghadarites continued to exert an 
influence in global radical politics.4

The Khalsa Diwan Society in Vancouver played 
a “major role in carrying out its [Ghadar move-
ment] propaganda and missions, financially and 
physically”.5

The poem “Who We Are” describes the intent 
of the Ghadar movement. It refers to revolution as 
a “profession”, as part of the work of Ghadarites.

Industrial Workers of the World
The Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) was 
an important radical labour organization in the 
early 20th century in North America. Founded in 
Chicago in 1905, the IWW was unique in that it 
sought to include all races in unions. For a brief 
time, the IWW was BC’s largest union, though its 
influence peaked in 1912.

The anti-colonial politics of the Ghadarites 
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intersected and overlapped with the cultural 
campaign of the IWW. Reports from this time 
indicate that Ghadar activists were not only seen 
speaking at IWW meetings in the United States, 
but some also held formal posts in the union for 
some time, such as notable Ghadar leader Har 
Dyal.6

No one promoted class struggle more vigor-
ously than the IWW. They considered racism the 
bosses’ tool of division, asking White workers 
to “do away with racial prejudice and imaginary 
boundary lines, recognize that all workers belong 
to the international nation of wealth producers, 
and clearly see that our only enemy is the capital-
ist class and the only boundary line is between 
exploiter and exploited”.7

“By early July [1912]…posters appeared on 
the boardwalks of Steveston BC, appealing to 
both fishermen and cannery workers. ‘Let no 
nationality or anything else get between you and 
the price of your fish,’ said the broadside from 
the Industrial Workers of the World. ‘It makes no 
difference whether you are a Japanese, Chinese, 
Italian, Indian or Britisher, the bosses rob you 
all alike,’ said the IWW. ‘You all belong to one 
nationality, the working class. The boss is the for-
eigner. Let him get out of the country if he does 

6 Maia Ramnath, Haj to Utopia, 4-8. 
7 The Industrial Worker, November 30, 1912, in Kornel S. Chang, Pacific Connections: the Making of the U.S.-Canadian 

Borderlands, E-book, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 135. https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.33204. Accessed 
March 6, 2021. 

8 Geoff Meggs, “Blockade at Hell’s Gate”, The Fisherman, December 13, 1989, 26. 

not like it, let him go to work for once in his life, 
then he will know what working for wages is.’”8

In 1913, reactionary White journalist Agnes Laut 
caused a sensation with an article published in the 
national magazine Saturday Night. She had seen 

“long lists of subscriptions from Hindu workmen 

Charter: Industrial Workers of the World, Vancouver 
Industrial Mixed Union No. 322
 British Columbia Federation of Labour fonds, University of British  

Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, RBSC-ARC-1056. 
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to the IWW Strike funds” at the IWW Hall in 
Vancouver in 1912.” 9 

The Socialist Party’s newspaper The Western 
Clarion shot back with a column, signed “H.R.” 
who is assumed to be Husain Rahim, the South 
Asian radical who was connected to the Party.

“With regard to Oriental competition with the 
White man in the province we can take but one 
position on the question, and that is economic. So 
long as the White capitalist goes to China, Japan 
and India and exploits labor on a 10-cent a day 
wage, the commodities produced that that labor 

9 Agnes Laut, “Am I my brother’s keeper? A study of British Columbia’s labor & Oriental problems”, (Toronto: Saturday 
Night, 1913), 24. https://dx.doi.org/10.14288/1.0056403 

10 “Am I My Brother’s Keeper?” The Western Clarion, March 29, 1913, 3. 
11 For more information on the link between the IWW and early Indian nationalists, particularly Ghadarites see: Seema Sohi, 

“Race, Surveillance, and Indian Anticolonialism in the Transnational Western U.S.-Canadian Borderlands”, in The Journal of 
American History: 2011, 424. 

will enter into the market in competition with 
the product of the White worker, and this pious 
protest against the admittance of Oriental labor 
in the name of the White worker is the usual 
hypocritical cant of the capitalist class, who never 
allow racial considerations to stand in the way of 
satisfying their love for lucre.”10

There is little evidence the IWW was successful 
in recruiting many South Asians to its ranks in BC. 
Its beliefs were, however, a radical challenge to the 
conservative established labour movement.11

In January 1912, IWW members and their supporters staged “free-speech” rallies in Vancouver and were arrested by 
City police.  D-06368, Royal BC Museum and Archives.
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Husain Rahim
Forty-eight-year-old Husain Rahim arrived in 
Vancouver in 1910 as a tourist and almost immedi-
ately connected with other South Asian activists 
already in Canada. Rahim quickly attracted the 
attention of authorities who believed him to be a 
dangerous radical.

Rahim (who also went by the name Chagan 
Khiraj Varma) was well traveled, spoke four 
languages and connected South Asian Canadians 
to Indian revolutionaries across the world. He 
forged early ties between South Asian millworkers 
and the labour movement.

Soon after arriving in BC, Rahim formed 

12 Joan Mayo, Paldi Remembered: 50 Years in the Life of a Vancouver Island Logging Town, Paldi History Committee, 1997, 4. 

the Canada India Supply Company which 
traded in real estate. Most of his clients were 
Sikh millworkers. He spent time in the town of 
Paldi on Vancouver Island, one of the first South 
Asian-owned sawmill communities in BC. Rahim 
commanded a great deal of respect in the mill 
town; “he was an educated man and millowner 
Mayo [Singh] … trusted his advice.”12

A Canadian intelligence officer claimed that 
while in BC, Rahim was engaged in the radical 
Industrial Workers of the World, raised funds and 
spoke at meetings.

Rahim connected with the Socialist Party of 
Canada (SPC) where he held a seat on the SPC’s 

Husain Rahim is fourth from the left standing in front of the Immigration Hall in Victoria in 1913 where 39 South 
Asians were detained by Canadian officials. Some can be seen standing behind a barred window. 
 Kohaly Collection, Box6_347, Simon Fraser University Library.
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Dominion Executive. He was fully engaged in 
the BC section, the first non-White person to be 
elected to the party’s leadership. It is also believed 
he and other militants attempted to form a special 
branch of the SPC with the support of the Khalsa 
Diwan Society.13

Rahim contributed articles to the Socialist 
Party’s newspaper The Western Clarion 
around 1912. The publication shared 
offices with the BC Federation of 
Labour’s newspaper The British 
Columbia Federationist at the Labor 
Hall.

It was here that Rahim connected 
with key labour and progressive 
radicals William Pritchard and 
E.T. Kingsley. In a Western Clarion 
article in mid-1918 and reprinted in 
the British Columbia Federationist, 
Pritchard articulated his view of class 
solidarity. It was a bold shift for the 

13 Peter Campbell, Canadian Marxists and the Search for a Third Way (Toronto: McGill-Queens University Press, 2000), 18.

BC labour movement who only a decade prior had 
organized against Asian immigration to BC.

“Ancient notions and old-fashioned ideas have 
received some damaging jolts. Men and women 
are beginning to think in terms which bode ill 
for the masters. Let the day come when they 
will see clearly that the interests of ALL workers, 

Husain Rahim mugshot, British Library Courtesy The Nameless Collective. 
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irrespective of race, sex, or color, are one against 
ALL masters irrespective of race, sex, or color.”14

Rahim raised money from the South Asian 
millworker community to support the Socialist 
Party and The Western Clarion. The August 12, 
1912 edition listed several South Asian names who 
contributed to the Socialist Party’s election fund. 
The newspaper was also a platform for Rahim to 
express anti-colonial opinions.

Rahim was at the forefront of the Komagata 
Maru incident in 1914 in Vancouver. The ship 
was refused docking in Vancouver, leaving 376 
passengers who were challenging BC’s continuous 
passage laws stranded in Burrard Inlet. Husain 
Rahim and Vancouver Gurdwara leader Bhag 
Singh formed a Shore Committee to support 
the hopeful immigrants and recruited lawyer J. 
Edward Bird to represent the passengers.

Hussain Rahim was also able to use his links 
with the SPC to bring an ally, “Comrade” Henry 
M. Fitzgerald, a trade unionist and founding 
Socialist Party member on board to support 
the cause. H.M. Fitzgerald was a presser in the 

14 W.A. Pritchard, “The Remedy”, The British Columbia Federationist, republished 20 May 1921, 4. (originally published 1918). 
15 “Fitzgerald, Henry M. (1874–1918)”, http://komagatamarujourney.ca/node/4404 accessed November 19, 2021. 
16 Hugh Johnston, The Voyage of the Komagata Maru: The Sikh Challenge to Canada’s Colour Bar, (UBC Press: 2014), 49. 

garment industry by trade and known as a “fiery 
orator”.

At a public meeting organized by the Khalsa 
Diwan Society, Fitzgerald stood alongside Balwant 
Singh, Rahim and others where he spoke against 
the tactics of the Immigration Department.15 
Fitzgerald’s presence reportedly created “a sen-
sation among the press who had never heard a 
White man preach to an audience of Orientals.”16

J. Edward Bird, hired by the Khalsa Diwan Society to 
represent the passengers on board the Komagata Maru in 
Vancouver, 1914 was a regular advertiser in the Socialist 
Party newspaper. The Western Clarion, April 6, 1907, 4.



Sikh sawmill workers, c. 1920, Greater Vancouver  New Westminster Archives, IHP8535.
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4
Searching For 

Working Class Unity

1 “Strike Over Agent”, The Daily Columbian, February 23, 1909, 1.3 
2 “Document Disappeared”, The Daily Province, March 7, 1912, 40 and “Suit Between Hindus”, September 25, 1912, 20. 

 T here are some recorded examples of 
South Asian workers who were willing 

to agitate against the unhealthy and unfair 
treatment they received in the early years. Earlier, 
we recorded the instance in 1906 when quarry 
workers at Tod Inlet went on strike to protest 
unhealthy working conditions.

On May 11, 1907, The Western Clarion 
reported that “Hindu workmen” at a mill in 
Kaslo BC successfully struck for more wages.

In February 1909, 100 ‘Hindu’ lumber mill 
workers went on strike at Fraser Mills because 
their wages had not been paid to them by a 
labour contractor. In this incident, the workers 
took their case directly to the New Westminster 
Police, demanding they be freed from the 
contractor who was skimming their pay.1

In an unusual twist, the labour contractor 

in question turned out to be Uday Ram who 
became President of the Canada India Supply 
Company run by Husain Rahim.2

Prior to 1912 many unions came and went in 
sawmills and logging operations up and down 
the west coast but they had little interest in 
the poorly paid immigrant workers who toiled 
mostly in the sawmills. Most of these unions 
were small, unsuccessful and short lived.

The International Union of Timberworkers, 
an affiliate of the American Federation of Labor, 
was chartered in 1913 and managed to survive 
into 1923. In 1917 a small number of South 
Asians in BC applied to join.

“A union charter is being secured from 
the International Timber Workers, and the 
union will be in good shape in short time. It is 
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understood three Hindu sawmill workers have 
applied to join.”3

It wasn’t that South Asians were hesitant to join 
unions. On the contrary, unions continued to be 
unwilling or unable to find ways to organize them. 
In 1921, New York University Economics lecturer 
and special agent of the US Bureau of Labor 
Statistics Rajani Das toured British Columbia and 
observed that South Asian workers were sympa-
thetic to the labour movement’s goals.

“Those who work for American or Canadian 
employers… find difficulty in getting into trade 
unions owing to racial prejudice. Hindustanees 
have great sympathy for the labor movement and 
highly appreciate its aims and ideals. Moreover, 
they are willing to cooperate with labor organiza-
tions whenever possible.”4

One Big Union
A major shift in attitudes within the labour 
movement was driven by increased ideological 
awareness and global events like World War I and 
the Russian Revolution of 1917. In 1918 in the 
wake of the war, working class anger at eroding 
wages, unemployment and wartime profiteering 
resulted in high union membership and a deter-
mination amongst labour to forge a radical new 
path. 

3 “Organization of Mill Workers is Completed”, The British Columbia Federationist, August 24, 1917, 1. 
4 Rajani Kanta Das, Hindustani Workers on the Pacific Coast, 34. 
5 Rod Mickleburgh, On the Line, 65. 
6 A Millworker, “Should Asiatics Be Allowed in White Unions”, The British Columbia Federationist, September 17, 1920, 7. 

In March 1919 the BC Federation of Labor 
abandoned its long demand for Asian exclusion. 
The One Big Union (OBU), created in 1919 by the 
Federation, embraced direct action and the use of 
general strikes to end political repression and win 
breakthrough measures such as the 8-hour day. 
Delegates to the 1919 BC Federation of Labour 
Convention declared “this body recognizes no 
aliens but the capitalist”.5

“The organized White workers in the past 
have been recreant in their duty with respect to 
organizing the Asiatic workers; they have allowed 
the virus of race prejudice to poison their mind…
it is a class problem, and not a race problem 
that confronts the White millworker of BC. The 
Asiatic workers are just as keen in trying to get 
good wages and working conditions as the White 
workers, in fact in some cases, more so.”6

The OBU’s platform echoed many principles 
which propelled the IWW to prominence a dec-
ade earlier. Chief among those was its anti-racist 
views which appealed to South Asian radicals.

The preamble to the OBU’s constitution stated, 
“the OBU therefore seeks to organize the worker 
not according to industry; according to class and 
class needs; and calls upon all workers irrespective 
of nationality, sex or craft to organize into a 
workers’ organization so that they may be enabled 
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to more successfully carry on the everyday 
fight over wages, hours of work, etc., and 
prepare themselves for the day when 
production for profit shall be replaced by 
production for use.7

OBU activists included people like 
Ernest Winch and William Pritchard 
who had connected with the South Asian 
community through Husain Rahim at the 
Socialist Party’s Western Clarion news-
paper in 1912.

In early 1919, Winch became secretary 
of the BC Loggers’ Union, a new organ-
ization dedicated to organizing loggers 
across BC. Most South Asians worked in 
sawmills, not as loggers, but the union 
still made inroads in sawmills. The union 
soon changed its name to the Lumber 
Workers Industrial Unit of the One Big 
Union.

“Our membership totals a few over 
8,000, including, besides the White 
workers, also Japanese, Chinese and 
Hindoo Mill Workers. Our vote for the 
O.B.U. was 34 against and 4,376 for, out 
of a membership at the time the vote 
was taken of 5,000. Yours for industrial 
democracy, E. Winch Sec- Treasurer”.8

7 Dorothy Steeves, The Compassionate Rebel, (Boag 
Foundation: 1960), 50.

8 Strike Bulletin, Vancouver, June 26, 1919, in The 
Compassionate Rebel, 53. 
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Fraser Mills Strike 1931
The earliest instance of South Asian workers 
formally participating in a BC labour dispute led 
by a union took place at Fraser Mills in 1931. After 
their fifth wage cut in 20 months, employees voted 
to strike September 17, 1931.

Demands included less forced overtime, and 
better working conditions. These millworkers had 
recently joined the Lumber Workers Industrial 
Union.

There were sizeable numbers of Francophone, 
Japanese, Chinese and South Asian workers 
(incorrectly referred to as Hindus, even by the 
union) at Fraser Mills. 

Boxie Singh Dosanjh was raised in Fraser Mills 

9 Boxie Singh Dosanjh, interview by South Asian Studies Institute, June 12, 2019, video, YouTube, 
https://youtu.be/L9lighEnFb8.

and recalls what conditions were like for his family. 
His was one of five Punjabi families in the com-
munity, which he described “like a little village”; 
he describes the gurdwara and the langar hall, 
which were separated by the bunkhouses for the 
largely bachelor South Asian worker population. 
His aunt and uncle also lived and worked in Fraser 
Mills and lived very solitary, hard-working lives.9

The leader of the strike was 27-year-old shingle 
weaver Harold Pritchett, who went on to play a 
significant role in the further growth of lumber 
unions in Canada and the US. The union’s 
demands included an end to the appalling segre-
gated company housing provided for South Asian 
employees, and the use of labour contractors.

Canadian Western Lumber Company [Fraser Mills] 1900-1910
 University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, BC-489/2. 
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Workers from all ethnicities were represented 
on the Strike Committee, as well as all Relief 
Committees.10

The few South Asian women who lived at 
Fraser Mills in 1931 also participated in the strike, 
presiding over the union’s community kitchen 
which served strikers at large outdoor tables using 
produce, chickens and eggs donated by Japanese 
and Chinese farmers.

“Everybody went out, although most of the 
Orientals who were very, very afraid of being 
shipped back to China or to Japan or to India. In 
spite of all, they stood up. Although they didn’t 
come very strong on the picket line, they never 
scabbed and they never bucked the union.”11

10 Minutes of Strike Committee, October 10, 1931, quoted in Jeanne Williams Meyers, “Ethnicity and Class Conflict at 
Mallairdville/Fraser Mills: The Strike of 1931”, (Thesis, Simon Fraser University: 1982), 101. 

11 William Elio Canuel, interview by Cheryl Pierson, March and May 1972, audio, Item AAAB0004, Reynoldston Research 
and Studies oral history collection, Royal BC Museum. 

 During the strike skills were bartered among 
workers to provide basic services such as shoe 
repairs, hair cuts and supplying firewood. On day 
three of the strike, machine guns were mounted 
at the mill gates by police, who kept the strikers 
under constant surveillance.

At a mass strike support meeting in New 
Westminster, millworker K. Mariyana outlined 
their grievance with the long-standing exploita-
tive practice of labour contractors. He said that 
Japanese workers had to go through a “Japanese 
boss”, just as there was a “Sikh boss” and “Chinese 
boss”, who for all intents and purposes, were 
agents for the company. Asian and South Asian 
workers were hired and fired at will. They had no 

Fraser Mills was a vast lumber plant on the north shore of the Fraser River, in what was then the Francophone 
community of Maillardville—now a suburb of Coquitlam, c. 1930. Image b-08359, courtesy of the Royal BC Museum.
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protection. If they joined 
the union, they could be 
blacklisted, he told the large 
crowd—yet join the union 
they did.12

The New Westminster 
Labour Council passed 
a motion that “the ver-
min-infested and unsanitary 
bunkhouses located in and 
on the property owned by 
Canadian Western Lumber 
Company and rented and 
occupied by Orientals and 
Hindus be abolished.”13

After 9 weeks on strike, 
the union ultimately 
accepted an offer by the 
company—which did not address all of the 
union’s demands. The Secretary of the Lumber 
Workers Union summed up these workers achieve-
ments in a letter to the Vancouver Sun. “Instead of 
the Oriental scabbing on the White man, which 
has always been the bogey man that the lumber 
bosses have held over the head of the lumber 
workers, they have seen Japanese, Chinese and 
Hindus stand solid with Frenchmen, Swedes and 
practically every nationality under the sun.”14

12 Rod Mickleburgh, host, “The 1931 Fraser Mills Strike” (podcast episode). On the Line: Stories of BC Workers, BC Labour 
Heritage Centre: October 5, 2020. 

13 Mickleburgh, “The 1931 Fraser Mills Strike” (podcast episode). 
14 M. Palmgren, “Workers’ Demands”, letter to editor, The Vancouver Sun, November 26, 1931, 6. 

After the strike, organizers such as Harold 
Pritchett were blacklisted from employment and 
struggled to find work through the rest of the 
Great Depression. Union recognition was a “line 
in the sand” which industrial employers would not 
concede until the 1940s, when the federal govern-
ment finally passed legislation requiring employers 
to recognize and bargain with unions and unions 
were required to use grievance procedures instead 
of striking. 

Sikh Millworker at Fraser Mills, n.d.
 Coquitlam Heritage Society, City of Coquitlam Archives, MH.2011.3.21. 
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For South Asians, fear of employer coercion 
persisted.

I knew the IWA was coming into Fraser 
Mills (in the 1940s). My mother’s brother 
was working there as well and he was 
attracted to this. The organizers brought 
him in to show the Indians were also 
behind this movement. They suffered as a 
result of this because some recriminations 
occurred and he lost his job because of the 
union activity and in fact he couldn’t get a 
job after this and went back to India and 
married and came back. He never did get 

15 Ranjit Hall interview, 1984. 

a job there. Most of our people kept out 
of the union. They wanted to join it, but 
they knew that the repercussions would 
be so severe because they could lose their 
job. My father talked about it but he kept 
his distance from it. My dad said, “I have 
been assured that I can work there as long 
as I don’t take part in these activities” so he 
didn’t take part in these activities.15

Bosses or Brothers?
One way to get out from under the dominance of 
White employers was for South Asians to become 

South Asian-owned Kapoor Lumber Company at Sooke Lake was notorious for paying lower wages to its Asian 
workers. For this reason it was a target for union organizing in the 1940s. Image d-09392, courtesy of the Royal BC Museum.



Slash Burning Kapoor Lumber, 1938 Image NA-06338, courtesy the Royal BC Museum.



Chapter 4 • Searching For Working Class Unity | 45

mill owners themselves. Some like Mayo Singh 
and Kapoor Singh Siddoo are familiar names. 
This did not necessarily make life better for their 
workers. South Asian employers sometimes took 
advantage of the same provincial laws that per-
mitted South Asians to be paid less money than 
others for the same work.

“We know for a fact that the wages paid by this 
company are much lower than is paid by others. I 
do not know if the Chinese workers here actually 
know what their wages are, or if they are ashamed 
to mention the low scale, but some of them say 
they are paid 20 cents an hour, others 25 cents, 
and still others 30 cents, so we cannot state for 
sure what they are paid”, wrote a union organizer 
in 1937.”16

“The wages generally paid is the minimum wage 
on all departments as far as the Orientals and 
some of the White men in the woods, as far as I 
know, are concerned.”17

Union organizing in mills owned by South 
Asians was challenging. Many of the workers were 
indebted to those who had given them a job, or 
sometimes had family or friend connections to the 
employers which made them hesitant to unionize 
for fear of being disrespectful.

South Asian IWA organizer Darshan Singh 

16 “Wage Scale for Others is Lowest in the Industry: Stay on the Job and Organize, Member Advises”, letter to the editor, The 
B.C. Lumber Worker, May 1937, 2. 

17 “Kapoor Wage Scale is Below Average Rates”, letter to editor, The B.C. Lumber Worker, January 1937, 2. 
18 Clay Perry and Harold Pritchett, (1979). Interview with Darshan in Daudharia, H., ed. Darshan: A Book on Darshan’s Life 

and Contribution. (Darshan Singh Sangha ‘Canadian’ Heritage Foundation: 2004), 50. 
19 Perry and Pritchett, 45.   

Sangha describes this when he went looking for 
work at Kapoor Lumber in 1937:

I went over to the Kapoor Lumber 
Company where my uncle worked. The 
uncle was fifty-five or so. He persuaded 
Kapoor to employ me in the Planer for 
marking boards. The day he employed me 
he fired my uncle who worked at 33 cents 
an hour and in his place he employed me 
for 25 cents an hour.18

 In the mills, non-White workers were 
paid less than their White counterparts, 
they were the last ones to be hired and first 
ones to be fired and were given only the 
unskilled labor jobs. They were not allowed 
to operate any machinery or hold any jobs 
with responsibility. Even where the mill 
owners were Punjabi, all the high paying 
jobs and management positions were given 
only to the Whites.19

The CCF and the NDP
For many decades, the ‘Asiatic question’ was the 
most divisive and persistent obstacle to work-
ing-class unity in BC. Racism, complicated by 
the low wages, long hours and substandard living 
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conditions for [South Asian], Chinese 
and Japanese workers, created deep 
divisions.20

When the Co-operative 
Commonwealth Federation (CCF) 
was founded in Calgary in 1932, it 
brought together the Socialist Party 
and other progressive and labour 
groups. 

The CCF had strong principles. In 
the House of Commons, and in the 
BC legislature, CCF representatives 
bucked racism of the day to argue 
Asian-Canadians should be given the 
right to vote.

During the Second World War, the 
CCF defended the rights of Japanese- 
Canadians, when others called for 
them to be placed in internment 
camps and deported after the war.21

In a formal alliance with organized 
labour in 1961, the CCF evolved into 
the New Democratic Party. Both 
parties embraced equality of races. The 

20 Benjamin Isitt, (2003). “The Search for 
Solidarity: The Industrial and Political 
Roots of the Cooperative Commonwealth 
Federation in British Columbia, 1913- 1928”, 
(Thesis, University of Victoria: 2003), 126. 

21 John Mackie, “Vancouver South MP Angus 
MacInnis and Grace Woodsworth began 
the most storied marriage in the history of 
Canadian socialism”. The Vancouver Sun, 
January 11, 2014, 2. 

 Provincial Archives of Alberta, J.312/2
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New Democratic Party (NDP) founding constitution 
in 1961 enshrined the inclusion of all races in the party’s 
membership. Its political program called for a Canadian 
Bill of Rights as part of the country’s constitution.

CCF/NDP veteran politician Harold Winch—son 
of Lumber Union organizer Ernest Winch—was the 
first non-Sikh presented with a kirpan in Canada. The 
presentation at the Vancouver Gurdwara by priest 
Balbir Singh recognized his long work on behalf of 
South Asian Canadians.

“With India and Canada both members of the British 
Commonwealth, it was a disgrace for Canadians to 
deny their brothers and sisters in India the right to be 
equal here, to deny the right to vote, to deny the right 
of access to all the major professions in Canada,” Winch 
told 1,000 members of the Sikh Community.22

The International Woodworkers of America (IWA), 
which became the predominant union in the forest 
industry in BC, were formally affiliated to the NDP 
in BC. As the Party grew, so too did its South Asian 
membership, many of whom ultimately took political 
office with the NDP and on the provincial stage.

22 “Sikhs Honor Winch”, The Province, July 17, 1972, 6. 

The Vancouver Sun, July 17, 1972, 25.
 Republished with the express permission of  

Vancouver Sun, a division of Postmedia Network Inc.



 Courtesy IWA Archives.



49

5
International 

Woodworkers of 
America (IWA)

1 Mickleburgh, On the Line, 106.

 W orld War II was a turning point for 
labour in Canada.

Governments saw the need to avoid the 
class turmoil sparked by World War I and 
political expedience required reform. Labour’s 
decades long demand for federal unemployment 
insurance was realized in 1940. Universal family 
allowances were introduced in 1944. And at long 
last, after seventy years of struggle, the fight for 
compulsory recognition of unions and collective 
bargaining was finally won, first in British 
Columbia and then across Canada.1

In 1943, amendments to BC’s flawed 
Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act gave 
the government authority to recognize unions 
and force employers to bargain.

At the start of World War II, the dominant 
union for lumber workers in BC was the 
International Woodworkers of America (IWA), 
but a disastrous strike in 1938 drained the IWA’s 
resources. The Union’s membership numbered 
just a few hundred. It had no contracts in place 
and the future seemed bleak.

As a means to revive the union, the IWA 
leadership embraced new organizing strategies to 
encourage membership and involvement from 
South Asians, and other ethnicities. The fight 
against fascism created a wartime labour shortage, 
and the willingness of government to concede 
union recognition meant organizing took off. 
South Asian Canadians, reluctant to join the war 
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effort while denied the vote, were still a significant 
part of the sawmill workforce.

In early December 1943, District Council No. 1 
of the IWA signed its first coast-wide forest agree-
ment, a one-year deal covering eight thousand 
employees in twenty-three camps and mills. The 
agreement recognized the IWA as the bargaining 
agent for the workers, ending the reign of labour 
contractors. 

Through this successful collective agreement, 
the union achieved an 8-hour day, a 48-hour week 
as well as seniority provisions that guaranteed 
equality of treatment. These first agreements were 
also the death knell of discriminatory, racially 
based wages in sawmills. This was a major shift; 

a generation-spanning dedication to the IWA 
among South Asian lumber workers took root in 
this period.

By the end of 1946 the IWA was the third-lar-
gest union in Canada with more than 25,000 
members, including thousands of South Asians 
were employed in the lumber industry.

Darshan Singh Sangha
Labour’s long hostility towards Asian workers 
was slowly beginning to change in the 1930s, but 
South Asian workers in the forest industry needed 
convincing that joining the union was in their 
interests.

A significant development took place when the 

Darshan Singh Sangha influenced the IWA’s strong position on Indian independence, colonialism and racial dis-
crimination. “Labour Day Sports, Lake Cowichan BC, 1947”.  Kaatza Station Museum & Archives, N01725, IWA Local 1-80,  
 Wilmer Gold Photo Collection, ©United Steelworkers Local 1-1937.
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IWA leadership hired three organizers 
to break down the barriers of race 
and unite workers in the forest 
industry’s workforce. Roy Mah, Joe 
Miyazawa and Darshan Singh Sangha 
all played key roles during the union’s 
intense organizing drives of the 1940s.

The son of a poor Punjabi farmer, 
Darshan Singh Sangha—also known 
as Darshan Singh ‘Canadian’—
arrived in BC as an 18-year-old in 
1937. He joined the Communist Party in 1938 and 
was introduced to the leadership of the IWA.

Sangha recalled the meeting where he was 
recruited to work as a union organizer. “Nigel 
Morgan met me, and he made a proposition.” He 
said, “here is a vast industry, unorganized, Indians, 
Chinese, Japanese…and the White workers 
working in terrible conditions, being kept divided 
by the bosses. I agreed with him that I’ll be ready 
to work with them for the IWA. That is the time 
from which my baptism took place.”2

“So, when I entered the industry, I found 
generally that most of the White workers were 
being paid 40 cents an hour. Most of the Indian 
and Chinese will get much less for the same work. 
And this was my experience where I found an 
Indian working for 25 cents an hour or 30 cents an 

2 Perry and Pritchett, 50. 
3 Perry and Pritchett, 53-54. 
4 Perry and Pritchett, 53-54. 
5 Perry and Pritchett, 54. 

hour, while other workers getting the 
full 40 cents. Invariably, East Indians 
were the first to be fired and last to 
be hired.”3

“So furthermore, I found that 
only rarely was there an East Indian 
who would get any skilled job. They 
would mostly get jobs in the yard — 
jobs loading the box cars and jobs 
on the green chain. The toughest 
jobs there. Now, this had to do with 

the general situation as it prevailed in the British 
Columbia community. Racial discrimination was 
stark. In the first phase they were terribly afraid. 
Many many people would come over to me. They 
would say, ‘you are wasting your time’, that this 
way you will become a marked man. That the 
bosses will get me out of the industry, that I’ll ruin 
my chances of having any secure life.”4

Darshan Singh Sangha spoke extensively about 
what his early years with the IWA were like. “In 
addition to that, some of the East Indian employ-
ers, they made some offers of soft jobs, good 
earnings and all that, if I would only give up the 
union work. So, the first two years, I would say ’42 
and ’43, it was tough going. A few people would 
join up. Most will stay out. Even those who were 
out, they were sympathetic, yet they were afraid.”5

Darshan Singh Sangha
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“The White workers were also learning from 
their own experience. I suppose the spirit of many 
decades in which they had also terribly suffered, 
and they recognized the need for overall unity in 
which they must enlist the support of these other 
ethnic groups.”6

“We, the East Indians, were deeply relieved 
when we saw that the IWA took a very solid 
and good stand on Indian independence and 
colonialism. They stood for independence of 

6 Perry and Pritchett, 55. 
7 Perry and Pritchett, 56. 

lndia and rights of Indian people to fight for it. 
This is very gratifying along with, that, on racial 
discrimination also, they took a consistent stand, 
that equality should be extended to all the sections 
and this racial discrimination is something which 
is anti-working class.”7

“The year ’46 was a great watershed year, both 
for the IWA and also for the East Indian com-
munity. In ’46 East Indian community got equal 
rights legally because from then on, the right of 

The entire membership of the IWA got behind South Asian demands for equality at work. In this photo from 
the 1943 Lake Cowichan Dominion Day parade, children of union members held a banner promoting “Equal 
Pay For Equal Work For All” — a key union demand that was achieved in the 1943 and 1946 agreements.
 Image N01704, IWA Local 1-80, Wilmer Gold Photo Collection, Kaatza Station Museum & Archives, ©United Steelworkers Local 1-1937. 
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vote and citizenship was 
extended to them. Again it 
was the same year that we 
had the great strike of the 
entire industry for about 
forty days for some very 
basic demands.”8

“There was not one man 
anywhere who crossed 
the picket line. And later 
on, after two or three days, 
picket lines were not just 
needed. Even though we 
did maintain them, they 
were not required to keep 
anybody out.”

“Earlier I had said that 
in ’42 and ’43 they were 
hesitant. Sympathies were 
there, but they would not dare to join. Then in ’44 
and ’45, the upsurge gained more and once they 
were convinced that the organization was there 
to protect them and it was strong enough, then 
they joined up in masses. Not a man would be left 
out.”9

“Add to that, not one East Indian went to cross 
picket lines. For the first time, time and a half for 
overtime, fifteen days holiday with pay and then 
the seniority rights.”10

8 Perry and Pritchett, 57.
9 Perry and Pritchett, 57. 
10 Perry and Pritchett, 57-58. 

Swayed by Darshan’s Punjabi union pamphlets 
and fiery rhetoric, South Asian sawmill workers 
who had previously shied from White-run unions 
began flocking to the IWA. When the Youbou 
Mill manager tried to evict Sangha for talking to 
the workforce, 90 South Asian employees gathered 
outside in the rain and told the boss that if he 
were thrown out, they would leave, too. Sangha 
was allowed to stay. At some predominantly South 

Members of the BC District Council of the IWA in Vancouver in 1943. Standing at 
left: Darshan Singh Sangha. IWA Archives, Kaatza Station Museum and Archives. 
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Asian mills, the vote to join the IWA was almost 
unanimous.11

Harry Bains came to Canada in 1971 and 
worked in sawmills in Vancouver. After experien-
cing a racist incident at work, Bains became active 
in the Vancouver local of the IWA. Over time, he 
became a Vice President. He was elected as an 
NDP MLA in 2005, and in 2017, became Minister 
of Labour for the Province of BC. 

Bains explains how Darshan Singh Sangha—
often called Darshan Singh Canadian—brought 

11 Rod Mickleburgh, “Uniting Woodworkers Across Ethnic Divides”. BC Labour Heritage Centre Blog, July 30, 2020. 
https://www.labourheritagecentre.ca/ethnicdivides/ 

unity to the South Asian woodworkers’ commun-
ity and helped to bring them into the union. 

“When the IWA started to appear in British 
Columbia in the thirties, some of our own, like 
Darshan Singh Canadian were involved in helping 
those workers to organize. Our workers knew 
that they needed somebody to be on their side. 
Because they didn’t have the right to vote and no 
right as equals to other workers. Many of them 
were paid less wages than their White counterparts, 
and it was based on race.”

Translating union 
literature into Punjabi 
language was a powerful 
tool for union organizers.
  “Newspapers in foreign languages”, 
(n.d.). International Woodworkers of 
America. District Council No.1 fonds, 

RBSC-ARC-1282 , Folder 6-10. Uni-
versity of British Columbia Library 

Rare Books and Special Collections. 
English translation courtesy South 

Asian Studies Institute.
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“So, they knew that there was discriminatory 
practises by the employer. They knew that they 
were not treated with respect and dignity. They 
knew what they needed to be united in order to 
exert their rights. And I think the IWA did a real 
good job.” 

“I think through the work of Darshan Singh 
Canadian and others to bring that awareness, the 
South Asian workers were almost the first ones to 
say yes to the union.”

“I think many thanks goes to Darshan Singh 
Canadian and those who could go in there, sit 
with them in their lunchroom and talk to them in 
their living rooms and talk to them 
about the benefit of the union.”12

Despite being an organizer for only 
a short time (1940-1948), Sangha left 
his mark on the IWA. Not only was 
he a successful grassroots organizer, 
he was elected as a District Trustee, 
attended and spoke at Conventions, 
and served on the powerful 
Convention Resolutions Committee. 
He became a strong voice for minor-
ities within the union structure.

In 1948, Sangha returned to India. 
In his resignation letter to the IWA, 
he reminded union members: “One 
of the greatest achievements of the 

12 Harry Bains, interview by Anushay Malik, August 19, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection. 
13 Sadhu Binning and Sukhwant Hundal, “Ten Years of Darshan in Canada”, in Daudharia, H., ed. Darshan: A Book on 

Darshan’s Life and Contribution. (Darshan Singh Sangha ‘Canadian’ Heritage Foundation: 2004), 27-28. 

IWA was the uniting of all woodworkers—White, 
Indian, Chinese, Japanese—irrespective of race 
and color.”13

Supporting the Franchise
IWA president, Harold Pritchett and organizer 
Darshan Singh Sangha, were part of the Khalsa 
Diwan Society delegation to the BC Cabinet in 
1943, which demanded enfranchisement for South 
Asians. They, along with CCF Leader Harold 
Winch, made a clear declaration of the mutual 
respect and support between Labour, the CCF and 
the South Asian community. 

IWA President, Harold Pritchett, and Darshan Singh Sangha joined 
members of the Khalsa Diwan Society when they met the BC Cabinet 
in 1943 to demand the vote for South Asians.
 Photo courtesy David Yorke.
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Darshan Singh Sangha described the group that 
went to meet the BC cabinet in 1943:

[This] delegation was organized by the 
Sikh Temple Society, also called the Khalsa 
Diwan Society and the IWA. It was led by 
Naginder Singh Gill, Harold Pritchett and 
myself and a whole number of people from 
East Indian community were there. One, 
Robert Holland, who had earlier served in 
India, a classical colonial sahib! He was also 
with us. So you see, this pressure for equal 
rights for East Indians, for right to vote, it 

was there all along. 
Ultimately, it was in 
1946 that the right of 
vote was extended to 
East Indians.14

As a prelude to this 
meeting, on January 
17, 1943 at Vancouver’s 
Orpheum Theatre, a 
meeting organized and 
financed by the Khalsa 
Diwan Society, attracted 
a “cosmopolitan” audi-
ence of 1,200. Harold 
Pritchett, President of 
the District Council 

14 Perry and Pritchett, 57.
15 “Immediate Freedom for India Urged at Big Theatre Rally,” The Province, January 18, 1943, 5. 
16 7th Annual Convention, IWA District Council No. 1, January 2-3, 1944, New Westminster. IWA Archives, File 130.06. 

of the International Woodworkers of America 
chaired the meeting. Speakers included Harold 
Winch, CCF MLA, son of Ernest Winch, and 
leader of the opposition in the BC legislature.

“When history is written” Winch declared, “this 
will be known as the age of hypocrisy. It will be 
written that while we boasted of civilization, we 
practiced barbarism. While we talked of the 
brotherhood of man, we practiced racial prejudice. 
We are hypocrites if we say that the people of 
India cannot have the freedom for which we are 
fighting ourselves.”15

District 1 of the IWA invited Naginder Singh 
Gill, Secretary of the Khalsa Diwan Society to 
address its 1944 convention. He thanked the 
union for helping the community gain equality in 
the workplace, but also recognized its support on 
other issues of importance.

“On behalf of the East Indian people of Canada, 
I greet your Seventh Annual Convention. The 
East Indian millworkers, with your help, have 
considerably improved their wages and working 
conditions in many mills. I and my people will be 
deeply grateful for your resolution on the famine. 
We want to win our democratic right to vote and 
our only friend, and the friend of all minorities, is 
the labor movement. I say that all workers should 
continue to support each other in our struggle for 
freedom and victory.”16 The Province, January 12 1943, 5. 
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The IWA was one of many unions that 
supported demands for the franchise, and 
followed through by educating their members 
on political issues of importance to South 
Asians. The role of BC unions in gaining the 
vote for South Asians is remembered.

“Naginder Gill took the right to vote to 
Ottawa…How many unions supported that? 
You can see that: Seventy-two…seventy-two 
unions and MLAs supported the right to vote. 
On April 2, 1947 after 40 years we got the 
right to vote…there’s a big long history…we 
worked hard…we fought for freedom from 
the British.”17

Bikram (Vic) Berar recalled the significance 
of enfranchisement for his family.

“I remember Dad telling me a story 
one time. They went to Duncan, and 
he signed up to enlist in World War 
Two. “Why would you want to enlist 
in World War Two, you weren’t even a 
Canadian citizen, and you didn’t have 
the right to vote! ‘This is the country 
we chose; it’s part of the British 
Commonwealth and we will continue 
to negotiate until we do get our actual 
right to vote.’”
 “[My] Grandpa…passed [away] in 

17 Joginder Sunner, interview by Anushay Malik 
(Part 2), May 14, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview 
Collection.

A partial list of 72 unions and MLAs who supported the franchise for 
South Asian Canadians in 1947. Khalsa Diwan Society of Vancouver, Supporters of  
 East Indian Franchise, Centennial Day Souvenir, 2006, 58-60. 
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1946…he got to live in Canada and never, 
ever got the right to vote because the right 
to vote came the following year.”
 “I remember the look on my father’s 
face when he came home from work and 
said, ‘I went and registered for the next 
election’. That was so, so important to him. 
Even Mom who couldn’t read and write. 
On the day of the election, Dad would 

18 Bikram Berar interview.

go into the voting stall first and he would 
mark his X and then he would come back 
and tell Mom, OK, it’s number one, two, 
three. That’s where you put your X.” 
 “Voting. It’s a right. It’s very important 
and we should never lose sight of that. You 
have no right to complain if you don’t 
exercise your democratic franchise. It’s very 
important, very important.”18

“Beware: Racial and Religious Hatred Seeks to Destroy Trade Unionism”, 
Canadian Congress of Labour, Canadian Labour Reports, n.d.
 pamphlet, BC Labour Heritage Centre files.
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Colonialism, Fascism and Racism
Having achieved the right to union recogni-
tion under law in 1944, organizing sawmill 
workers became easier. At the same time, 
the labour movement was becoming more 
attuned to ideological connections between 
colonialism, fascism and hatred. 

Even before the war, some unions 
questioned the connection between racial 
exploitation and capitalism. The Fishermen’s 
Union sought to clarify its stance in a 1938 news-
paper article on “The Oriental Question”. The 
fishing industry was particularly concerned with 
Japanese competition in trade and the perceived 
threat of Japanese imperialism. 

“Japanese, Chinese, Hindoos, Phillipinos, 
Negroes—well, where would you draw the line? 
We would still have unemployment, because the 
solution to the ‘Oriental’ and the unemployment 
problems goes deeper than that. It involves the 
solution of our entire problem of production and 
distribution. From the trade union standpoint, 
our course lies in making allies, and not enemies”, 
the union argued.19

Connecting anti-colonialism in the South 
Asian community with the labour movement 
was a strategy employed by the IWA during its 

19 “Japanese Competition in Trade and Industry”, editorial. The Fisherman, February 10, 1938, 5-6. https://newspapers.lib.sfu.
ca/fishermannewspaper- 19499/fisherman-february-10-1938 

20 Darshan Singh Sangha, interviewed by Hari Sharma, March 11–26, 1985, Indo- Canadian Oral History Collection, Simon 
Fraser University Library. https://atom.archives.sfu.ca/f-77-1-0-0-0-18 

21 “It is Labour’s Fight!” Canadian Labour Reports, n.d., BC Labour Heritage Centre files.  

organizing drives of the 1940s. Darshan Singh 
Sangha described how the people he initially 
approached in the sawmills to join the union 
were those known to be “conscious”—progressive, 
talking about nationalism for India and keeping 
an eye on the news.20

During and immediately after World War II, 
the labour movement ramped up its call to fight 
racism. “The struggle against the purveyors of race 
and religious hatred…is still being fought. Every 
working man and woman in this country, every 
Canadian, regardless of sex, racial or religious 
origin must join in the struggle to counteract the 
dangerous plot to undermine our democracy and 
destroy the trade union movement,” wrote Aaron 
Mosher, President of the Canadian Congress of 
Labour.21

“You Belong to a Minority”, Canadian Congress of Labour, 
Canadian Labour Reports, n.d. pamphlet, BC Labour Heritage Centre files.



 © BC Labour Heritage Centre, 2021.
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Wins at the Bargaining Table
The IWA grew to be BC’s largest union and a 
powerful voice within the labour movement. Its 

“District 1” membership represented all regions of 
BC and included large numbers of South Asian 
Canadian workers. The District was organized into 
local unions that had autonomy.

The IWA’s support for South Asian demands 
for equality, the gains it made for them as workers 
and the union’s focus on tackling workplace 
carnage in the forest industry, spawned a gener-
ation-spanning dedication to the IWA among 
South Asian workers.

Sadhu Binning said some members of his 
family “would talk about the union and knew that 
it was because of the union they were getting the 
same [wages] as the White workers, which wasn’t 
the case before that.” 

Still, when Binning worked for a summer at 
a sawmill in Avola BC, he saw plenty of racism. 

“They would hire us last and fire us first. It hap-
pened a couple of times while I was there.” 

“Everybody knew that there was racism, it wasn’t 
a hidden thing. People talked about it.” Binning 
said South Asians would talk in the bunkhouses 
and cookhouses and he learned a lot about the 
union and the forest industry. “I didn’t know at 
that time about the actual history of the IWA or 
how our people eventually were allowed to join 

22 Sadhu Binning, interview with Anushay Malik, April 21, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection. 
23 Vic Berar interview.
24 Joginder Singh Sunner, interview by Anushay Malik, Part 2, May 14, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection. 

the union during the 1940s, like Darshan Singh 
Canadian’s work at that time. I didn’t know that. 
They would talk about the union power and the 
racism issues at the same time …. the presence of 
[the] union in their minds, was there for sure.”22

Vic Berar attributes many of the gains made 
by South Asians to their membership in the IWA. 

“The IWA thing is there. It’s in our blood,” he 
said. “It’s in our DNA because we remember the 
five- and ten-cent grandfather, the twenty-five and 
fifteen-cent father, and how hard they had to work 
for those opportunites. So no, the IWA will never 
leave me.”23

Joginder Singh Sunner has worked in saw-
mills and been active in the IWA and United 
Steelworkers since the mid-1980s. He said South 
Asians were encouraged to become involved in the 
union when they saw the results and the benefits 
they won. “In our country we say, ‘Oh, I have a 
government job!’. Here we say, ‘I have a union 
job!’”24

Proud IWA Members
Tara Singh Bains was one of the earliest South 
Asians to participate at a higher level in the 
labour movement. Bains was elected by his fellow 
workers in Nanaimo to represent IWA members at 
the 1955 BC Federation of Labour Convention in 
Vancouver. 
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He was a well-respected, religious man who 
came to BC from Punjab in the 1950s. At a 
sawmill in Nanaimo, Bains experienced anger 
from White workers who felt South Asians were 
working too hard, raising expectations of everyone. 
A White worker further up the chain was deliber-
ately slowing down so that Bains had more work 
to do. When Bains asked him to stop doing it the 
worker said “I don’t speak your language”.25

After becoming active in the IWA, Bains was 
able to convince management to increase the 
number of workers per shift so the work could be 
more equally shared. Later, he took on executive 

25 Hugh Johnston, The Four Quarters of the Night: The Life-Journey of an Emigrant Sikh. McGill-Queens: 1995, 66. 
26 Hugh Johnston, The Four Quarters of the Night, 67.

positions in the union at a time when South 
Asians were just beginning to become active union 
members. Still, Bains felt excluded within his 
own union. Despite his picture in The Vancouver 
Sun, the leaders of his local union asked him not 
to stand near them when a photo of the entire 
convention was taken.26

Barriers of language and cultural expectations 
could make union activism difficult. Once while 
on strike, Bains received a phone call from his 
brother-in- law, who had sponsored his travel and 
provided him a place to live upon arrival. The call 
was to tell him they had used their contacts with 

At the 1949 IWA District Council No. 1 Convention in Vancouver Ranjit Singh of Victoria, seated at right, received 
an enormous ovation from delegates when he contrasted the Canadian and Indian labour movements. 
 Art Jones photo, Vancouver Public Library 80796C. 
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the labour contractor at a mill in False Creek to 
get Bains a job away from the strike. When he 
refused, saying he had taken a pledge to stand 
with the union his brother-in-law hung up the 
phone after saying “Well if you are so deter-
mined, we don’t want any relations with you.” 
Over time, they too would change their minds.27

“Like the bees around the sweets”

By the 1970s, South Asian Canadian workers 
had become active members throughout the 
IWA, participating in labour actions and taking 
on various leadership roles.

In 1967, almost the entire Plant Committee 
at Yukon Lumber in Vancouver was com-
prised of South Asian Canadians. IWA Plant 
Committees were elected by the workers at each 
mill. They formed the backbone of the union 
because they dealt with day-to-day issues such 
as workplace safety and contract rights.

Joginder Sunner said convincing fellow 
workers of the value of the union became “very 
easy; the people were very aware, especially for 
the Punjabis, they get together like—you could 
have, thirty seconds, if something was happen-
ing against us, they’re like the bees around the 
sweets. Together. Same thing, our people…they 
are very aware of their rights.”28

27 Hugh Johnston, The Four Quarters of the Night, 66. 
28 Joginder Singh Sunner, interview by Anushay Malik, 

Part 1, April 30, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview 
Collection.  

Tara Singh Bains (left)
 Corky McKenzie photo, The Vancouver Sun, November 21, 1955, 3. Republished with the 

express permission of Vancouver Sun, a division of Postmedia Network Inc. 
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Harry Bains recalled the union’s response to 
a racist incident which inspired him to become 
involved in the union. “[The] union would come 

into the lunchroom, 
talk about these things 
from an angle of unity. 
They say, look, that 
type of behaviour only 
benefit the bosses. 
When the workers are 
divided, the bosses 
will benefit. If you are 
united, no one can 
harm you.” 

“We should not 
allow division based on 

29 Harry Bains, interview by Anushay Malik, August 19, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection. 

whatever their religion background or the colour 
of the worker, we’re all workers we’re here for one 
purpose, to earn their living. We should be pro-
tecting each other, not going against each other.”

Bains added, “I think that was only a couple of 
years before I got elected. And clearly the majority 
of the people saw that incident and they threw 
support behind me.”29

Bains described how South Asian sawmill 
workers saw the value of representing each other 
by taking on union positions and bringing those 
issues to the forefront. The union encouraged 
unity, respect and dignity between millworkers. 
The structure of the IWA was such that most issues 
were handled on the shop floor through “lunch-
room meetings”, so local Shop Stewards and Plant 

IWA Local 1-217 The Barker, March 1967, 8.

Members of IWA Local 1-357 walk the picket line at North Mitchell Lumber in Agassiz, October 2, 1987
 Dan Keeton photo, Image MSC160-1511_14A, courtesy of the Pacific Tribune Photograph Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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Committees were significant and powerful 
roles to hold.

He also found great satisfaction in showing 
workers how a union could help them. “I 
sat with them, and I felt so honoured that I 
was able to help these men and women who 
needed help. They didn’t know what their 
rights were, or what to do when they feel that 
their rights were violated. I was able to give 
them that support, that information, and then 
also work with them to make sure that they 
could stand on their own two feet and fight on 
their own behalf. And many of them became 
activists after that. I think that is another part 
of satisfaction that I got from that job.”30

In sawmills, the union fought for and 
achieved important contract language that met 
the specific needs of its South Asian members. 
Sucha Deepak explained how the IWA suc-
cessfully negotiated improved compassionate 
leave provisions at the sawmill in Fort St James 
BC that allowed South Asian workers, based 
upon seniority, enough time to travel to India 
for marriage. This was only achieved because 
of a union grievance on behalf of a member. 
This contract language was later included in 
collective agreements around BC. “It was a big 
fight,” said Deepak.31

30 Harry Bains interview.
31 Sucha Deepak, interview by Anushay Malik and 

Donna Sacuta, May 10, 2021. Union Zindabad! 
Interview Collection. 

IWA Shop Stewards at Richmond Lumber, 1981  IWA Local 1-217 files.

IWA Local 1-217 (Vancouver) Executive in 1990. Harry Bains, 3rd Vice 
President, is standing third from the left. IWA Local 1-217 files.



Racist immigration restrictions meant women did not begin arriving in significant numbers until the late 1950s
 James G. Chadney, “East Indian immigration to Canada by sex: Adult Female”, The Sikhs of Vancouver. AMS Press, 1984, 189. Reprinted in Sarjeet Singh, 1991, 138.
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6
Women Workers and 

Union Activists

32 Helen A. White, “Race Prejudice a Subtle Poison”, The BC Lumber Worker, c. 1947. 

 C onnecting South Asian women to the 
early history of the BC labour move-

ment is complicated. Due to prohibitive laws, 
only 1 in 30 men lived with their families. The 
total Sikh population of BC in the early 1920s 
was 1,000; the population was 90% male. This 
only began to change significantly in the 1960s.

Within the IWA—like many other unions—
Ladies Auxiliaries were a formidable force, but 
in the early decades were dominated by White 
women. Their husbands were IWA members in 
the sawmills and camps. They bolstered picket 
lines, staged marches, helped fundraise and 
solidified support for the union’s demands. 

In their communities they organized in 
support of better roads, hospitals, schools and 
children’s nutrition. In 1943 the Lake Cowichan 
IWA Ladies’ Auxiliary collected names on 
petitions to support enfranchisement for South 

Asians and spoke out against discrimination in 
the community.

“One of the things we, as members of the 
IWA Auxiliaries, promise to do is never turn 
against a person because of his or her race, creed 
or color…We sisters, as mothers, can play a very 
important part in helping to overcome racial 
prejudice, by teaching our children to judge the 
people they come in contact with, not by their 
color or creed, but by such things as honesty, 
ability and the like.”32

We know South Asian women with friends 
and relatives in the sawmills supported the 
union. Everyone fighting for the same things: 
a strong union and better living and working 
conditions.

“If you had any problem you could go to the 
union man and he would help you get it sorted,” 
said Prakash Kaur Maan. “If you pay union dues 
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then you get [a] retirement pension. 
There are lots of advantages of being 
part of a union.”33

South Asian women donated food 
to union picket lines during strikes. 

“When it was the shorter strike I 
would bring some of my chickens and 
contribute like that,” said Kashmir 
Kaur Johal.34

Pritam Kaur Dley came to Canada 
in the 1930s and joined her husband 
who was working in sawmills in 
Vancouver. She said, “there was no 
union, so people would get kicked out 
if a friend of the employer was hired”. 
Her husband lost his job this way 
and a friend helped him get a job at 
Hillcrest on Vancouver Island. 

Dley said, “there were no unions 
in the early days. Everyone wanted 
a union. The union formed in 1945.” 
It made a difference in their lives 
because after the union was formed 
because “people could not be fired 
when they were not at fault”.35

33 Women’s Labour History Project. “Lake 
Cowichan Group.” (Video interview), c. 
1985. Sara Diamond fonds. VIVO Media 
Arts Centre Archive. 

34 Lake Cowichan Group interview. 
35 Women’s Labour History Project. “Pritam 

Kaur Dley.” (Video interview), c. 1985. Sara 
Diamond fonds. VIVO Media Arts Centre 
Archive. Courtesy United Steelworkers. 
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South Asian women who came to 
Canada brought knowledge of the revo-
lutionary past of the community. Rattan 
Kaur Atwal was married to the first Sikh 
Punjabi born in Canada. Her father-
in-law was Balwant Singh, a renowned 
Ghadarite revolutionary and the first 
priest of the 2nd Avenue Gurdwara in 
Vancouver. She expressed hesitancy about 
explaining this history to the interviewer.

She turns to the women sitting next to 
her and says in Punjabi that her father-in-
law came in 1906–1907 and that this was 
the time of Ghadar. “They do not know 
all of this, do they?” she asks the others. 
One of the other women replies, “you 
just tell them that things were not good, 
and people were not treated well back 
then.”36

Jinny Sims is an activist, past president 
of the BC Teachers’ Federation, labour 
organizer and and an NDP politican. 
This inspirational South Asian Canadian 
woman was elected as the MLA for 
Surrey-Panorama. Her father and was 
closely involved in the Indian Workers 
Association in England and had links to 
Ghadar’s legacy.

At the beginning of her life in 
Canada, she described how her place 

36 Lake Cowichan Group interview. 

“Preparing wedding feast, Sikh Temple, Paldi, 1955”
 Sara Diamond fonds, courtesy Johal family, VIVO Media Arts Centre Archive.

BC Teachers’ Federation President Jinny Sims speaks to supporters at one 
of the many rallies held during the 2005 teachers’ strike.  Joshua Berson photo.
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of employment was on strike. She was pregnant, 
was not a Canadian citizen and so was told by 
her union that she would be allowed to cross the 
picket line because of her precarious position. She 
thought of her father when she went home that 
night and decided, no matter what the conse-
quences, she would not cross that picket line.

“My dad was a member of the Anglo-
Indian Workers’ Club…that was basically 
the socialist club in India, part of the 
Communist Party. My dad was a comrade 
and very, very progressive… [he was the] 
one who always encouraged me—you 
could do anything, is what he said. Just live 
your dreams, but make sure that you give 
back to the society. That’s where a lot of 
social justice values come from.”
 [In England] they used to have the 
Indian Workers’ Association meet at our 
house; and it was all men…there were 
never any women. And they would all sit, 
and they would talk, and some of them 
had graduated from universities in Moscow, 
but they were all Leninists, they were all 
wanting to change the world…they were 
part of the freedom fighter’s movement; 
that wanted to see an independent India, 
but, actually, had a vision much bigger 

37 BC Teachers’ Federation, “Jinny Sims”, video interview by Ken Novakowski Past Presidents’ Interview Series, 2017.  
38 Pritnam Kaur Dley interview. 
39 Mrs. Dhan Kaur Johal, interview by Hari Sharma, Indo-Canadian Oral History Collection, December 23, 1984, sound 

recording, Simon Fraser University Digitized Collections, https://digital.lib.sfu.ca/icohc-10/mrs-dhan-kaur-johal 

than India. They wanted to see more equal 
and just distribution of wealth.”37

Women Workers in the Informal Economy
Many South Asian women and their children 
maintained dairy herds and sold milk from their 
cows to local dairies. It provided family income 
but was seldom seen as “work”. The presence of 
South Asian women’s work in dairying remains 
largely invisible in histories of the industry in 
British Columbia.

Pritam Kaur Dley, described her typical day 
when she lived at Mesachie Lake on Vancouver 
Island. She would wake up early to make tea and 
then at 5 in the morning she milked the cows. 
She would boil the milk and cool it down. She 
would feed the chickens. “Then I would make 
the kids’ lunch and take them to school and take 
the milk along at the same time. Sometimes I 
would do garden work after that or whatever other 
work needed doing. I would spend the whole day 
working…”38

Dhan Kaur Johal, one of a handful of women 
who arrived in the 1920s, recounted how the 
rhythm of their days was set by the mill where 
their husbands worked; hers is one of the only 
accounts that mentions some Indian women occa-
sionally worked for wages in the mill cookhouses.39 
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Gradually, women’s work expanded 
to include other types of seasonal 
work outside the home. One example 
was farmwork; others found work as 
kitchen hands or housekeepers. The 
work was low-paid, low-barrier entry 
work that required no English lan-
guage skills. Many didn’t feel the need 
to learn English since they worked in 
groups comprised entirely of other 
non-English speaking immigrants.

Though they often tried not 
to complain about the work, the 
adjustment to life in BC was hard for 
women who performed unpaid labour 
in their homes as well as work in the 
informal economy. Many recalled 
being unable to leave the house in 

A group portrait of women and children at Paldi, BC. The community consisted entirely of workers and families at 
the Mayo Lumber Company.  Courtesy the Mayo family, n.d., South Asian Studies Institute 2015.001.002.

Members of the Siddoo family stand next to other women  at the 
Kapoor Sawmill in Burnaby, 1947. Kartar K. Sangha (standing at right) 
is identified as the company cook.  Burnaby Village Museum, BV019.32.4.
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their traditional dresses and 
saris for fear of harassment.40

Gurmit Kaur Saran recalled, 
“Where my husband used to 
stay, there was nothing over 
there–neither a washroom 
nor any water supply. I used 
to bathe my kids indoors in 
a small portable tub made of 
steel… After the kids went off 
to school, I would sit outside 
in the snow on a chair and cry, 
thinking about how we left 
everything behind and have 
nothing here.”41

Gurmej Kaur Khunkun 
explained farmwork conditions: “When we started 
working, my husband used to work at $2.50 an 
hour. Then when we immigrated here, then we 
worked at $3/hour. It was a very tough job. We 
hardly used to manage to earn $50 a day. We used 
to fill 5-6 bins. The bins used to be really big. We 
worked really hard. Houses also used to be very 
small with only one washroom. And everyone 
used to manage. A lot of people used to be living 
in the same house. There were a lot of difficulties. 
Later on, we started earning $6/hour, when we 
found another job in the ‘80s.”42

40 South Asian Studies Institute, History Across the Regions Project, “Kelowna BC Stories”, 2018. YouTube video. https://
youtu.be/TokP7J-ACGk 

41 Kelowna BC Stories. 
42 Kelowna BC Stories.

Working for Wages
In the 1960s and 70s immigration laws changed to 
allow more South Asian women to enter Canada. 
The economy was changing too: jobs were disap-
pearing in resource-based industries like forestry. 
The service economy was growing.

Union membership declined among private 
sector workers but grew in the expanding public 
sector, which also gained bargaining rights.

Many newly arrived South Asian women 
had marketable skills and education, often 
with English language skills and university level 

United Fishermen and Allied Workers Union shoreworkers strike, 1980s
 Courtesy The Fisherman Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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educations—they were able to enter fields such as 
social work, teaching, nursing, office administration 
and more.

Still, many women did not have these advantages 
and were limited to low- skilled and low-paid 
in-service work: in hotel and restaurant kitchens, 
cleaners and farmworkers.

Working-class women’s entry to the paid labour 
force was often mediated by their roles as mothers 
and wives. On occasion it was the male household 
members who were IWA union members in saw-
mills and knew the benefits of belonging to a union 
who encouraged their spouses to join unions as well.

Marie Decaire, former Secretary-Treasurer 
of Hotel, Restaurant, Culinary Employees and 
Bartenders Union Local 40, one of the oldest 
unions in British Columbia, estimates that 15% of 
their membership was South Asian when she was on 
the executive. This membership represented workers 
in virtually every form of hospitality, restaurant and 
service industry throughout British Columbia and 
the Yukon. She worked alongside Rishi Sharma, an 
executive member originally from Fiji, who was 
elected chief shop steward by workers at the Hyatt 
Regency Hotel in Vancouver. Many Local 40 mem-
bers were women and new immigrants from the 
wider South Asian diaspora, and were very active 
in the union. She recalls an organizing trip into the 
interior of BC. 

“I made my way up the narrow, winding road to 
Lillooet and when I got there, I contacted the shop 
steward…[who] was indeed Indo-Canadian and 

Many South Asian women became members of unions in the 
hospitality industry, working in hotels and restaurants such 
as White Spot. Dan Keeton photo, September 2, 1988. Image MSC160-1659_32, 
 courtesy of the Pacific Tribune Photo Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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Punjabi out of the Punjab originally. The crew to 
be organised were indeed the wives, sisters, daugh-
ters and so on of Indo-Canadians living in and 
around the Lillooet area and primarily wanting 
the protection, wages and benefits that they (male 
family members) enjoyed in the IWA.”

“…Being in a union, being in the IWA and 
standing up for your rights was the way of 
Canadian life for them. And you know, a lot of 
them had socialist backgrounds. There was social-
ism that came with them. They were renegades 
in their own country anyway, and so there was 
a meshing of philosophy … between the labour 
movement and South Asian Canadian workers 
generally.”43

Surjit Brar worked in a unionized hospital 
where she became a member of the Hospital 
Employees’ Union (HEU). She compared work 
experiences in her home of Dala, Punjab to Prince 
George, BC.

“I came to Prince George in 1974, two 
years after my husband came here. When 
I started working at the hospital four years 
ago, I could not believe the wages. In India 
where I come from, the wage for what I 
do is six rupees a day, which is about one 
dollar. As well, the working conditions are 
much different here too. Coffee breaks and 
holidays are not like they are in India. I am 

43 Marie Decaire, personal interview by Bailey Garden, September 29, 2021. 
44 “Surjit Keeps Surgery Ward Clean”, Hospital Employees’ Union, The Guardian, May 1981, 8. 

glad to be working here. In Dala, there are 
no unions. It was something strange to me 
when I first started working. Unions are 
good because if something is wrong you 
can say something about it. Back home, 
there is no criticism because everyone 
knows nothing will be done.”44

Surjit Brar, Hospital Employees’ Union The Guardian, May 1981.
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For more educated and fluent immigrants it 
was still a struggle to find work.

Nina Dhillon came from England to 
Coquitlam with her family as a teenager in the 
early 1980s, and later moved to Quesnel with 
her husband who worked in a sawmill. After 
struggling to find a job she returned alone to the 
Fraser Valley. She spent a year as a farmworker 
before working in a kitchen at a non-unionized 
health care facility. Though initially not a union 
supporter, she eventually helped to organize the 
union at her work and was subsequently hired by 
the Hospital Employees Union (HEU) to organize 
and assist other workers.

Nina defied cultural norms multiple times in 
her life. Her decision to seek work after marriage 
was a challenge; even more so to go to Abbotsford 
alone to find a job. Eventually, her husband joined 
her, and together they navigated non- traditional 
gender roles with Nina as the breadwinner and her 
husband raising their children.

“I was not a stay-at-home person. I was one that 
wanted to be out there to be working, and that 
day when I did leave, it was against my husband’s 
will.

When we decided that I would be working, it 
was only because I spoke English. He didn’t have 
education other than the mill job that he was 
doing in Quesnel, where English wasn’t a big issue. 

45 Nina Dhillon, interview by Anushay Malik, May 6, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection. 
46 South Asian Studies Institute, History Across the Regions Project. “Prince George Stories”, 2018. YouTube video. 

https://youtu.be/HNfokMpwNwU 

It was easy for him to go and look for a job where 
education wasn’t a factor. So that was one of the 
biggest reasons.”45

Baljit Kaur, who was educated as a teacher in 
India, recalled how she ended up in the northern 
city of Prince George. “A lot of my students were 
here in Prince George and BC in general. There 
was this one student of mine, he became so close 
to me when he was my student in India. He told 
me to come to Canada to meet him. When I came 
here, he asked me if I wanted to stay and live here 
then I should apply. A week later, I went to the 
immigration office, the immigration officer started 
laughing. He said, “Who would not like to have 
you in our country?” and within one month, I 
became a Canadian.”46

While this demonstrates the relative privilege 
which educated female South Asian immigrants 
possessed when they entered the BC workforce, it 
doesn’t mean that their integration came easily. 

Baljit “Bally” Bassi recalled, “I would apply for 
jobs and I would speak on the phone and it was 
all amazing. Everyone was pleasant, receptive and 
so forth. And there was one organization I won’t 
name; they’d asked me to come in and drop off 
my cover letter and resume when I phoned them. 
When I went down there, I couldn’t get past the 
reception, and for me, it was an eye-opening. 
Because I had grown up in England with racism. 
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We had the National Front, we had a lot of racism 
growing up, and Vancouver and Canada was por-
trayed to me as a diverse country that welcomes 
diversity and such. And for me, having been an 
educated woman, I was taken aback that I couldn’t 
get past the receptionist.47

Union Activism
As union members, South Asian women took 
active roles. Work was a place where alliances were 
forged with women and men of other ethnicities 
which was a powerful tool in achieving better pay 
and rights.

An example took place on April 4, 1981. 
Members of the Hospital Employees’ Union 
(HEU) at Windermere Central Park Lodge, a 
private long-term care home in Vancouver, went 
on strike after 21 months of fruitless negotiations 
for a first contract. Race was an important issue 
for the mainly Asian and South Asian workers.

Windermere Unit members turned up at Trizec 

47 Prince George Stories.

Corp. head office in downtown Vancouver in April 
to demonstrate against the corporation’s racist 
practices. The workers were protesting the higher 
wages being paid to White non-union people at 
the Vancouver health care facility.

South Asian women frequently worked in fish 
canneries around BC, a seasonal job. In Prince 
Rupert BC, South Asian women who arrived 
in the early 1960s, accompanied husbands who 
worked in the local lumber industry. As cannery 
workers, South Asian women became members of 
the United Fishermen and Allied Workers Union 
(UFAWU).

Relationships between South Asian, indigenous, 
Chinese and Japanese cannery workers could be 
problematic, but over time, union membership 
served as an “intercultural mediator”. Much like 
the IWA, the UFAWU reached out to various 
ethnic communities to build membership and 
strengthen their bargaining power. 

Many South Asian women were unfamiliar 

 Hospital Employees’ Union, The Guardian, May 1981, 5.

The Hospital Employees’ Union bargaining com-
mittee at the Windermere Lodge in 1981 consisted 
of South Asian, Hispanic and Filipino women.
 Hospital Employees’ Union, The Guardian, May 1981, 5. 
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with what union membership entailed. One 
woman described working during a labour dispute 
in 1967. “When I came to the table, the ladies said 
the “fish was hot”. I responded by saying, “When 
I touch the fish it is cold, not hot.” I did not 
understand what they meant by that saying. Many 
of us decided to keep working… I was also afraid 
that I would lose my job.”48

Once they became more familiar with union 
culture, Punjabi women participated more, voting 
for shop stewards and respecting picket lines. 
However, few were involved in the union them-
selves, still feeling obligations to their households.

“UFAWU gave us the feeling of security with 
the job…I was a member of the union but not 
involved. We were busy with our families. We had 
no time. When the union was on strike, I followed 
the union rules. We liked their protection.”

48 Kamala Elizabeth Nayar. The Punjabis in British Columbia: Location, Labour, First Nations, and Multiculturalism. (McGill-
Queen’s, 2012), 162. 

49 Nayar, The Punjabis in British Columbia, 165. 
50 Norman MacPhee, personal communication, April 7, 2021. 
51 Jesse Uppal, personal communication, November 23, 2021. 

“It is one thing to go to the store to ask for a loaf 
of bread, but for the union you have to be able to 
speak about things deeply. You need good English 
skills. The Punjabi ladies did not have this.”49

Those who got involved in the union found it 
a natural fit for them. “When I worked in the fish 
plant in the 70’s at Fairview, Bunt Kaur Sidhu was 
active in the union and one of the most uplifting 
humans I have ever met in a workplace, loved by 
everyone. She worked in the fillet room, not the 
cannery, with indigenous, Asian, Italian, Spanish 
and Polish women.”50 Sidhu’s niece, Jesse Uppal, 
says the Union also had a powerful effect on her 
aunt. “Once she was part of a union delegation 
that went to Parliament in Ottawa to lobby 
politicians. She was amazed that she was able to 
represent cannery workers at that level.”51

Women process pickled herring in 1993 at Richmond.
 Sean Griffin photo, Image MSC179-05874. Courtesy of  

The Fisherman Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 

The multi-cultural and overwhelmingly female faces of 
UFAWU members can be seen at this union meeting in 
Steveston in 1994.  Michel Drouin photo. Image MSC179-06990, courtesy of 
 The Fisherman Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 



On May 27, 1984, eleven women mushroom pickers were fired at Hoss Farm.
 Judy Cavanagh photo, Photos-036, Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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7
Canadian 

Farmworkers Union

1 Rod Mickleburgh, On the Line, 211.

 T he creation of the Canadian Farm-
workers Union in the 1980s was a 

watershed for South Asian Canadian labour.
Abysmal working conditions prevailed on 

many farms in the Fraser Valley in the 1960s and 
70s. Thousands of farmworkers—mostly South 
Asian immigrants—toiled long hours in the sum-
mer heat, under the heel of labour contractors 
who skimmed their low wages and owners who 
relegated them to appalling living quarters.

Young immigrant Raj Chouhan was shocked 
by what he found when he sought work. “There 
was no running water, no toilets, absolutely no 
facilities,” Chouhan told a reporter years later. 
Employees often lived in converted barns, six 
to a cubicle, their kids among them. “I was 
expecting, in a country like Canada, there would 
be something better than that,” said Chouhan. 

When he asked questions, he was fired, and the 
young immigrant had a cause.1

Stretching into the 1980s, along with organ-
izers Sarwan Boal, Judy Cavanagh, Charan Gill 
and the IWA’s Harinder Mahil, aided by scores 
of volunteers and supporters, Chouhan led 
a valiant effort to organize Fraser Valley farm 
workers, publicize their plight and secure decent 
working conditions. Employers were supported 
by the Social Credit government, excluded from 
regulations and labour standards covering other 
BC workers.

Despite coercion and violence, the Canadian 
Farmworkers Union persevered, winning union 
certifications and shining a spotlight on the dark 
corner where farmworkers had been shunted by 
government and an unaware public.
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Working Conditions for Farmworkers
Most farmworkers spoke no English. Two-thirds 
were women. New to Canada—and reminiscent 
of earlier generations of South Asian Canadian 
workers—they were fearful of their fate if they 
complained.

The work was seasonal and followed the calen-
dar of agricultural crops. Farmworkers traveled 
to the Fraser Valley from all parts of British 
Columbia, including the lower mainland. Those 
from outside the region lived in crude ramshackle 
shacks with no running water. Those who lived 
closer to farms were transported to the fields by 
contractors or family members. The women and 
elderly workers often brought their children as 
young as 8 years old to work beside them.

Harji Sangra’s first introduction to farmwork 
was as a child, when she accompanied her mother 
to the fields in the summer. “My earliest memories 
were driving my mom early morning to the farms 
with my dad and then my dad dropping me at 
school, my dad going to work. And we worked 
on the farms, too. And so about age eight or nine. 
During the summers, I would go with my mom 
and we would be day labourers. We would pick 
blueberries.”2

Farmworkers Organizing Committee
The origins of the Canadian Farmworkers Union 
can be traced to the Vancouver chapter of the 

2 Harji Sangra, Interview by Anushay Malik, April 22, 2021. 
Union Zindabad! Interview Collection.

Fraser Valley, BC Farmworkers’ cabins, late 1970s
 Photos-126, Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 

Fraser Valley, BC Indo-Canadian strawberry pickers with 
young children harvesting in the fields, late 1970s
 Photos-130, Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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Indian People’s Association of North America 
(IPANA). Its earliest members included Harinder 
Mahil, Raj Chouhan and Chin Banerjee. These 
men were already friends who recognized that 
farmworkers in British Columbia were being 
exploited. 

At an IPANA meeting in 1979, Chouhan and 
Mahil agreed to attempt to organize the farmwork-
ers. Both had personally experienced the working 
conditions on farms, and both had connections to 
the labour movement.

Harinder Mahil described the formation of the 
Farmworkers Organizing Committee (FWOC). 

“Some of us who were members of IPANA had 
worked in the agriculture industry here, Raj 
Chouhan was one of them. We also knew of 
people who were working in the agricultural 
industry primarily picking up berries, strawberries, 
raspberries, blueberries and being exploited. There 
was no coverage, they were not seen as workers. 
They were not covered under labour legislation, 
the Employment Standards Act, which sets 
minimum standards for workers in the province.”

Mahil, Chouhan and the others could see that 
the dreaded labour contractor system that South 
Asian workers had fought against for so long was 
once again in place for farmworkers.

“There was a contract system, contractors who 
were mostly Indo-Canadian would take these 
workers to farms and they would get a certain 
percentage of the worker’s salary as their cut,” said 
Mahil. “At an IPANA meeting I said, “we should 

Farm Workers’ Organizing Committee rally, November 3, 1979
 Sean Griffin photo, Image MSC160-489_02A.  
 Courtesy Pacific Tribune Photo Collection, Simon Fraser University Library.

A Farm Workers Organizing Committee (FWOC) meeting 
in the Fraser Valley, mostly attended by women, 1979. “The 
main objective for the FWOC was to expose the con-
ditions of farmwork for seasonal workers in the Fraser 
Valley. The approach was to work with farmworkers, to 
lobby the government and to undertake public education.” 
 Photos-132, Canadian Farmworkers Photo Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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be dealing with those problems. Everyone that 
was there said that makes sense, that we should 
be looking after the interests of members of our 
community. And it is an issue we should do 
something about.”

“We were told to proceed to work on this issue 
and we set up the Farm Workers Organizing 
Committee. We called a public meeting; the meet-
ing was at the Carpenters Hall in Westminster, 
which was basically next to IWA office. And I had 
called Gerry Stoney to come to be there.”

Mahil said 200 farmworkers attended the first 
meeting. Soon they were flooded with media 
attention, and appointed Charan Gill to handle 
calls.3

3 Harinder Mahil, interview by Anushay Malik (Part 2), May 13, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection.
4 See Anand Patwardhan and Jim Monro, A Time to Rise, National Film Board of Canada (1982) chronicles the conditions of 

farmworkers in BC that provoked the formation of the union, and the response of growers and labour contractors. Made 
over a period of two years, the film is eloquent testimony to the progress of the workers’ movement from the first stirrings of 
militancy to the energetic canvassing of union members. 

Canadian Farmworkers Union Formed
On April 6, 1980, to the rousing cry of “Zindabad!” 
(long live!), the FWOC became a union—the 
Canadian Farmworkers Union (CFU). Raj 
Chouhan was President. In July of that same year 
the CFU achieved its first union certification of 
farmworkers.4

Financial and organizational support for the 
CFU was given by BC unions and the Canadian 
Labour Congress. Union leaders, activists and 
members were extremely active in supporting 
CFU organizing drives and on picket lines.

Union support came from beyond British 
Columbia’s borders. United Farm Workers 
President Cesar Chavez came to Canada from 

Raj Chouhan at microphone, Charan Gill seated Photos-028. Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library.
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California to assist CFU President Raj Chouhan. 
The IWA’s Gerry Stoney made the introduction. 
Chouhan and Chavez made a strong connection 
through their shared struggle and met many times 
over the years.

Organizing and Strikes
Even before the CFU was formed, on July 17, 
1979, the Farmworkers Organizing Committee 
mobilized its first direct action picket line with 
nearly 200 farmworkers at Mukhtiar Growers in 
Clearbrook, BC. The workers had not been paid 
their back-wages for six weeks. 

“Contacted by some farmworkers who con-
vinced others to stay out and with the support 
of FWOC members, Mukhtiar paid $80,000 
in wages on the spot,” after two hours of nego-
tiations. Workers went back to work after they 
received their cheques. The FWOC’s first major 
victory was reported in the local, national and 
provincial press and TV.5

In the meantime, tragedy swept the growing 
fields. Sukhdeep Madhar, a seven month-old baby, 
drowned when she rolled off a small bunkbed 

5 Description for Photos-020, Canadian Farmworkers Union 
Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 

Jim Kinnaird, BC Federation of Labour President, Mike Kramer, 
BC Federation of Labour Secretary- Treasurer and Gerry 
Stoney (bottom left photo), President of IWA Local 1-357 (New 
Westminster) addressed a union meeting. Stoney was the key 
connection between the CFU and the BC labour movement. 
 Charan Gill Photos, Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 

Cesar Chavez
 EPH0556, Canadian 

Farmworkers Union Collection, 
Simon Fraser University Library. 
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into a large bucket of drinking water in the 
converted horse stall used to accommodate 
her family. The farm owner had provided 
no running water.

The CFU had been certified to represent 
the workers at Jensen Mushroom Farm in 
the Fraser Valley on July 18, 1980. Most of 
the workers had not had a wage increase 
since October 1978. The strike at Jensen’s 
began in April 1981.

After many months of maintaining a 
24-hour picket line, Jensen completely 
stopped production and put his farm up 
for sale. 

“Initially Jensen maintained production 
as 10 workers scabbed. The line was 
subjected to various forms of violence 
from name calling, to car pounding, to a 
physical scuffle, to telephone wires being 
cut, to trucks being chased at high speeds, 
to an attempt to burn down the trailer 
while a picketer was sleeping inside.”6

Barely a week later, three young boys, 
left to play by themselves while their 
parents picked berries, drowned in a 
nearby abandoned gravel pit. The deaths 
shocked British Columbians. Decrying the 

“horror” of living conditions on the farm, 
a coroner’s inquest into the infant death 

6 Description to Photos-139, Canadian 
Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser 
University Library.

Union leaders, activists and members Photos-020, Canadian Farmworkers Union 
Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 

Jensen Mushroom Farm Craig Berggold photo, Photos-047, Canadian Farmworkers  
Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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called for immediate inspections of all agricultural 
accommodation in the province.

For the families of the three drowned boys, 
the CFU helped win $30,000 in damages from 
the gravel-pit owner. The union pressed forward 
with demonstrations, public meetings and well 
researched briefs, backed by a supportive media 
and public.

With no comprehensive regulations or man-
datory training in place, nineteen-year- old farm 
worker Jarnail Singh Deol died of pesticide 
poisoning. When a coroner’s jury ruled the death 
of Deol was “preventable homocide” and said the 
government was partly responsible, the Social 
Credit government announced WCB coverage 
would be extended to agricultural workers 
effective April 4, 1983. They reneged on that 
commitment just before that spring’s election 
campaign. 

Raj Chouhan lambasted the turnabout as the 
government’s “most dishonest betrayal.” 

“Jarnail’s death stands as a monument to 
government inaction,” raged the usually even-tem-
pered Chouhan. “To those who demand patience, 
to those who are tired of our voices shouting 
for equality, we say, ‘No more deaths! No more 
watching our young people die!’”7

Farmworkers would have to wait until 1993 
before they were brought under the same health 
and safety umbrella as other BC workers.

7 Rod Mickleburgh, On the Line, 212.

The CFU fought hard to bring farmworkers 
the protection of a union contract. Bell Farms in 
Richmond was one of the few growers to accept 
the union. Covering ten full-time and thirty 

CFU Organizers Raj Chouhan and Judy Cavanaugh
 Image Photos-017, Craig Berggold photo, Canadian  

Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 



 Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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seasonal employees, the CFU contract at Bell Farms prescribed 
a forty-hour week, benefits and improved wages. A union hiring 
hall replaced the use of labour contractors.

On May 27, 1984, eleven women mushroom pickers were 
fired at Hoss Farm; five for signing Canadian Farmworkers’ 
Union cards and six more who approached the grower about 
his actions. “I feel good about the picket line, because we are 
fighting,” said Jasweer Kaur Brar. Their poor working condi-
tions were typical for many mushroom workers. This included 
working up to 15 hours per day with no overtime, piece rates of 
$2-$3 an hour (far less than minimum wage), no bathrooms or 
cleaning facilities, and dismissal for union activity.

A Social Movement
The CFU was as much a social movement as a traditional trade 
union. With the help of the BC Teachers’ Federation and 
Frontier College, the union launched a pioneering and successful 
English as a Second Language (ESL) Crusade to teach Punjabi-
speaking farm workers basic English.

The Canadian Farmworkers Union ran English as a Second 
Language (ESL) classes for farmworkers, taught by volunteer 
tutors. The students were mainly Punjabi, mostly women, many 
in their fifties and sixties. Classes were in students’ houses.

Instructional videos were produced on the safe use of pesti-
cides and other health and safety practices.

Union Organizing Through Art and Culture
In a ground-breaking organizational strategy, the Canadian 
Farmworkers’ Union incorporated revolutionary artistic work 
by writing and staging their own plays, Bhangra dance perform-
ances, and more.

Paul Binning was an activist who helped connect arts, culture 

 Craig Berggold photo, EPH0526-001, Canadian Farmworkers 
Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 

 Photos-094, Canadian Farmworkers Union 
Collection, Simon Fraser University Library
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and labour activism. He was one of the first pro-
fessional Bhangra dancers in BC, teaching many 
Canadian-born youth through his Richmond 
based dance troupe, the Punjab Cultural 
Association.

Bhangra originated as an amalgamation of folk 
dances from various regions in the Punjab, coming 
together in the revolutionary era of the 1940s and 
continuing to evolve in years since. Song lyrics 
often include themes of love, patriotism, strength 
and celebration during times of harvest, which 
resonated strongly with BC farmworkers. Many 
of the traditional dance moves represent farming 

activities: for example, the “pick and place” action 
of harvesting or moving crop.

The Binning family was involved with the CFU 
from the beginning, and it wasn’t long before Paul 
was in charge of organizing entertainment for the 
union’s frequent fundraising dinners. Despite its 
strong historic working-class associations, not 
everyone in the community appreciated Bhangra’s 
role as a labour organizing tool. 

Binning defended what he called ‘revolutionary 
Bhangra’. “We can change things with the songs. 
We can tell people what we want to tell them, and 
we can sing songs because they know these songs 
are inspiring songs. You know, when you get a 

Bhangra Giddha dancers at CFU Anniversary Celebration, April 9, 1983
 Photos-061. Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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beat going on and you sing these revolutionary 
songs, you know, everybody’s blood is flowing 
now.”8

Music and dance also bridged the gap between 
communities. This was often the case with 
the CFU, who used Bhangra performances to 
introduce a part of Sikh Punjabi culture to fellow 
trade unionists. It was at a cultural show in New 
Westminster hosted at one of the trade union halls 
that the two became really connected.

“After that, I became very, very much involved… 

8 Paul Binning interview by Anushay Malik, May 6, 2021, Union Zindabad! Interview Collection. 
9 Paul Binning interview.

my Bhangra, with the kids, that I was doing with 
the kids became their first, main entertainment, to 
get the people together—then they could make 
their speeches. A lot of people came to see us, they 
came to hear our dhol [drum] … there’s some-
thing that was Punjabi, something that belonged 
to them. They wanted to see that, feel that,” added 
Binning.9

Discrimination was a frequent issue in the 
1980s, and racial tensions did not go away during 
performances. Binning recalled an incident where 

March 6 to April 10, 1988, Vancouver Sath Theatre collective performed two plays ‘A Crop of Poison’ and ‘Picket Line’ 
(both written by Sadhu Binning and Sukhwant Hundal) for the CFU cultural programme called Picket Line Tour. Over 
1,000 people attended four venues in the Fraser Valley.  ‘A Crop of Poison‘ (Jahar di Fasal) is about farmworkers and 
the health and safety of pesticide use.  Photos-150. Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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his Bhangra performers faced repeated hostility 
from a local crowd in Fort St. James but evolved 
into connection and celebration once they had a 
chance to experience the dance.

Farmworkers tried their hand at playwriting; 
they performed short comedic skits at their first 
convention, poking fun at aggressive anti-union 
farm owners and exploring more serious issues 
such as workplace safety.

The BC Federation of Labour helped to 
sponsor a 1985 “CFU Cultural Programme” at 
Yale Jr. Secondary School in Abbotsford, which 
featured speeches, Bhangra, and a performance 
of “Picket Line” alongside 
another play titled “Jageeru 
Lumber”. 

Sadhu Binning, brother 
of Paul Binning and 
Vancouver Sath co-founder, 
helped to write “Picket 
Line” and explained how 
women’s work was always 
often undervalued and 
the union helped provide 
validation as workers. 

“Back home, they [women] 
worked more than the 
men did, but that wasn’t 
recognized as work outside 
of the home. So here, they 

10 Sadhu Binning interview.

themselves didn’t have that feeling either; they 
just wanted to help the family, that was the initial 
feeling they had. But they were workers, and 
eventually, they realized they were workers and so 
they became part of the Farmworkers’ Union.”10

Racism and Backlash
Ten days after formation of the Canadian 
Farmworkers’ Union (CFU) in April 1980, 
bat-wielding thugs attacked the home of 
vice-president Jawala Singh Grewal, smashing 
windows and trashing his pickup truck. 

Raj Chouhan recalled an incident when he was 

Farm Workers Organizing Committee President Raj Chouhan stands in front of 
vandalized storefront office window, April 1, 1980.  Sean Griffin photo, Image MSC160-520_17, 
 courtesy Pacific Tribune Photo Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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picketing by himself at Jensen 
Mushroom Farm. “I was just 
walking back and forth with 
the placard on my neck. It 
was a narrow road entrance 
to the farm and it’s right on 
the freeway and just next to 
a big ditch, then the narrow 
road and entrance to the 
farm. So they came out with 
two pickup trucks with their 
strikebreakers from inside 
[the farm] parallel to each 
other, they were just driving 
and pushed me away so I 
would not be able to be on the 
road, almost pushed me into the ditch. Then they 
stopped and just started beating me up.”11

Sarwan Boal faced more than one incident of 
violence, including being threatened at gunpoint 
when he was visited a farmworkers’ cabin. “Then 
the farmer came running; somebody must have 
told him the union people are here. And he had a 
gun in his van, he’s got the gun right at us, both 
of us. We’re standing at the door. He said, ‘get out 
of my farm!’ I said, ‘look, we we’re here legally. We 
give you the notice’. And he said, ‘I’m going to 
shoot you!’ And then his wife came running from 
inside the house and she took the gun off of him 
and that was it.”12

11 Raj Chouhan, interview with Anushay Malik, May 21, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection. 
12 Sarwan Boal, interview with Anushay Malik, April 21, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection.

Achievements and Legacies
The exhausting slog and minimal advances even-
tually wore down the union’s leaders. They left to 
take other jobs, and the Canadian Farmworkers’ 
Union began to fade. Yet there was a strong sense 
its success could not be measured solely in union 
certifications.

It was clear to organizers that the path forward 
was via political change. When the NDP formed 
government in BC in 1991, Moe Sihota—the first 
South Asian to be elected to federal or provincial 
office in Canada—became Minister of Labour. 
The minimum wage rose to $7 an hour, the highest 

On his way home from a banquet celebrating the union’s first certification 
at Jensen Mushroom Farm in July, CFU Organizer Sarwan Boal was savagely 
beaten. Image Photos-092. Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library.



A series of CFU buttons. The rising sun button was the new CFU logo 
designed by President Raj Chouhan and unveiled at the first convention.
  Raj Chouhan photo, Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library.
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in the country, and working conditions were 
enhanced with a new Employment Standards Act.

For the first time, farmworkers, live-in nannies, 
taxi drivers, artists, security guards, fishermen 
and newspaper carriers were brought under the 
legislation.

In 1996, the NDP went further, setting up a 
hands-on Agricultural Compliance Team (ACT). 
With representatives from Employment Standards, 
the WCB, the Motor Vehicle Branch and federal 
agencies, ACT took a proactive approach to 
inspections and enforcement, providing the best 
protection BC farmworkers had ever had.

Changes and standards that unions had sought 
for years were now in place, and labour’s voice was 
heard at the cabinet table.

Workplace safety, poorly treated farmworkers, 
child labour laws, abuse of temporary foreign 
workers—these were all matters pursued by 
unions away from the bargaining table, often at 
great expense. This goes to the heart of the labour 
movement’s existence as agents of social change, 
beyond issues of dollars and cents.13 

13 For a comprehensive history of health and safety 
regulations for BC Farmworkers, consult The History of 
Health and Safety in B.C.’s Farmworker Industry (video), 
BC Labour Heritage Centre and WorkSafeBC, 2017. 
https://youtu.be/uCHumxkiNII  

CFU’s short summary of activities for six months in 1982
 EPH0465-001, Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 



Raj Chouhan, President of Canadian Farmworkers Union, speaks as a delegate to the BC Federation of Labour Conven-
tion, November 28, 1983. Sean Griffin photo, MSC160-913_02, courtesy Pacific Tribune Photo Collection, Simon Fraser University Library.
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New Labour Alliances

1 Perry and Pritchett, 58. 

 T he relationship between the Canadian 
Farmworkers Union and the labour 

movement was strong. The South Asian com-
munity and union members exerted influence 
upon the entire BC labour movement by raising 
issues of systemic racism. 

Darshan Singh Sangha believed the cultural 
concepts of taking care of people, providing 
food, and other supports were important to 
establishing new lives for South Asian Canadians 
and translated easily into the collectivism found 
in unions. 

“In the East Indian community there is a 
tradition that whenever you have some 
common cause, then you must do 
everything to strengthen it. And 
you should not try to look for 
personal gain from any such 
community endeavor. Based upon 
it, during the strike days, there were 
many families who had difficult times. 
And I remember, in spite of everything 

through the [1946] forty-day strike there was 
not even one East Indian who would come to 
the union for any sort of relief or any sort of 
aid. They would help each other, or they would 
borrow.”1

These traditions are reflected in the expansion 
of social unionism occurred in the labour move-
ment in the late 1980s. It was time for labour to 
see itself as an agent of social change.

Fighting Racism
The BC Organization to Fight Racism (BCOFR) 

emerged directly from the work done by the 
Canadian Farmworkers’ Union. Charan 

Gill was the President.
Raj Chouhan recalled, “we also 
formed BC Organization to 
Fight Racism. Because when 

we are talking about farmworkers 
issues from ’73 onward, you know, 

the issue of racism was still there every 
day, every moment of the day, and we 

 Courtesy Raj Chouhan
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were facing lots of calls from people. They were 
talking about how they were harassed or beaten 
or their homes or, you know, people are throwing 
eggs. Those kind of issues of racism was front and 
center.” 

“So, at the same time, when we talking about 
farmworkers, we were also talking about fighting 
racism. So, it happened almost simultaneously. BC 
Organization to Fight Racism was very broad-
based organization. We didn’t want to focus just 

2 Raj Chouhan interview.
3 “Steward hits KKK pamphlet in plant,” The Pacific Tribune, May 8, 1981, 11. 

on the South Asian aspect of it. We wanted 
to talk to be sure racism in the broad side. 
So as a result, we were able to reach out to 
the First Nations, Indigenous people, the 
Chinese, the Filipinos, the blacks, you 
name it. And most of those communities 
were also part of the executive group of BC 
Organization to Fight Racism. Charan Gill 
was the President of that organization when 
we started it.”2

In the early 1980s, the Ku Klux Klan 
(KKK) White supremacist organization 
established an active chapter in BC. The 
KKK was accused of leaving burning crosses 
on lawns, attacking South Asian homes and 
temples, and more. The KKK might have 
thought they had an ally in White, male, 
working-class organized labour, attempting to 
capitalize on economic anxiety around immi-
gration that had existed since colonization. In 
this case, they were wrong.

When leaflets were distributed at a Vancouver 
steel fabricating plant, the Marineworkers and 
Boilermakers Industrial Union was having none 
of it. Chief shop steward Chris Brown issued his 
own flyer declaring “hate literature not welcome 
in this plant”, and urging workers to “reject in no 
uncertain terms the garbage propaganda of the 
KKK gangsters in this plant or anywhere else.”3

On January 3, 1981, the family home of Gurdev 

BC Organization to Fight Racism protesting outside of the office of 
Social Credit Premier Bill Vander Zalm MLA, c. 1980
 SA2004.004.17, courtesy of Surrey Archives. 
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Sidhu in Delta, BC was firebombed after multiple 
previous attacks, which had prompted the installa-
tion of plexiglass on the windows. Labour speakers 
at an anti-racism rally organized by the East 
Indian Workers Association in January 1981 came 
from the United Fishermen and Allied Workers 
Union, Boilermakers and Telecommunications 
Workers unions.

In 1982 The BC Federation of Labour 
announced the launch of a campaign against 
the rising incidents of racism in BC. “We have 
become increasingly alarmed at the amount of 
racist reaction occurring throughout the province,” 
said [BC Federation of Labour] Secretary-
Treasurer Mike Kramer. 

“During the past twelve months, we have 
sponsored a Conference on Racism and have 

4 “BC Fed to Launch Anti-Racism Campaign,” British Columbia Provincial Council of Carpenters, On The Level, June 1982, 7. 

distributed thousands of leaflets exposing the 
abhorrent policies and bigoted aims of the Ku 
Klux Klan. We intend to tell people that racial and 
cultural minorities cannot be held responsible or 
made the scapegoats of inept government plan-
ning and economic policies.4

In light of these concerning events, it was 
even more shocking when the provincial gov-
ernment moved to eliminate the Human Rights 
Commission in July 1983.

Solidarity Movement
In February 1983, the BC Human Rights 
Commission published a report that was an 
historic recognition of systemic legislative 
racism in government policies. The Commission 
supported the elimination of all legislation that 

The BC Federation of Labour 
shared a front-page image of a 
local Ku Klux Klan rally in 1980. 
This publication was distrib-
uted to every union in the 
province.  BC Federation of Labour files. 

Labour speakers at 
an anti-racism rally
 Pacific Tribune, January 23, 1981, 1.
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discriminated against farmworkers. 
Just a few months later, the prov-
incial government eliminated both 
the Human Rights Branch and the 
Human Rights Commission. It was 
an unthinkable assault at a time when 
troubling racist incidents were rising.

The 1983 provincial budget solidified in labour’s 
mind that right-wing ideology and racism were 
connected.

On July 7, 1983, no less than twenty-six pieces 
of legislation were tabled, representing a pre-
meditated strike on all those elements of society 
the newly re-elected Social Credit government 
had never really liked: social justice, community 
activists, rights of the disadvantaged and public 
employees and their unions.

The response by labour and community groups 
to the July budget was sudden and unpreced-
ented. With its distinctive red and white banner, 
Operation Solidarity and the Solidarity Coalition 
were soon household names and galvanizing forces 
across BC.

Both the Canadian Farmworkers Union and 
the BC Organization to Fight Racism were active 
participants in the historic 1983 Solidarity move-
ment in BC. Pictures of farmworkers during the 
rallies as well as farmworker union organizers show 

5 Harinder Mahil interview (Part 2). 
6 Paul Gill, interview by Anushay Malik, April 22, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview Collection.

that there was considerable support 
from South Asian Canadians for the 
movement. 

“1983 was a memorable year, this 
whole period of Solidarity,” Harinder 

Mahil recalled. [The] Solidarity 
movement was primarily the trade union 

movement, but had the support of immigrant 
communities, workers of colour, because, you 
know, this was an attack on basically a whole 
society by this government, you know, doing 
away with the Human Rights Commission where 
other governments would establish Human Rights 
Commission. And they were massive, massive 
demonstrations, 50,000 people at that point; 
BCOFR was there, BCOFR would take its mem-
bers, its banner to these demonstrations. Canadian 
Farmworkers Union had been established and we 
would take, you know, our banners and be part of 
this great movement.”5

Paul Gill remembers another legacy of the 
Solidarity Movement. “We started getting invited 
to more of the labour union events. The labour 
organisations would have us speak. Even the 
Canadian Labour Congress was funding the CFU 
for about ten years from the mid 80s to the mid 
90s, UFCW stepped up. These kind of linkages 
really did matter. I think they came from that 
Solidarity Movement for sure.”6



Canadian Farmworkers Union representatives had a front row 
seat at the August 10, 1983 Solidarity Rally at Empire Stadium.
 Photos-137, Canadian Farmworkers Union Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 

BC Human Rights 
Commission Report 
 EPH0443, Canadian 

Farmworkers Union 
Collection, Simon Fraser 

University Library.

The Canadian Farmworkers 
Union and the BC Orga-
nization to Fight Racism 
were active participants in 
the historic 1983 Solidarity 
movement in BC
 Courtesy Craig Berggold, EPH0579, 

Canadian Farmworkers Union Collec-
tion, Simon Fraser University Library. 



In the 68 years since the IWA began organizing sawmills, the face of the membership had changed remarkably as 
South Asian Canadians became a significant part of the union. The final membership meeting of Local 1-217 before 
becoming part of the United Steelworkers in 2005 demonstrates the importance of South Asians to the union.
 IWA Local 1-217 files.
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New Economies

1 Moe Sihota interview, Part 2.

 D uring the 1970s and 1980s several 
factors decimated resource jobs in BC: 

technological change, economic globalization and 
environmental pressures are some.

The forest industry—where so many South 
Asians earned their living—was especially 
impacted by these sweeping changes. As mem-
bership declined, many IWA Locals around BC 
consolidated. In 2005 the membership of the 
IWA had declined so significantly that it merged 
with the United Steelworkers where the historic 
achievements of the IWA could be preserved. It 
was not until 1979 that the IWA managed to nego-
tiate a joint pension plan that provided income 
security to workers forced out of the industry.

Moe Sihota says the industry pension plan 
was a significant legacy of the IWA. “The power 
of pensions was significant … it allowed people 
to leave work with dignity and not have those 
catastrophic effects if that wasn’t the case. And 
so, the pensions around the IWA in particular 
for our community, allowed people to take early 

retirement. A lot of them went on to do other 
things, whether driving taxi, working in other 
work settings, establishing their own businesses. 
But the underpinning in terms of financial security 
was the existence of pensions negotiated through 
the IWA.”1

In the latter decades of the 20th century, South 
Asian workers became much more dispersed 
throughout various sectors of the BC economy. 
They also continued to join unions and become 
active union members. 

Taxi Industry
The industrial changes in British Columbia that 
began in the 1970s pushed many South Asian 
Canadians out of the lumber industry. Many of 
these displaced workers, along with newly arrived 
immigrants, joined the growing transportation 
industry, becoming owner-operators of their own 
long-haul trucks or taxi cabs.

Some felt this entrepreneurial work provided 
independence, but it also presented opportunities 
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for exploitation. The traditional trade union 
model of “shop-floor organizing” did not seem to 
be an option for these workers.

The taxi industry was an example where 
racism and the organization of work intersected. 
Harinder Mahil recalls an incident in 1980 at 
Yellow Cabs where the BC Organization to Fight 
Racism became involved.

“There had been some attacks against taxi 
drivers. Somebody would hire a taxi and then say 
‘I don’t want to take this taxi because [the driver] 
is Indo-Canadian or a person of colour’. The taxi 
company would dispatch someone else at the 
request of the passenger. It had become an issue 
because taxi drivers had been attacked. One of the 
[taxi] companies didn’t want Indo-Canadians to 

2 Harinder Mahil interview, Part 2.

be shareholders. Basically they were selling shares 
in the company. You were buying a job for your-
self. You’re putting out a whole bunch of money 
so you could own a taxi and you could drive it,” 
explained Mahil.

“Putting the two issues together taxi drivers con-
tacted us to help them. And we did. Highlighting 
this issue, educating the public that this is going 
on. And once it becomes public and it’s out in 
the media and then the company would shy away 
from discriminating because then, people will 
say ‘that’s the company that doesn’t allow Indo-
Canadian shareholders, that’s the company that 
doesn’t allow Indo-Canadians to be a driver’. So it 
was part of a public education campaign.”2

Indo-Canadian drivers at Yellow Cab stage a one-day strike in protest over racist comments from a supervisor, 
reflecting a long-standing practice of racism at the cab company. The drivers, members of the Ad Hoc Committee 
of Lower Mainland East Indian Taxi Drivers and Owners, were supported on the picket line by BC unions.
 Sean Griffin photo, Image MSC160-516_03, courtesy Pacific Tribune Photo Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 



Chapter 9 • New Economies | 103

Longshore
The International Longshore and Warehouse 
Union (ILWU) has long been a militant union 
in British Columbia, with a strong dedication to 
international solidarity and preserving their own 
labour history.

Much like in the IWA, 1946 was a significant 
year to the ILWU. It was the year that they were 
among multiple unions who came together at a 
San Francisco convention to consider “one big 
union” for all maritime and waterfront workers. 
The campaign was a success. At the same time, 
they kept an eye on international events, with the 
union’s international newspaper The Dispatcher 
reporting headlines like: “Starvation threatens six 

million Indians”, and a full-page article on the 
conditions for longshoremen in India.

With a global economy increasingly dependent 
on shipping, longshore workers have wielded their 
collective power by taking actions such as refusing 
to load ships to Nazi Germany or apartheid-era 
South Africa.

It was just before this period that we see South 
Asian labour appear on the Fraser River water-
front. Jack Singh is believed to be the first South 
Asian longshoreman in ILWU Local 502 (New 
Westminster). He was hired on in 1958; Singh 
didn’t recall a whole lot of trouble for being the 
first “East Indian” in the local. He talks about 
the increase of diversity he saw on the waterfront 
over his career. He worked the “greenchain” at 

ILWU [International Longshore and Warehouse Union] rally, Portside Park re: contracting-out, February 2, 1999
 Sean Griffin photo, Image MSC179-19795, courtesy The Fisherman Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 
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Fraser Mills for several years before moving on to 
longshore work. He lied about his age to get a job 
at the sawmill, supposedly starting at age 14, and 
took the night shift because it paid 72 cents per 
hour—5 cents more than day shift. He retired in 
1995.3

According to ILWU Canada Past President 
Tom Dufresne, there was a surge in hiring South 
Asian members around the years 1971-72, which 
tailed off as the longshore industry experienced a 
downturn around 1974.

“There have been South Asian workers in ILWU 
for many years, in Local 500 and 502 mainly. 
Longshore workers as you know were mainly day 
work, much the same as farmworkers. Hired today, 
finished today. Precarious employment. 1971-72 
Canada embarked on a World Food Program 
supplying sacked malt to Bangladesh; the grain 
arrived in sacks in railcars or in bulk box cars and 
was sacked on the Coast. Throughout history, 
newly arrived immigrants would gravitate to day 
work to pay the bills. Hard work!”4

Partap Gill, a First Aid Attendant, is believed 
to be the first South Asian member of Local 500 
(Vancouver). Yogesh Sood, a retired crane operator 
and member of Local 500, recalled experien-
cing racism in the 1970’s and seeking out Tom 
Dufresne and the ILWU to support him.5

3 Jack Singh, interview by Dean Johnson, 2013, (Re)Claiming the New Westminster Waterfront fonds, New Westminster 
Archives, http://archives.newwestcity.ca/permalink/69097/. 

4 Tom Dufresne, personal communication, 2021. 
5 Yogesh Sood, personal communication, 2021. 
6 Bob Dhaliwal, personal communication, 2021. 

As of 2021, the majority of the membership 
of Locals 500 & 502 are workers of South Asian 
descent and the Canadian Executive of ILWU 
has had two consecutive South Asian Canadian 
Secretary-Treasurers. Kuldip Grewal, uncle of 
ILWU Canada Secretary-Treasurer Bob Dhaliwal, 
was the first South Asian Canadian executive 
member of Local 502. Kuldip acted as Dispatcher 
and Treasurer, and was “instrumental in increasing 
the South Asian presence on the waterfront in 
Local 502”. He is the one who helped Bob to get 
his dispatch number, a crucial step to permanent 
waterfront work.6

Trucking
Sewak Singh Dhaliwal was born in Canada. His 
father Giani Harnam Singh was one of the first 
100 South Asians to immigrate to BC in 1906. 
Dhaliwal was the first South Asian member of the 
Teamsters Union in BC when he joined in 1960. 
He estimates the sector is now 90% South Asian.

Local 213 of the Teamsters Union was innov-
ative in dealing with the growing numbers of 
owner-operators in the trucking industry who did 
not fit into the traditional definition of “employ-
ees” to enjoy the benefits of collective bargaining 
as union members.

A longtime advocate for road safety and owner 
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of a large aggregate hauling company, Dhaliwal 
helped the Teamsters Union in BC establish a rate 
scale for union owner/operators.

The pay scale agreement between construction 
companies, brokers, truckers was the first of its 
kind in the aggregate hauling industry. It is still 
being used today.

Dhaliwal recalls how he joined the Teamsters 
Union in 1960. He was the only South Asian 
Canadian member at the time. He recalls racist 

7 Sewak Singh Dhaliwal, Interview with Anushay Malik and Donna Sacuta, June 16, 2021. Union Zindabad! Interview 
Collection.

slurs and being asked to speak English. He would 
defend himself, “Canada is a bilingual nation, and 
I have every right to my second language.”7

Despite the challenge of being independent 
contractors, truckers in BC often took collective 
action and improve their working conditions. One 
example was a 1973 campaign which included a 
convoy of trucks from Abbotsford to Surrey to 
protest trucking companies practices of “whipsaw-
ing” to drive freight prices down.

Teamsters Local 213 truckers and independent owner-operators stage protest convoy from Abbotsford to Surrey 
in a campaign to stop trucking companies from whipsawing drivers to push wage rates down. March 20, 1973. 
 Sean Griffin photo, Image MSC160-1435_17, courtesy Pacific Tribune Photo Collection, Simon Fraser University Library. 



Jaswant Singh Berar was active in the IWA Local 1-80 and translated union litera-
ture for its South Asian members.
 Credit: Kaatza Station Museum & Archives, IWA Local 1-80, © United Steelworkers Union Local 1-1937.
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Conclusion
 A s South Asian Canadians became more 

politicized, took up positions in unions, 
and became more vocal about their rights as 
Canadians within the labour movement, they 
also began to move directly into politics. Jinny 
Sims, Raj Chouhan, Harry Bains and Moe 
Sihota are just four of the examples of prominent 
South Asians who were pillars of the South Asian 
Canadian community, and for the first three of 
them, it was directly their work within the labour 
movement that helped launch their political 

careers, thus allowing them to continue to work to 
build a more progressive, more inclusive BC.

The problem of racism and exclusion continues 
into the present day, in the workplace and even 
within unions.

The relationship of South Asian Canadians 
with the labour movement shows that unions can 
be an important partner to help build solidarities 
between the diverse working classes of British 
Columbia for their mutual strength and benefit.



Jarnail Gill, 3rd Vice President of IWA Local 1-80 on Vancouver Island
 Credit: Kaatza Station Museum & Archives, IWA Local 1-80, © United Steelworkers Union Local 1-1937.
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Appendix

Union Zindabad! Interview Collection

Bikram (Vic) Berar
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647927119/7a6940c669

Bikram grew up in Cowichan Valley, where his father 
Jaswant Singh Berar connected South Asian lumber 
workers with the International Woodworkers of 
America Local 1-80 (Duncan). Berar Road in Lake 
Cowichan bears the family name.

Harinder Mahil (Part One)(Part Two)
Video link Part One: https://vimeo.com/647929109/eb985d9169 
Part Two: https://vimeo.com/647930201/11cc1be11b 

Harinder Mahil came to Canada in 1970 and became 
very active in the International Woodworkers of 
America Local 1-357 (New Westminster). He became 
the editor of the union newspaper The Chipper. 
Mahil played a very important role in the formation 
of the Canadian Farmworkers Union and the BC 
Organization to Fight Racism. From 1992 to 2002 he 
held senior positions in the BC Council of Human 
Rights, the Human Rights Council, and in the BC 
Human Rights Commission and went on to work 
for the Professional Institute of the Public Service of 
Canada.

Harji Sangra
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647925942/55a2bb3e2b 

Harji Sangra became involved in the Canadian 
Farmworkers Union in the 1980s when she was a 
university student. She was very involved in teaching 
English to women farmworkers. Sangra also worked as 
an organizer for the union and participated in writing 
and performing plays for the Farmworkers movement 
promoting the union and social justice issues.

Harry Bains
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647916132/25ed731baf 

Harry Bains came to Canada in 1971 and worked 
in sawmills in Vancouver. After experiencing a racist 
incident at work Bains became active in his union the 
International Woodworkers of America, Local 1-217. 
Over time he became a Vice President of the Local 
union. He was elected as an MLA in 2005 and in 2017 
became Minister of Labour for the Province of BC.
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Jinny Sims
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647913890/fd8e38e272 

Jinny Sims arrived in Montreal in 1975 from England 
where she was educated as a teacher. Two years later 
she and her family moved to Nanaimo where she 
taught high school. She became active the local teachers’ 
union and was involved in the union’s first bargaining 
for maternity leave. In 2004 she was elected President 
of the BC Teachers’ Federation, the first South Asian 
woman to hold the highest position in a BC union.

Joginder Singh Sunner (Part One) (Part Two)
Video link, Part One: https://vimeo.com/647908398/ff57fd00da 
Part Two: https://vimeo.com/647912766/dcaaaaba5a 

Joginder Sunner came to Canada in 1983. He has 
worked at sawmills in the Vancouver area since the 
mid-1980s; first in non-union operations and then in 
unionized mills. He became active in the International 
Woodworkers of America, Local 1-217 as a committee 
member and then as a job steward. He is a member 
of the Executive Board of United Steelworkers Local 
1-1937. He has previously served as General-Secretary 
on the Executive of the Khalsa Diwan Society.

Moe Sihota (Part One) (Part Two)
Video link, Part One: https://vimeo.com/647895788/7554b3e103 
Part Two: https://vimeo.com/647907349/db571dc856 

Munmohan Singh “Moe” Sihota was born in Duncan. 
His family instilled in him a deep respect for unions 
and politics. Sihota worked in sawmills during the sum-
mer while attending university. He is the first South 
Asian to be elected to public office in Canada and has 
held numerous cabinet positions in NDP governments 
in BC.

Nina Dhillon
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647892765/396ea9efa4 

Nina Dhillon came to Canada from England with her 
family when she was 14. After marriage she worked in 
several low-skilled jobs, eventually training as a cook. 
She began working at a long-term care home and 
became involved in union organizing activities. She 
currently is a full-time staff representative with the 
Hospital Employees’ Union.

Paul Binning
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647891048/1d6bb7438e 

Paul Binning accompanied his parents who worked 
in the Fraser Valley farms and became exposed to the 
organizing work of the Canadian Farmworkers Union. 
He and others became involved in cultural shows as a 
way to attract farmworkers to the union. The shows 
toured British Columbia, introducing bhangra to far-
flung communities where South Asians settled.

Paul Gill
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647886074/b1d321eea2 

Paul Gill accompanied his mother from the age of eight 
when she worked picking berries on farms in the Fraser 
Valley. His father, Charan Gill, was one of the founders 
of the Canadian Farmworkers Union. Paul’s experience 
as a child during the CFU organizing years and anti- 
racism movements informed his life.
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Raj Chouhan
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647845189/cd079d62d4 

Immigrating to Canada in 1973, Raj Chouhan has 
worked to improve the lives of everyday people. He was 
the founding president of the Canadian Farmworkers’ 
Union and served as the director of bargaining for the 
Hospital Employees Union for 18 years. Raj Chouhan 
is also a founding member of the BC Organization to 
Fight Racism. Elected MLA in 2005, Chouhan became 
BC’s first South Asian Speaker of the Legislative 
Assembly in 2020.

Sadhu Binning
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647869244/218f7ef6ed 

Sadhu Binning came to Canada in 1967. Initially tak-
ing employment as a farmworker and lumber worker, 
Binning began working at the Post Office. During 
the years of Farmworkers Union organizing, Binning 
became involved on the cultural and literary aspects of 
the movement and was a founder of the organization 
Vancouver Sath.

Sarwan Boal
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647864515/77bddc099f 

Sarwan Boal immigrated to Canada in 1970, and 
became Treasurer and organizer with the Canadian 
Farmworkers Union. He was present for all the major 
actions during that period, including strikes and 
protests. In one instance he was assaulted and injured. 
He continues to work to improve health and safety 
conditions for farmworkers.

Sewak Singh Dhaliwal
Sewak Dhaliwal was born in Canada, though his father 
was one of the first 100 South Asians to immigrate to 
BC in 1906. The family lived for a time in Paldi, before 
relocating to the Fraser Valley where the family became 
involved in the aggregate hauling business. Dhaliwal 
became the first South Asian member of the Teamsters 
Union in 1960. An advocate for road safety for truckers, 
Dhaliwal also led the Teamsters to establish a rate scale 
for union owner/operators.

Sucha Deepak
Video link: https://vimeo.com/647858257/22655aa6f9 

Sucha Deepak arrived in Canada in 1970 and worked 
at sawmills in Quesnel and Fort St James. He was 
elected by union members as plant chairman and later 
elected as union Business Agent and Safety Director for 
IWA Local 1-424. He lives in Prince George.
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South Asian Labour History Advisory Committee

Moninder Lalli
Moninder Kaur Lalli is a librarian at the Simon Fraser 
University. She was part of a team that developed 
the vision for the Komagata Maru Website, a project 
funded by the Department of Citizenship and 
Immigration under their Community Historical 
Recognition Program. As Chair of the Library 
Programme Advisory Committee of the Shastri Indo-
Canadian Institute, she oversaw the program which 
obtained scholarly material published in India for 
Canadian academic libraries. Moninder has assisted fac-
ulty, community members and institutions such as the 
Vancouver Maritime Museum with their research. In 
2014, she was recognized for her work on the Komagata 
Maru website and the preservation of the history of the 
Sikh community. Moninder is also an artist with several 
solo exhibits to her name.

Harinder Mahil
Harinder Mahil has been an anti-racist and human-
rights activist since the 1970s. Over the last 48 years 
he has worked for the New Westminster local of the 
International Woodworkers of America (IWA), the 
Province of British Columbia and the Professional 
Institute of the Public Service of Canada. He was 
one of the founders of the BC Organization to Fight 
Racism and of the Canadian Farmworkers’ Union. He 
served as chair of the British Columbia Council of 
Human Rights from 1992 to 1997 and as deputy chief 
commissioner of the British Columbia Human Rights 
Commission from 1997 to 2002. He was acting chief 
commissioner of the British Columbia Human Rights 
Commission when the former Liberal government of 
British Columbia decided to enact legislation to do 
away with the commission.
 Mahil was a member of the Canadian delegation 
to the 1993 United Nations World Conference on 
Human Rights in Vienna. Since 2011 he has been a 
board member of the Dr. Hari Sharma Foundation for 
South Asian Advancement.
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Amrita Sanford
Amrita comes from a family of strong labour leaders 
and activists. Growing up in the lower mainland, she 
spent much of her childhood attending rallies and 
marching on picket lines to support workers. Her 
family would often attend or host events to promote 
social justice and racial equality and these early experi-
ences shaped her values and determination to continue 
to fight for equity and justice for all. 
 Amrita is a graduate of Simon Fraser University and 
since 2004, she has been working as a staff represent-
ative for the BC Government and Service Employees 
Union. Currently working in the BCGEU’s negoti-
ations department, Amrita has bargained collective 
agreements on behalf of workers in the healthcare, 
community social services and Indigenous services 
sectors. 
 She has a keen interest in history and in particular 
the recognition and preservation of the struggles and 
achievements faced by the South Asian community 
within the labour movement in BC.

Par Sihota 
Par was born in Duncan, BC on Vancouver Island in 
1957 and spent his early childhood in Lake Cowichan, 
16 miles west of Duncan. His great grandfather, grand-
father and father all worked in sawmills so he was raised 
in an IWA (International Woodworkers of America) 
household. At the age of ten the family moved to 
Burnaby, BC as the mill where his father worked had 
closed and he got a job at Fraser Mills in Coquitlam.
 Par’s first job was working at Fraser Mills while 
going to high school and later to college. He was a 
member of the IWA. He graduated from Cariboo Hill 
Secondary in Burnaby and then attended Langara 
College where he took the Finance & Investment 
course.
 In 1979 Par moved to Terrace, BC to work for the 
Toronto Dominion Bank for a year followed by a year 
selling office furniture and equipment. In 1981 he 
moved back to Vancouver and did several sales jobs 
until 1986 when he joined the Hongkong Bank of 
Canada until 1992.
 In 1992 Par moved to Victoria, BC to work for the 
government caucus and then from 1996 until 2001 
as a ministerial assistant to several different cabinet 
ministers. He has been with CSCU (Community 
Savings Credit Union) since 2004. CSCU was formed 
by a small group of IWA members in 1944 and is BC’s 
largest fully unionized credit union. He is a Union 
Liaison Officer, co-managing the union portfolio of the 
credit union and a member of UFCW Local 1518.
 The history of Par’s family has made him who he 
is today; he is committed to racial and social justice as 
well as equity and fairness in the workplace.



 Kaatza Station Museum & Archives, Wilmer Gold Photo Collection N00290, © United Steelworkers Union Local 1-1937.
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This ground-breaking book traces the long and 

complex relationship between South Asian Canadian 

working communities in BC and the labour movement.

From early exclusionary practices to a recognition 

that racism is a tool of the boss to divide workers, the 

labour movement in BC evolved from a reactionary 

force to one that embraced social reform. 

As workers in BC’s forest industry, South Asian 

Canadians became union members during the massive 

organizing drives of the 1940s. The International 

Woodworkers of America’s commitment to organizing 

across ethnic lines gained South Asians influence in the 

industrial and political life of the province. 

Faced with seemingly insurmountable obstacles, 

the South Asian Canadian community drew on its 

own radical and racialized histories by seeking allies 

in the labour movement. British Columbia unions in 

turn have benefited from the skills and dedication 

that South Asian Canadian members brought to the 

movement: a commitment to collective action, unity of 

purpose and devotion to fellow workers.

Through over of 100 plus years of courage, struggle, 

determination and loyalty the South Asian Canadian 

community in British Columbia has persisted and 

asserted its rightful place in BC’s labour movement.

 


