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SOUTH ASIAN 
CANADIAN STORIES 
ARE WOVEN IN THE 
FABRIC OF BRITISH 
COLUMBIA

South Asian Canadians have a long, rich, 
vibrant, robust, and evocative history in 
what we call British Columbia – land of 
the indigenous communities long before 
European settlers invaded it and displaced 
them in such great numbers and with great 
violence to their culture, language, heritage 
and land. 

At the turn of the nineteenth century, South 
Asian immigrants from undivided India came 
to Canada for economic reasons and since 
then have worked tirelessly to contribute to 
the Canadian economy, culture, and history. 
The diversity of Canadians of South Asian 
descent has increased manifold, coming from 
all parts of South Asia and from second and 
third migration countries. Canadians of South 
Asian ancestry have embraced Canada by 
excelling in every field of endeavour that 
they have undertaken and giving back to the 
country that they call home. They have faced 
intense racism and continue to do so, they 
have fought the good fight for human rights, 
they have supported philanthropy across 
all communities, they have stood up and 
been counted when it mattered, and they are 
consistently working towards making Canada 
a better place for all.

Dr. Satwinder Bains 
Director, South Asian Studies Institute  
University of the Fraser Valley
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A K A L I  S I N G H  S I K H  T E M P L E
VA N C O U V E R ,  B R I T I S H  C O L U M B I A

The historic place is the original 
location of the Akali Singh Sikh 
Temple at 467 & 471 East 11th Avenue, 
Vancouver. The Temple operated there 
from 1959 until 1983. 
 
The original location of the Akali 
Singh Sikh Temple is significant for 
its historical, social and spiritual 
values, and primarily for the central 
role it played in the cultural, social and 
political life of the Sikh community 
in Vancouver beginning in the mid-
twentieth century. 

Established in 1959, the original 
location of the Akali Singh Sikh 
Temple is a reminder of the importance 
of religious and community life in 
the Sikh tradition, part of which is 
the Sikh practice of seva, or selfless 
service. The original gurdwara (door 
to the Guru) was the religious, social 
and community support centre for a 
large segment of the Sikh community 
in Vancouver between early 1959 and 
1983.

Like other gurdwaras across British 
Columbia, the original location of the 
Akali Singh Sikh Temple is important 
because it established sacred, cultural, 
social, community and political 
space for Sikhs in British Columbia. 
Important community meetings took 
place at this location, with the temple 
also being a cultural hub where new 

that continued to uphold orthodox Sikh 
religious practices through the new 
Akali Singh Sikh Society. 

The original location of the Akali 
Singh Sikh Temple on the south 
slope of Vancouver is important to 
recognize for its close proximity to 
the sawmills of False Creek where 
many South Asian immigrants found 
employment, a working class area that 
embodies the humble beginnings of the 
South Asian Canadian community in 
B.C. The expansion of the gurdwara 
into two adjacent buildings at this 
site in 1974 was an indicator of the 
increasing growth and prosperity of 

immigrants to Vancouver found 
support. 

Important community meetings took 
place at this location, with the Temple 
also serving as a cultural hub where 
new immigrants to Vancouver found 
support. 

While traditional gurdwaras welcomed 
practitioners of all religions, the 
original location of the Akali Singh 
Temple is important because it stands 
as a reminder of historical tensions 
that emerged in the 1950s between 
orthodox Sikhs, those who practice the 
fundamental principles prescribed in 
Sikh religious scripture and doctrine, 
and the non-orthodox, moderate 
Sikhs who favoured blending in with 
western culture and appearance. This 
was caused in part by the increase in 
the number of Sikh migrants, many 
clean-shaven and without turbans, who 
arrived in the early 1950s following 
changes to Canada’s immigration laws 
after India’s independence from Britain 
in 1947.
 
As a result of these tensions, a group 
of orthodox Sikhs broke away from 
their previous association with the 
Khalsa Diwan Society in 1952 and 
established the Akali Singh Society 
in order to maintain traditional Sikh 
practice. The original location of the 
temple is significant today as a place 

the South Asian Canadian community 
throughout the province at that time, 
which necessitated a move to the 
current Skeena Street location in 1983. 

Although the property at the original 
temple site is no longer owned by the 
Akali Singh Sikh Society, it was an 
important religious and cultural hub for 
the Sikh community in Vancouver for 
almost 30 years, playing a significant 
role in Vancouver’s South Asian 
community life and representing 
the contributions of all South Asian 
Canadians to B.C.
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KO M AG ATA  M A R U
B U R R A R D  I N L E T,  C OA L  H A R B O U R

The historic place is comprised of 
both the location in Vancouver’s 
Coal Harbour in Burrard Inlet where 
the ship Komagata Maru, carrying 
potential South Asian immigrants from 
India, was detained at anchor for over 
two months, and the site of plaques, 
artworks and a commemorative 
installation in nearby Portal Park in 
Coal Harbour that memorialize the 

Denied entry into the country, with 
its passengers were forced to stay on 
board for over two months while the 
ship remained anchored in the waters of 
Vancouver’s Coal Harbour. The story 
of the Komagata Maru has become one 
of the defining and resonant events in 
the history of South Asian Canadians 
in B.C.

The historic place is significant because 
it symbolizes the restrictive racist 
federal and provincial immigration 
policies in place at the time, as well 
as the wider context of the British 
Empire and its colonies, including 
Canada. In response to the anti-Asian 
riots in Vancouver in 1907, the federal 
government restricted all immigration 
from India as well as from China and 
Japan.

The site of the Komagata Maru is 
politically and socially significant 
because it symbolizes both a 
momentous confrontation between 
embedded Canadian immigration 
policy and legitimate South Asian 
immigrants, and the 40-year struggle 
of the South Asian community in B.C. 
and Canada for citizenship, which was 
finally granted in 1947. 

Despite their status as British citizens 
from India, primarily Sikhs, the 
South Asian immigrants aboard the 
Komagata Maru were not exempt 
or protected from the immigration 
policies put in place by the Canadian 
government. Politically motivated 
officials endeavored to exclude South 
Asians from B.C. based on their colour 
and their race, which was a race-based 
violation of human rights. The ship’s 
passengers were from the Punjab 

Komagata Maru.

The location of the Komagata Maru 
confrontation has historic, cultural, 
social and spiritual values for South 
Asian Canadians because it symbolizes 
the hardship endured by 376 South 
Asian Canadian immigrants affected 
by the detainment of the vessel that 
lasted from May 23 to July 23, 1914. 

region of India, a place where they were 
often prosperous and educated who 
could emigrate independently. They 
were seen to pose an economic threat 
to the white working establishment in 
Canada. 

The historic place is also valued as a 
reminder of the determination of South 
Asians to immigrate to B.C., and the 
support provided by earlier South 
Asian immigrants and their established 
institutions, such as the Khalsa Diwan 
Society in Vancouver. 

Social, spiritual and cultural value 
is found in the contemporary 
commemoration of the Komagata 
Maru monument in Coal Harbour, 
erected in 2012 and designed to reflect 
B.C.’s commitment to respecting 
and honouring cultural differences 
and traditions. There have been other 
commemorations, including a museum 
at the Khalsa Diwan Society gurdwara 
on Ross Street in Vancouver and a 
short-term contemporary art exhibit at 
the Surrey Art Gallery.

Despite the multi-cultural nature of 

Im
ages courtesy: V

ancouver Public Library, Travelling C
ircus of U

rbanism
. M

ap data: G
oogle, 2021

Komagata Maru departing Coal Harbour.
Canadian immigration official speaking to men aboard the 
Komagata Maru.

Passengers aboard the Komagata Maru.

FAST FACT

The vessel and passenges were 
detained for two months. 

present society and a formal apology 
from the federal government in 
2015, the historic place associated 
with the Komagata Maru reflects the 
fact that racism remains an issue up 
to today, further demonstrating the 
significant historic value of this site to 
contemporary British Columbia. 

SOUTH ASIAN CANADIAN HISTORIC SITES IN BRITISH COLUMBIA 7
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M A H A L  C R A N B E R RY  FA R M
5 78 0 - 5 8 0 0  N O.  7  ROA D ,  R I C H M O N D

The Mahal Cranberry Farm, operated 
by Mahal Farms Ltd., is a 73-acre 
property of mixed farming (cranberries, 

place includes the early 1900s George 
Rathburn farmhouse.The Mahal 
Cranberry Farm has historical, cultural, 
aesthetic, economic and scientific value 
as the enterprise of three generations 
of South Asian Canadian farmers in 
British Columbia. 

Operated by Kalvinder and Lavina 
Mahal since 1949, the Cranberry Farm 
has historic and cultural value for 
exemplifying the strong connection 
between the South Asian Canadian 
community and the agricultural 
industry in B.C. South Asian Canadians 
have made significant contributions 
to agriculture and food production 
in B.C.’s economy, an industry that 
reflects their hard work, ingenuity and 
expertise. 

The place is noteworthy as a farm that 
has been continuously operated by 
one family for over 70 years, and is 
one of the few remaining early farms 
representing the contribution of the 
South Asian farming community, and 
other immigrants, to Richmond and its 
agricultural industry

A pioneering farming family, the 
arrival of the first generation of Mahals 
in 1908 is important for the connection 
to an influx in immigration by the 
South Asian community in the early 
20th century. The family represents 
those early South Asian immigrants 
who came from the rural farming 
classes in their home countries to 
the then Township of Richmond, a 
community where many South Asians 
first worked when arriving from India. 
Easily accessed from Vancouver, 
South Asian Canadians picked berries, 

vegetables and nursery stock) located 
within the Agricultural Land Reserve 
in East Richmond, B.C. The historic 

cultivated potatoes or worked in the 
agricultural fields in Richmond until 
they were able to purchase their own 
farms or find work in the nearby Fraser 
River sawmills. 

The Mahal’s commitment to the 
cultivation of cranberries has historic 
value for its connection to a crop 
that has been continuously grown 
and thrived in the peat bogs of East 
Richmond since the 1920s. The family 
is one of a handful of Richmond 
cranberry growers supplying 90% of 
the total Canadian production of a crop 
that has become an agricultural and 
economic symbol for the city. 

Constructed c.1911, the original 
Rathburn farmhouse has historic and 
aesthetic value because it is one of the 
few remaining early farmhouses that 
illustrate a typical Richmond farm of 
the early twentieth century that were
characterized by a large farmhouse with 
an associated barn and outbuildings 
set in an agricultural landscape. The 
house is an Edwardian-era gable-
front house, a style prevalent in B.C.’s 
Lower Mainland prior to World War I, 
a common style of building at that time 
that represents the everyday lives of 
farmers or the middle class. In addition 
to their contribution to the continuing 
viability of agriculture in Richmond, 
the Mahals are committed to the 
protection of the Rathburn House from 
demolition, relocation and exterior 
modification.

Im
ages courtesy: Richm
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G O L D E N  S I K H  T E M P L E
G O L D E N ,  B R I T I S H  C O L U M B I A

The historic place is the former site 
of the Golden Sikh Temple, originally 
located on the property of the Columbia 
River Lumber Company, now 9th 
Avenue, in the town of Golden, B.C. 

The former site of the Golden Sikh 
Temple has historic, cultural, social 
and spiritual value, particularly for its 
association with early Sikh pioneers 
and their contribution to B.C.’s forestry 
industry.

The former site of the Golden Sikh 
Temple, one of the earliest temples 
established in the province, is valued 
as a reminder of the hard work and 
tenacity of the first South Asian 
pioneers who arrived in 1902 from 
India’s Punjab region to work in the 
province’s forest and lumber milling 
industries in very remote mountain 
communities such as Golden. 

to visitors in the langar, or dining area 
and communal kitchen, a place where 
a free, vegetarian communal meal was 
available to all. 

The closure of the Lumber Company 
in 1927 after a forest fire led to the 
dispersal of Golden’s early Sikh 
residents to other B.C. communities. 
The Golden Sikh Temple site is a 
reminder of their legacy of settlement, 
development and culture in B.C.s 
Kootenay region. 

The former Temple site is significant for 
generating awareness about Golden’s 

endure the shared challenges of racism 
and discrimination of the time. 

The Temple is important for its 
association to the Columbia River 
Lumber Company and the role of 
South Asian immigrant workers who 
helped fill the need for manual labour
in the province’s resource industries 
in the early 20th century. Likely a 
re-purposed sawmill building, the 
gurdwara, or Sikh temple, was located 
on company property among the 
bunkhouses that accommodated the 
South Asian work force. 

The gurdwara was so central to South 
Asian community life that Sikhs have 
established these temples wherever 
they have lived and worked. In order 
to meet the needs of their South 
Asian workers, it was common for 
mill owners to build or accommodate 
gurdwaras within the mill grounds, 
es¬tablishing a sense of the village life 
of the mill’s South Asian employees. 

Despite its non-traditional structure, 
the Golden Sikh Temple important 
because it accommodated all Sikh 
religious beliefs and practices. The 
interior was finely decorated, with 
carpets on the floor where worshipers 
sat, a place for the Guru Granth Sahib, 
or sacred text and the Nishan Sahib, 
or Sikh flag, located on the exterior. 
The Temple provided Sikh hospitality 

South Asian Canadian community. 
This community has sought to educate 
citizens and visitors about their history 
and culture through initiatives such 
as museum exhibits and a provincial 
stop of interest sign that was installed 
in 2015. These endeavors assist in the 
recognition of the story of Golden’s 
Sikh pioneers as one of hard work 
and determination, and highlights an 
important chapter in the rich history of 
the city and region.

Current location of the Gurdwara at 13th Street and 6th avenue.

Im
ages courtesy: G

olden M
useum

 and A
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Golden Sikhs stop of interest sign installed in 2016. 

1928 fire insurance map showing the location of the original 
Golden gurdwara and the South Asian bunkhouse at the Columbia 
River Lumber Company.

FAST FACT

A forest fire in 1927 led to the 
closure of the Columbia River 
Lumber Company.

The Temple offered the South Asian 
community a place to practice their 
faith, socialize with others in their 
community, and receive the spiritual 
and emotional support needed to 



THREADING OUR STORIES14SOUTH ASIAN CANADIAN HISTORIC SITES IN BRITISH COLUMBIA 13

G U R  S I K H  T E M P L E
3 3 0 8 9  S O U T H  F R A S E R  WAY,  A B B OT S F O R D

The Gur Sikh Temple is a simple 
rectangular, gable-roofed building of 
wood-frame construction with a false-
front façade that faces the street and 
has an open second-floor veranda with 
columns on three sides. It is located on 
a one-acre property in the centre of the 
city of Abbotsford, B.C.

The Gur Sikh Temple has historic, 
cultural, social, spiritual and aesthetic 
value, particularly for its association 
with early Sikh pioneers in B.C. and 
because it is the oldest, remaining Sikh 
Temple in the western hemisphere. 

Constructed in 1911 and officially 

where a number of the men in the Sikh 
community worked. 

Typical of gurdwaras in other parts of 
B.C., the Gur Sikh Temple has always 
provided sacred, cultural, social, 
community and political space for 
the Sikh community through its main 
function as a religious institution. 

The Temple has aesthetic and 
architectural value for embodying 
through its built form a mixture of 
traditional Sikh building practices and 
adaptations particular to conditions 
in B.C. With its frontier vernacular 
building style, the Gur Sikh Temple is 
unlike any other gurdwara in the world, 
with all of the elements of a traditional 
Sikh gurdwara adapted to conditions in 
B.C.

These local adaptations are found 
in elements such as the building’s 
wood-frame construction, gable roof 
and false front; all similar features of 
commercial and institutional buildings 
in B.C.’s frontier towns of the era. 

At the same time, the building 
encompasses Sikh building traditions, 
religious beliefs and practices. Key 
elements of a Sikh gurdwara are 
integrated into the structure, including 
the second-floor prayer hall with 
traditional space for worshippers to 
sit on the floor, four entrance doors, 
the Sukh Aasan a room containing 
the Guru Granth Sahib, or sacred text 
and living quarters for the Granthi, or 
spiritual reader of the text. 

The langar, or dining area and 
communal kitchen where the free, 

opened in 1912, the gurdwara is 
significant as a testament to the pride, 
vision and steadfastness of the Sikh 
pioneer community in the early 20th 
century, and remains a symbol of 
their collective goal of community-
building and rights advocacy despite 
the explicit racism and discrimination 
they faced. It is also a representation 
of the hard work and tenacity of the 
first Sikhs who arrived in the Fraser 
Valley in 1905 from India’s Punjab 
region to work on farms and in forestry. 
Early support from the Abbotsford 
community was demonstrated by acts 
such as the donation of local timber 
by the Abbotsford Lumber Company 

vegetarian communal meal was 
prepared and eaten, was open to all 
and served to all visitors without 
discrimination based on religion, caste, 
gender, economic status or ethnicity, 
an affirmation of the Sikh tradition 
of equality. The second-floor veranda 
along three sides of the building 
permitting direct access into the prayer 
hall is representative of other pioneer 
Sikh temples in B.C. 

The Gur Sikh Gurdwara gained 
additional commemorative significance 
in 2002 when it was designated as 
a National Historic Site by former 
Prime Minister Jean Chretien. This 
designation was awarded in part for the 
building’s historic value as the oldest 
surviving example of the temples 
which formed the religious, social and 
political centre of pioneer Canadian 
Sikh communities. 

Continued social and cultural value is 
found in the careful 2007 restoration of 
the temple by its governing body, the 
Khalsa Diwan Society of Abbotsford, 
to ensure its ongoing use as a centre for 
prayer and congregation for the Sikh 
community and to preserve the history 
and memory of the Sikh pioneers who 
arrived in B.C. over a century ago.

Today, the Gur Sikh Temple is 
significant as a place for conversation 
and community-building in the face 
of ongoing racism, ignorance and 
stereotyping, and for serving its current 
function as a Sikh Heritage Museum. 
The museum was opened during the 
building’s centennial in 2011, as a place 
for all citizens to research, understand 
and experience Sikh history.

 M
ap data: G

oogle, 2021
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G U R U  N A N A K  M I N I N G  A N D 
T R U S T  C O M PA N Y  B U I L D I N G
1 74 2  W E S T  2 N D  AV E N U E ,  VA N C O U V E R

The historic place is the site of the 
former Guru Nanak Mining and Trust 
Company Building at 1742 West 2nd 
Avenue in Vancouver, B.C., now an 
area of newly developed businesses, 
studios and retail shops.

The 1909 company charter states that 
its aims were:

• To organize a Guru Nanak Hostel 
for East Indian students. 

• To buy land for farming to settle 
unemployed workers. 

• To invest in mining to get 
employment for workers. 

• To organize their own Trust 
Company to look after the banking 
needs of the workers. 

• To open their own shopping 
market to import needed goods 
from India. 

• To organize a Canadian-Indian 
Supply and Trust company. 

• To organize a company of 
Canadian home-builders. 

The former location of the Guru 
Nanak Mining and Trust Company 
Building has historical, cultural and 
social significance, primarily through 
its association with its founder, Sant 
(Professor) Teja Singh. Teja Singh 
was a revered Sikh teacher, scholar 
and translator of the Sikh sacred texts. 
Educated in Britain and the United 

against South Asians. Policies such as 
the Continuous Journey Regulation 
enacted in 1908 were designed to stop 
all immigration from India. Under the 
regulation, immigrants seeking entry 
had to come to Canada by continuous 
journey with through-tickets from the 
country of their birth or citizenship, an 
impossibility at that time. 

Through the Trust Company, Teja 
Singh also sought to change the 
negative image of South Asians in 
the eyes of the citizens of B.C. and to 
support the South Asian community 
in its quest to bring their wives and 
children to Canada who were legally 
not allowed to enter Canada.

The Trust Company has historic 

States, Teja Singh provided invaluable 
religious and political leadership for 
South Asian pioneers in B.C. in the 
early years of immigration prior to 
World War I. Arriving in Vancouver in 
1909 at the behest of the local South 
Asian community, Teja Singh pioneered 
efforts, through the establishment of 
the Trust Company, to fight for justice 
for South Asian Canadians in B.C., at 
a time when discrimination against 
South Asians was at its height. 

It is notable that the company had its 
origins in the Khalsa Diwan Society 
Gurdwara, an important Vancouver 
Sikh temple, at 1866 West 2nd Avenue, 
which was a place for South Asian 
religious activities and community 
gathering. The company moved its 
operations to the nearby location at 
1742 West 2nd Avenue in 1912. Both 
the Gurdwara and the new company 
offices were located in an area near 
False Creek, a part of Vancouver 
favoured by South Asian immigrants 
due to its location near the sawmills and 
other wood processing companies that 
dominated the False Creek basin, and 
where many South Asian Canadians 
were employed. 

The Trust Company was important 
because it was established as a 
reaction to the Canadian government’s 
discriminatory immigration laws 

and social value because it secured 
the economic welfare of the local 
South Asian Canadian community by 
organizing unemployed South Asians 
into an incorporated company of land 
owners. 

Based on the Sikh principles of hard 
work, sharing and brotherhood, its 
directors, including prominent local 
Sikhs Bhag Singh (president) and Atma 
Singh (secretary), sought investments 
in farmland, mining companies, and 
real estate, such as its purchase of a 
large tract of land in North Vancouver 
to be used for market gardening. It is 
also important for its recruitment of 
prominent Sikh community members 
as directors and employees, further 
heightening is legitimacy and success.

A shares certificate in the Guru Nanak Mining and Trust Company

Professor Teja Singh 1912 fire 
insurance map 

J. H. MacGill, Immigration Agent, to Teja Singh, Manager, Guru 
Nanak Mining & Trust Co.
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J O G I N DA R  B A I N S  PA R K
L A K E  C OW I C H A N ,  VA N C O U V E R  I S L A N D

Jogindar Bains Park is a small, 
triangular grassy open space located 
on the edge of Cowichan Lake in 
the small Vancouver Island logging 
community of Lake Cowichan, B.C. 
A commemorative plaque recognizing 
Jogindar Singh Bains is located near 
the park entry. 
 
Jogindar Bains Park has historic, 
social and cultural value primarily as a 
memorial to South Asian pioneer and 
province-builder Jogindar Singh Bains 
and the sawmill operation he devel-
oped at this site. 

Bains found work at the Kapoor 
sawmill operation at Leechtown near 
Sooke. After first opening a sawmill at 
nearby Bear Mountain, Jogindar Bains 
developed the mill at the present site in 
Lake Cowichan in 1956.

Jogindar Bains’ small-scale, 
25-employee Lake Cowichan mill was 
considered a model modern operation, 
pioneering the use of electricity and 
employing primarily First Nations and 
South Asian Canadian workers. His 
enterprise eventually included building 
supply and hardware businesses, 
trucking and bulldozing operations, 
and the development and construction 
of residential housing. 

The park, along with its memorial 
plaque, is important for its recognition 
of a citizen who believed in Canadian 
values while cherishing his own 
spiritual and cultural legacy as a Sikh 
and South Asian. With a long record 
of contributions to the South Asian 
community in B.C., Jogindar Bains 
built his values on the Sikh tradition of 
Seva or selfless service. This included 

Jogindar Bains Park is significant 
for its association with Sikh pioneer 
Jogindar Singh Bains, a lumber and 
sawmilling entrepreneur, developer 
and humanitarian whose work helps 
represent the South Asian Canadian 
community’s economic and social 
contributions to the province.
 
The park is valued as being 
representative of the South Asian 
pioneer experience and their 
accomplishments in B.C. Arriving 
in the province in 1932 as a 17-year-
old unaccompanied minor, Jogindar 

assisting new immigrants, funding 
efforts for South Asian Canadian voting 
rights and citizenship, espousing multi-
culturalism and respecting the rights of 
First Nations.

While the mill is no longer in 
existence, the Lake Cowichan 
community continues to value the 
legacy of the lumber company started 
by entrepreneur Jogindar Singh Bains, 
particularly the company’s community 
goals. These included a commitment 
to cultural diversity and multicultur-
alism, work on repatriation with local 
First Nations, initiatives focusing 
on immigration issues, and other 
community endeavours of importance 
to the South Asian community. 

The renaming and dedication of the 
park in 2009 is an example of the 
community’s continuing regard for 
Jogindar Bains and his association with 
the historic place.
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Jogindar Lumber Co. advertisement, Lake Cowichan Leader, 1958. 

Jogindar Lumber Co. sawmill, Lake Cowichan Leader, 1957.
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K A P O O R ,  S O O K E  L A K E
NEAR SOOKE, BRITISH COLUMBIA

The historic place is the former site of 
the Kapoor Lumber Company sawmill, 
located at near Sooke Lake at Mile-
35 on the Canadian National Railway 
line at the point where the Canadian 
National Railway tracks cross Council 
Creek. The site falls within the Greater 
Victoria, B.C. watershed near the 
Kapoor family woodlot and Kapoor 
Regional Park at Leechtown and is 
located within the Capital Regional 
District.

The historic sawmilling site of Kapoor 
has historical, cultural, social and 

and founder respectively, of the 1917 
Mayo Lumber Company. 

Building on the company’s success 
with its mill at Paldi, Kapoor and 
Mayo purchased timber lands near 
Sooke Lake, northwest of Victoria on 
Vancouver Island. The railway logging 
operation and sawmill that became the 
Kapoor site is important as a testament 
to the success of Kapoor, Mayo and 
other South Asian Canadians in B.C.’s 
lumber industry. 

Typical of lumber work camps of the 
time, the workers lived in culturally 
segregated bunkhouses in a mill 
town that built up adjacent to the 
CNR railway line. Both the town and 
railway station were officially named 
Kapoor. Operating at a time when 
finding employment was difficult for 
South Asian immigrants primarily 
due to economic depression - 1928 
to 1940 - the mill was an important 
source of employment, housing and 
support for up to 300 European, South 
Asian, Chinese and Japanese Canadian 
workers.

Both the Kapoor Lumber Company 
and Kapoor Singh Siddoo are 
important to the South Asian Canadian 
immigrant community, particularly in 
relation to Sikh immigration history in 
B.C. Arriving in the province in 1912, 
Kapoor Singh Siddoo overcame racial 
prejudice and legal discrimination to 
transform himself into a successful 
lumber entrepreneur, and a central 
figure in B.C. as a businessman, 
employer, community leader, and 
activist. He is also known for respecting 
and advocating for people of other 

archaeological significance because it 
illustrates the ubiquity and enterprise 
of South Asian Canadians in the 
lumber industry in B.C., and their 
cultural and economic contributions to 
the province. 

Established in 1928, the site of the 
Kapoor Lumber Company operation 
has historic and cultural value for its 
economic contribution to the lumber 
industry in B.C. and for its association 
with well-known B.C. forestry 
entrepreneurs Kapoor Singh Siddoo 
and his associate Mayo Singh, director 

cultures and their human rights. 

As the location of the flourishing 
Kapoor Lumber Company, the historic 
place emphasizes Kapoor Singh’s 
successful timber and sawmilling 
operation, an enterprise significant for 
helping South Asian immigrants get 
established through employment and 
support. It is also valued as a reminder 
of his work towards achieving full 
citizenship rights and changes in 
immigration regulations for South 
Asian Canadian and future immigrants.

The continued social value of the 
site is reflected in the creation of 
the charitable Kapoor Singh Siddoo 
Foundation, and in the Kapoor family’s 
donation of part of Kapoor Singh 
Siddoo’s timber holdings near the 
original sawmill site to create Kapoor 
Regional Park in 1999. Located near 
the former gold mining community 
of Leechtown, the park is dedicated 
to “pioneer lumberman and visionary, 
Kapoor Singh Siddoo, 1885-1964.” 

While no standing structures remain, 
the Kapoor sawmill site has scientific 
and educational value for the mining 
and logging artifacts - saw blades, 
locomotive boiler, concrete foundations 
and remnants of the logging railway - 
present in the area which, along with 
the second-growth forest on Kapoor 
Singh Siddoo’s original timber lands, 
are tangible evidence and a testament 
to the industry that once flourished in 
these woods.

Logging railway at Kapoor in 1933. 

Workers at the Kapoor Lumber Company in 1933.Kapoor Regional Park dedication plaque.
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K H A L S A  D I WA N  S O C I E T Y 
G U R DWA R A 
1 8 6 6  W E S T  2 N D  AV E N U E ,  VA N C O U V E R

The historic place is the original 
location of the Khalsa Diwan Society 
Sikh gurdwara at 1866 West 2nd 
Avenue, Vancouver, B.C. 
 
The Khalsa Diwan Society Gurdwara 
has historical, cultural, social and 
political value for being the home 
of the oldest Sikh Society in Greater 
Vancouver, and the centre of early 
South Asian life in the province, and 
for symbolizing the history of South 
Asians Canadians. 

Constructed in 1908, the Khalsa 
Diwan Society Gurdwara is significant 
as the oldest Sikh Temple in North 
America. With the largest South Asian 
population in the province at that time, 
community, religious and political 
life centred around this gurdwara in 
Kitsilano at a time when most of the first 
South Asian immigrants in Vancouver 
found employment in the lumber mills 

The temple was constructed in 
1908 and closed in 1970.

located along False Creek.

The central importance of the Sikh 
temple in South Asian communities 
in B.C. in the early 20th century 

resulted from the fact that Sikhs at 
that time comprised the only South 
Asian group in B.C. populous enough 
to build, support and maintain temples 
or community centres. As part of South 
Asian culture in the Punjab, it was 
natural for practitioners of Muslim, 
Sikh, and Hindu religions to participate 
in each other’s festivals and utilize 
each other’s temples and shrines. 

The gurdwara, while defined as the 
house of the Guru and a place for Sikh 
worship, is typical and notable for being 
welcoming to, and holding significance 
for all immigrants from India during 
this early and often difficult period. 
Sikhs, Hindus and Muslims alike found 
refuge from racism and discrimination 
in the Khalsa Diwan Society Gurdwara, 
which served as a religious, political, 
cultural, and social service centre 
for the entire South Asian immigrant 
population of the Lower Mainland 
during its early history.

Typical of gurdwaras across B.C., 
the Khalsa Diwan Society Gurdwara 
is important for establishing sacred, 
cultural, social, community and 
political space for South Asians in B.C. 
It is significant that, despite most South 
Asian immigrants being transient 
workers who only intended to stay in 
B.C. for a short time, the gurdwara 
grounded their presence through the 

creation of a spiritual space. 

The gurdwara has social and historic 
value as a place where important 
political discussions and support 
related to South Asian immigration 
history took place. These include 
the 1907 anti-Asian riots, the 1908 
anti-immigration laws, the 1913 
Ghadar Movement for an independent 
India, and the forty-year struggle for 
enfranchisement between 1907 and 
1947. Notably, the site was visited 
by Nobel Laureate Rabindranath 
Tagore and Indian Prime Minister 
Jawaharlal Nehru. These discussions 
and events symbolize the struggles 
and achievements of the South Asian 
community in B.C. and elsewhere. 

The gurdwara has historic value for 
its connection to the Komagata Maru 
of 1914. Its members advocated for 
the rights of the passengers of the 
Komagata Maru, a ship carrying South 
Asian migrants, held in Vancouver 
harbour for two months, to be 
welcomed ashore, but the ship was 
forcibly removed.

Designed by William Henry Archer, 
the original gurdwara has aesthetic 
value for embodying the important 
aspects of traditional gurdwaras, such 
as a second floor prayer hall, a room 
containing the Guru Granth Sahib, or 
sacred text, and the langar, or dining 
area and communal kitchen on the first 
floor.

The construction of a new gurdwara 
and community centre on Ross Street 
in Vancouver and the move of the 
congregation to the new space in 1970 

reflects a shift in the employment 
patterns of South Asian workers in the 
city. Originally living near the sawmills 
along False Creek, federal government 
changes to immigration regulations 
in 1967 resulted in a large expansion 
of South Asian settlement in South 
Vancouver. The Sikh community was 
now concentrated along Main Street 
and Marine Drive in Vancouver, near 
the Punjabi Market and industrial and 
other employment opportunities near 
the Fraser River. 

The Arthur Erickson-designed Ross 
Street Gurdwara is notable for its 
modern interpretation of a traditional 
gurdwara, but is connected to the 
original through a mosaic tile artwork 
brought from the Second Avenue 
building and incorporated into the 
design.
 
Consistent with its principles and 
beliefs, the Khalsa Diwan Gurdwara 
on Ross Street continues the Sikh 
tradition of assisting others. Actions 
such as providing temporary shelter for 
Vancouver’s homeless demonstrates 
its continued social and cultural value 
to the South Asian community and 
beyond.

M
ap data: G

oogle, 2021
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(1) Location of the original gurdwara on West 2nd Avenue in 
Kitsilano. (2) Location of the new gurdwara and community 
centre on Ross Street.

FAST FACT



Exterior of the Khalsa Diwan Society 
Gurdwara at 1866 West 2nd Avenue, 
Vancouver.

Courtesy, City of Vancouver Archives
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PA L D I
N E A R  D U N C A N ,  VA N C O U V E R  I S L A N D

The community of Paldi is a former 
sawmilling town located in the 
Cowichan Valley 11 kilometres 
northwest of Duncan on Vancouver 
Island, B.C. The historic place is the 
location of a gurdwara that is still 
in frequent use by the community, 
a water tower remaining from the 
earlier sawmill operation, and several 
residences.
 
Paldi has historical, cultural, social 
and spiritual value as evidence of 
South Asian Canadian participation 
in the early development of B.C., for 
its history of economic and cultural 
importance derived from South Asian 
Canadian success in the lumber and 
sawmilling industries, and for its 
continued importance to South Asian 
Canadians on Vancouver Island and 
across the province. Originally known 
as Mayo, postal authorities approved 
the name of Paldi for the settlement in 
1936, chosen in honour of many of its 
workers’ home village in the Punjab 
region of India.

With settlement beginning around 
1908, Paldi is significant because the 
community became the centre of the 
South Asian Canadian forest industry 
in the Cowichan Valley in central 
Vancouver Island between the time 
of its establishment and the closure 
of its sawmill after a devastating fire 
in 1945. It is representative of the 

sawmilling industries in B.C. Due to the 
racially discriminatory environment, 
South Asian workers developed a 
tightly knit network of mutual support 
based on work and religion. 

Typical of entrepreneurial South Asian 
workers, a financial partnership of 35 
was formed, enabling the purchase of 
private forest reserves between Duncan 
and Lake Cowichan, the formation of 
the Mayo Lumber Company in 1917, 
and the expansion of a multi-cultural 
village at Paldi to include South Asian, 
Chinese and Japanese Canadian and 
European workers. 

The partnership represents the South 
Asian community drawing strength 
from its own traditions, cultural values 
and equal financial opportunity. The 
town is also remarkable for having 
South Asian workers employed in 

settlement patterns of early twentieth 
century immigration during which 
South Asians, primarily Sikhs from 
the Punjab region of northern India, 
began arriving in B.C., just as the forest 
industry was expanding to become 
a dominant force in the provincial 
economy. 

With its original exclusively male 
population, Paldi is a reminder of 
the exclusionary legislation of that 
time, the 1908 Continuous Journey 
Regulation, which effectively halted 
most South Asian immigration to 
Canada and isolated the pioneers who 
had arrived between 1904 and 1908. 
Paldi evolved into a vibrant village 
beginning after World War I, when 
the ban on new arrivals from India 
was lifted and South Asian women 
were legally permitted to immigrate. 
With its community hall, school, 
company store, post office and housing 
for families, Paldi is recognized for 
being a close-knit company town 
with communal social, cultural and 
economic support. 

Paldi is significant because of its long-
standing economic influence as a 
source of employment and livelihood 
for the South Asian community on 
Vancouver Island and throughout 
the province, and as a symbol of the 
role South Asian Canadians played 
in the development of the lumber and 

Lumber Company, and the Kapoor 
Lumber Company.

Paldi is historically, culturally and 
spiritually significant because of the 
presence of a Sikh gurdwara, a temple 
or place of worship, that served as the 
centre of social and religious activity. 
Originally constructed in 1919, the 
current 1959 Gurdwara continues to 
be used by the local congregation and 
is considered a pilgrimage site for 
South Asians from Canada, India and 
elsewhere. 

The Gurdwara continues to contribute 
to the social, cultural and spiritual value 
of Paldi, in part through its physical 
structure which retains key aspects of 
traditional gurdwaras: the second-floor 
prayer hall with space for worshippers 
to sit on the floor, four entrance doors, 
the Sukh Aasan (a room containing the 
104-year-old Guru Granth Sahib, and 
the langar, which includes a dining area 
and communal kitchen. The second-
floor veranda along three sides of the 
building is representative of pioneer 
Sikh gurdwaras in B.C., permitting 
direct access into the prayer hall. 

In keeping with the multi-cultural 
aspects of the community, the Sikh 
gurdwara was joined by a Japanese 
Buddhist temple in the mid-1920s. 

Paldi is considered an evocative and 
iconic place by members of B.C.’s 
South Asian Canadian community 
because it provides a link to their history 
and meaning for present generations, 

At its peak, Paldi was home 
to 1500 residents.

highly skilled positions, at a time 
when there was racial segregation of 
occupations. 

Paldi has historical and social value 
because of its association with well-
known South Asian names in B.C.’s 
lumber and sawmilling industries, 
including founders Attar Doman 
Singh, Mayo Singh Manhas and 
Kapoor Singh Siddoo, a bookkeeper, 
whose individual enterprises evolved 
into forest industry giants including 
Doman Lumber Industries, the Mayo 

FAST FACT



and embodies the respect they feel for 
earlier generations who got their start 
in the community. As the place in 
B.C. where many early South Asian 
immigrants found homes and careers 
in forestry and sawmilling, it provided 
social, cultural and economic stability 
for several generations of South Asian 
Canadians.

The values found in the community 
of Paldi and its citizens – hard honest 
work, giving back to the community, 
and accepting all people – have 
enabled South Asian Canadians to 
become significant contributors to the 
cultural, social economic and political 
history of B.C.
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P U N J A B I  M A R K E T
M A I N  S T R E E T  A N D  4 8 T H - 51 S T  AV E N U E ,  VA N C O U V E R

The Punjabi Market is significant 
for its historical, cultural and social 
values, particularly through the 
many businesses which collectively 
established the Punjabi Market, and for 
the cultural significance of the area as a 
nucleus for vibrant South Asian culture 
and community in B.C. 

The Punjabi Market is a four-block 
long commercial streetscape on 
Vancouver’s Main Street between 
48th and 51st Avenues. It is home to a 
variety of South Asian businesses and 
services including restaurants, retail 

jewelry and the aroma of South Asian 
foods and spices evoke a particular 
sense of place. 

A vibrant and diverse space, the market 
is important for being not only a place 
for shopping, but a venue for cultural 
and community gatherings. The 
Market has cultural value as the focal 
point of the annual Diwali Festival and 
the Vaisakhi Parade celebrating the 
Punjabi New Year in April of each year.
The Punjabi Market has historical value 
for being, in part, the result of changes 
to federal immigration legislation. 
While the area was originally populated 
more than a century ago by immigrant 
South Asian labourers drawn to the 
lumber industry, the significance of 
the Punjabi Market as a cultural entity 
emerged after changes to immigration 
regulations in 1967. 

The assessment of immigrants based 
on skills rather than ethnicity, along 
with the rise of multiculturalism as 
official federal government policy, 
resulted in a large expansion of South 
Asian settlement in South Vancouver. 
Newcomers were often culturally and 
linguistically diverse professionals. 
This new community became 
inextricably woven into Vancouver’s 
cultural fabric, creating a catalyst for 
the expansion of the Punjabi Market as 

stores, medical and legal services and 
other amenities serving both the South 
Asian and general population.

The Punjabi Market is considered one 
of the most significant cultural and 
social landmarks for the South Asian 
community in B.C. because it evokes 
the customs and traditions of South 
Asian Canadians, and for the high 
emotional and historical attachment 
of South Asian Canadians to this area 
of Vancouver which promotes and 
celebrates their traditional culture. 
Bhangra music, colourful clothing and 

a cultural entity, with its predominantly 
Punjabi culture, businesses, shops and 
services.

By the 1980s, the Punjabi Market and 
its goods, restaurants and services 
were significant as a focal point for the 
province’s South Asian community. 
As South Asian goods were difficult to 
find, people from all over B.C. made 
the Punjabi Market a destination for 
merchandise, services, culture and 
events, adding to the site’s provincial 
significance. It became so well known 
that residents from other provinces and 
parts of the United States also made the 
journey to the market. 

It is notable that, in 1993, the 
significance of the Punjabi Market as 
a singular cultural neighbourhood was 
recognized by the City of Vancouver 
with the installation of bilingual street 
signs in Punjabi and English. 

Today, the Punjabi Market includes 
housing, South Asian retail shops and 
restaurants, streetscape improvements 
and public art. It is important for its 
role in the continued celebration of the 
Punjabi community’s contribution to 
the city and province.

Owner of Himalaya Resturant, Palba.
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Main Street between 48th and 51st Avenues, Vancouver. 

Punjabi Market Ribbon Cutting Ceremony, 1993. Vaisakhi Parade along Main Street.

Main Street and Punjabi Market shops in the 1990s.
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S I M C O E  PA R K

1 24  M AC I N N E S  S T R E E T,  N E W  W E S T M I N S T E R 

New Westminster’s Simcoe Park has 
historical, cultural, social, spiritual 
and political value for the South 
Asian community, primarily for its 
association with the Sikh martyr Bhai 
Mewa Singh Ji. 

Located on the former site of the 
Provincial Jail, Simcoe Park is a 
3.8- acre neighbourhood park with 
a community garden, tennis courts, 
adventure playground, soccer field, 
benches, pathway, planters, open green 
space and views of the Fraser River. 
Ornamental landscaping includes 
large red oak trees which demarcate 
the original Simcoe Street right of 
way. The park is located at the corner 
of Eighth Street and Royal Avenue in 
New Westminster, B.C.

Simcoe Park is highly significant to 

high wages, mostly as labourers in the 
lumber industry. This was also a period 
during which racism and discrimination 
against non-white immigrants was 
at its peak. The 1907 anti-Asian 
riots in Vancouver culminated in the 
implementation of the “Continuous 
Passage” law of 1908 that effectively 
blocked Indian immigration to Canada. 
Mewa Singh is widely regarded by 
South Asian Canadians as an icon 
and martyr, both for voluntarily 
surrendering to authorities, and for his 
testimony at his trial which highlighted 
the racism and discrimination 
suffered by the South Asian Canadian 
community in B.C.

While the site has connections to 
challenging history and figures 

B.C.’s South Asian community because 
it is the site of the former Provincial 
Jail, the location of Bhai Mewa Singh 
Ji’s incarceration and execution. 
Mewa Singh was tried and convicted 
of shooting an immigration inspector 
in 1915, motivated by the ongoing 
inflammatory actions, surveillance and 
persecution by officials with the federal 
Immigration Department. These acts 
were undertaken by immigration 
officials against suspected Indian 
nationalists who were considered to be 
a threat to British rule in India. 

Simcoe Park is significant because it 
represents an extreme expression of 
the South Asian immigrant experience 
in B.C. Arriving in Canada in 1906, 
Mewa Singh was typical of many 
male Punjabi Sikh immigrants who 
were attracted to B.C. by relatively 

associated with racial persecution, the 
historic place is important as a unifying 
factor in the South Asian Canadian 
community. It is a reminder of Mewa 
Singh’s struggle for South Asian 
Canadian rights and as a symbol of 
perseverance. 

The historic place is an important 
touchstone for expanding the dialogue 
surrounding Mewa Singh’s death, 
and for supporting current debate 
on serious issues such as the nature 
of racism, human rights, historical 
commemoration, the role of religion in 
civil society and other significant and 
challenging topics.

Invitation to the execution of Mewa Singh. Mewa Singh’s funeral procession, 1915.

The Provincial Jail at Simcoe Park. 
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TO D  I N L E T
G OW L L A N D  TO D  P ROV I N C I A L  PA R K ,  VA N C O U V E R  I S L A N D 

Tod Inlet has historical, cultural, 
scientific, social and spiritual values 
associated with the operation of the 
Vancouver Portland Cement Company 
and the South Asian and other 
ethnically diverse workers who lived 
and worked at the plant. 

The remains of the former community 
of Tod Inlet are situated within the 
boundaries of Gowlland-Tod Provincial 
Park in the municipalities of Saanich 
and Central Saanich on southern 
Vancouver Island, British Columbia. 
The area is south of the community of 
Brentwood Bay, bounded on the north 

workplace and communal living space 
for forty Sikh men, undocumented 
through official records, who arrived in 
1906 to work at the Vancouver Portland 
Cement Company near Victoria, B.C.’s 
first cement plant. 

It is significant that this group of men 
worked at the cement plant, because 
this type of work was a rare choice 
at a time when most South Asian 
immigrants gravitated to the lumber, 
sawmill and agricultural industries. 
Notably, when the Sikh workers left 
Tod Inlet approximately five years 
later, they relocated to places such as 
Vancouver Island, Golden, Ocean Falls 
and other forest-based communities to 
work as loggers and in the province’s 
sawmills. 

Established at a time of restrictive 
immigration policies, particularly 
the “Continuous Journey” legislation 
of 1908 that obstructed South 
Asian immigration, Tod Inlet is 
culturally significant today because 
it was a multi-racial community and 
workplace for South Asian Canadian, 
Chinese Canadians, and First Nations 
employees. It was part of a segregated 
community that also included White 
engineers, managers and plant workers 
and their families. 

Tod Inlet also has historic and cultural 
value as an illustration of the typical 
living and working conditions in South 
Asian Canadian worker communities 
at B.C.’s industrial sites, including the 
bunkhouses and temporary quarters that 
were a common fixture in B.C’s early 
workplaces. South Asian Canadian 
workers often lived communally, with 

by Interurban Road and on the west by 
Benvenuto Avenue. 

Tod Inlet includes the remains of a 
cement plant that was the reason for 
the settlement’s existence, remnants 
of worker housing, concrete building 
foundations and scattered artifacts 
left by workers at the former cement 
plant, all becoming overgrown by the 
encroaching forest. The remains of 
wooden wharf pilings are still visible 
in the water of the inlet.

Established in 1904, Tod Inlet has 
historic and cultural value for being the 

four to six men in each bunkhouse and 
meals eaten in one large building. 

Tod Inlet has historic value for 
representing the sacrifice many South 
Asian workers made on early work 
sites in B.C., often for lower pay than 
their European counterparts. The site 
saw industrial accidents and deaths 
from hard labour in the limestone 
quarries, in the cement plant, and in 
loading bags of cement on to ships for 
transport, as well as from diseases such 
as typhus and tuberculosis.

Tod Inlet has spiritual value as a 
place where South Asian Canadians 
practiced their own religious rituals 
when their fellow workers died in the 
course of their work. There is evidence 
that one of the earliest Sikh cremation 
ceremonies in B.C. took place at Tod 
Inlet.

Tod Inlet has historic and scientific 
value as the site of the first cement 
factory on the west coast and its 
associated limestone quarry and clay 
mining site. The cement manufacturing 
process and its transportation patterns 
are seen in the physical arrangement 
of the remains of the plant, wharf, and 
other historic resources on the site. 

The remains of structures and artifacts 
on the site have scientific value for 
industrial archaeological investigations 
because the site is protected within 
the provincial park. The site has the 
potential to reveal more information 
about Tod Inlet’s former residents and 
ways of life.
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Sikh cremation at Tod Inlet, 1907.Remains of the  Vancouver Portland Cement Company wharf, 2012. 

Vancouver Portland Cement Company Limited, at Tod Inlet.
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TO PA Z  AV E N U E  S I K H  G U R DWA R A 
1 2 1 0  TO PA Z  AV E N U E ,  V I C TO R I A

The Topaz Avenue Sikh Gurdwara has 
historical, cultural, social, spiritual 
and aesthetic value, particularly for its 
association with early Sikh pioneers in 
B.C.’s capital of Victoria.

The Topaz Avenue Sikh Gurdwara is 
a two-storey, square-massed gurdwara 
with a gable-on-hip roof, tall front 
stair, second-story verandah, dome 
and ornamental entry gates. It is set 
on top of a hill at Topaz Avenue and 
Blackwood Streets in central Victoria, 
B.C. Situated at a high point of land, 
the building is surrounded by a stone 
and metal picketed wall and has 
panoramic views across the city.

Originally constructed in 1912 by 
the Victoria Khalsa Diwan Society 
and the third gurdwara established 
in the province, the Topaz Avenue 

include the second-floor prayer hall 
with traditional space for worshippers 
to sit on the floor, four entrance doors, 
the Sukh Aasan (a room containing 
the Guru Granth Sahib), langar, or 
dining area and communal kitchen. 
The second-floor veranda along three 
sides of the building is representative 
of some pioneer Sikh temples in B.C., 
permitting direct access into the prayer 
hall. 

The gurdwara, meaning “the doorway 
to the guru,” has historic and spiritual 
value as a place of worship and as 
a community gathering space, both 
historically and today, for those in 
the South Asian community. The 
early gurdwara offered South Asian 
community members a place to practice 
their faith, connect with others, and 
receive the spiritual and emotional 
support needed to retain their faith while 
enduring the racism and discrimination 
against South Asians prevalent in B.C. 
during the first half of the 20th century. 
The Gurdwara was also important as 
a place where members practiced the 
age-old tradition of langar in which 

Sikh Gurdwara has historic value for 
representing the hard work and tenacity 
of the first South Asian pioneers who 
arrived in the Victoria area in 1904. 
Typical of many South Asian Canadian 
immigrants, many found work in 
Vancouver Island’s growing forest 
industry, and in nearby lumber mills 
along the Gorge Waterway. South 
Asian Canadians in other Vancouver 
Island communities remember the 
gurdwara as an important part of their 
lives upon their arrival in B.C

While the original 1912 brick and 
wood building at this location was a 
traditional design by architect H.S. 
Griffith, the current gurdwara building, 
constructed in 1969, has aesthetic value 
for representing a modern interpretation 
of the gurdwara while retaining the key 
aspects of traditional design. These 

travelers and pilgrims of all faiths and 
stations in life could rest here and be 
given food.

Social value is found in the fundraising 
efforts of the community to build 
the new gurdwara. Many of the men 
associated with the Khalsa Diwan 
society travelled to solicit donations 
for the project, using their influence as 
successful businessmen and community 
leaders to convince businesses such 
as BC Forest Products and Imperial 
Building Materials to donate money 
based on the relationships they had 
formed with the Sikh community over 
time. 

The Topaz Avenue Sikh Gurdwara has 
cultural value for the 2012 celebration 
of the 100th anniversary of its founding, 
an occasion for commemoration by the 
South Asian community in Victoria, 
Vancouver Island and the province. The 
centennial offered time for reflection 
about the growth and achievements of 
the South Asian community since the 
founding of the original gurdwara.
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Front view of the gurwara from Topaz Street. 

Exterior of the original 1912 brick and wood gurdwara in 1924. Interior of the Topaz Avenue Gurdwara. 
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YO U B O U  M I L L

N O RT H  S H O R E  O F  L A K E  C OW I C H A N

Youbou has historic, cultural, social 
and economic significance to the 
history of South Asian Canadians in 
B.C. because it was the site of a large 
sawmill and associated community that 
employed many South Asian Canadian 
immigrants. The site represents their 
contribution to the expanding resource-
based economy of the province.

The Youbou mill site consists of the 
remains of a former sawmill located 
near the community of Youbou on the 
north shore of Lake Cowichan. The 
site is at the end of Highway 18, 38 
kilometres west of Duncan, on central 
Vancouver Island B.C.

The site of the former sawmill at 
Youbou is considered significant 
because it demonstrates the ways in 
which South Asian Canadians helped 
to build the economy of B.C. through 
their labour, resilience and innovation 
in the lumbering and sawmilling 
industries.

Founded in 1913 by the Empire 
Lumber Company, the Youbou mill 
is valued for its association with the 
South Asian Canadian labourers that 
helped fuel its growth from a small 
portable sawmill to one of the largest 
sawmills in the Lake Cowichan area. 
The mill’s craneway was known as one 
of the longest craneways in the British 
Empire in the early 1900s. 

thriving sawmill that existed until the 
relatively recent past. These remains 
are important as physical indicators of 
the location and scale of the mill site 
and its relationship to current townsite 
of Youbou. 

The former sawmill site at Youbou is 
important for its relative longevity and 
viability in a small community that 
endured the boom and bust cycles of 

The community of Youbou that grew 
up around the sawmill is named after 
two founders of the Empire Lumber 
Company which operated the first 
sawmill there. The mill site at Youbou 
has historic and social value for its 
employment of many South Asian 
immigrants, particularly after 1947 
when the Canadian Citizenship Act 
allowed residents of Canada to obtain 
citizenship regardless of their country 
of origin. The site’s value is heightened 
by the fact that multiple generations of 
South Asian Canadians worked at this 
mill as a means of raising their families 
and making a living.

This legislation also resulted in 
the growth of the number of South 
Asian families who resided in the 
adjacent community of Youbou, a 
still-existing, former company town 
historically associated with the now-
defunct sawmill site. Youbou grew to 
house the mill offices and workers’ 
accommodation, and to support a 
church, an elementary school in a 
converted bunkhouse, volunteer fire 
department, and community hall, all 
of which served the mill-working 
community.

Today the few remains of the sawmill at 
Youbou, visible at a distance from the 
town, include wharf remnants, wood 
pilings and other small structures that 
are valued as a reminder of the once-

the industry. The final closure of the 
sawmill at Youbou in 2001 is important 
because it signalled the end of an era of 
logging and sawmilling on Cowichan 
Lake that was highly significant to 
B.C.’s South Asian community, and 
set the stage for an important alliance 
between former mill workers and 
environmentalists, both of whom 
opposed the mill’s closure.

BC Forest Products mill at Youbou, 1950. Above: No. 1 planer day 
shift, Industrial Timber Mills, 1941.

No. 1 crane, Industrial Timber 
Mills, 1946.

Remains of the 
former sawmill.

The community of Youbou in the 1940s. 
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No. 1 planer day shift, Industrial Timber Mills, 1941.
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