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“Naming of City Asset in Commemoration of the Komagata Maru”



REPORT

OFFICE OF THE CAO
To: Mayor Coté and Members of Council Date: March 1, 2021
From: Lisa Spitale, Doc #: 1777234

Chief Administrative Officer

Subject: Naming of City Asset in Commemoration of the Komagata Maru

RECOMMENDATIONS

THAT Council direct staff to proceed with naming the QtoQ Ferry docks in
Queensborough and Downtown in commemoration of the Komagata Maru.

THAT Council direct staff to include interpretive signage to tell the story of the
Komagata Maru and include recognition for members of the community found to have
participated in supporting passengers of the ship.

PURPOSE

The purpose of this report is to provide Council with a recommendation to name the
QtoQ Ferry docks in Queensborough and Downtown in commemoration of the Komagata
Maru. This report also provides Council with contextual information surrounding City
connections to this history and recommends that interpretation of the Komagata Maru
history accompany the naming of these civic assets.

BACKGROUND

On October 28, 2019 Mr. Raj Singh Toor — spokesperson for the Descendants of the
Komagata Maru Society — attended Council and requested the City consider naming a
street, park, or other City asset after the Komagata Maru. In response Council directed
City staff to do a report on the connection of New Westminster and the Komagata Maru
incident. In particular, the report should provide documentation of the support the New
Westminster South Asian community offered to the passengers of the Komagata Maru.



DISCUSSION

Komagata Maru History

In 2012 Simon Fraser University Library launched a website and digital archive called
Komagata Maru — Continuing the Journey. This site was developed to shed light on the
Komagata Maru Incident and its significance to Canadian history. The website states the
following about the Incident:

More than just an isolated "incident", The Komagata Maru story reflects a
deliberate, exclusionary policy of the Canadian government to keep out ethnicities
with whom it deemed unfit to enter. These justifications were couched in racist

and ethnocentric views of "progress", "civilization", and "suitability" which all
buttressed the view that Canada should remain a "White Man's Country".

On May 23, 1914, a crowded ship from Hong Kong carrying 376 passengers, most
being immigrants from Punjab, British India, arrived in Vancouver's Burrard
Inlet... The passengers, all British subjects, were challenging the Continuous
Passage regulation, which stated that immigrants must "come from the country of
their birth, or citizenship, by a continuous journey and on through tickets
purchased before leaving the country of their birth, or citizenship." The regulation
had been brought into force in 1908 in an effort to curb Indian immigration to
Canada. As a result, the Komagata Maru was denied docking by the authorities
and only twenty returning residents, and the ship's doctor and his family were
eventually granted admission to Canada. Following a two month stalemate, the
ship was escorted out of the harbour by the Canadian military on July 23, 1914
and forced to sail back to Budge-Budge, India where nineteen of the passengers
were killed by gunfire upon disembarking and many others imprisoned.!

Research Outcomes

In order to identify City connections to the Komagata Maru Incident, Museums and
Heritage Services staff undertook research into Council minutes, newspapers, municipal
property assessment rolls and archival documents held by the Simon Fraser University
Library.

Staff research has identified direct political connections to the Komagata Maru Incident.
On June 22, 1914 City Council passed the following motion:

1 “The Incident.” http://komagatamarujourney.ca/incident. Accessed 23 February 2021.




That this Council go on record as being opposed to this immigration, and that the
Clerk be instructed to urge upon the Premier and the Minister of the Interior at
Ottawa to use every effort to prevent admission of these people into the Country. 2

In response to the above motion, Council received the following correspondence from
W.D. Scott, Federal Superintendent of Immigration:

Representations of the City of New Westminster in common with similar
representation from other quarters regarding the exclusion of the passengers on the
Komagata Maru have received the careful attention of the govern, which will
make every effort to see that all existing immigration regulations are strictly
enforced.?

Further to the above, the mayor presided over a community meeting assembled to
organize against South Asian and Asian immigration. A majority of City Council
attended this meeting which resulted in the following resolution to be cast by the
gathering:

That this mass meeting here assembled do most heartily endorse the action of the
immigration officials in preventing the landing of the Hindus from the Komagata
Maru, and call on the Federal authorities at Ottawa to invoke the full power of the
present statutes and, if necessary, enact new laws, to effectively deal with the total
exclusion of Asiatics from this country.*

Further details of this meeting can be found in Attachment 1 to this report.

Research has not uncovered conclusive evidence of direct support offered by New
Westminster’s South Asian community to the passengers of the Komagata Maru.
However New Westminster was home to one of three prominent BC South Asian
communities at the time; the others were Abbotsford and Vancouver. For this reason, it
is likely that members of this community were supportive of passengers on board the
vessel. Furthermore, research within municipal assessment roles from 1913 and 1916 has
identified one individual — Met Singh — who may have been a member of the Komagata
Maru Shore Committee. The Shore Committee was a group of BC residents that
organized to support Komagata Maru passengers through fundraising efforts, legal
services and the provision of food and water.

Met Singh owned two properties along Ewen Avenue across the street from today’s Sukh
Sagar Park. His name is similar to that of Mitt Singh Pandori who was a member of the
Shore Committee and secretary of the Vancouver Khalsa Diwan Society. SFU Library
Archival records indicate that Mitt Singh worked at lumber mills in both Vancouver and

2 “Minutes of Council.” Vol. 8, April 28, 1913 — September 21, 2014, p. 291.
3 “Will Discuss Hindu Problem At Mass Meeting on Sunday.” British Columbian, June 27, 1914, p.1.
4 “pAsiatics Get No Supporters.” British Columbian, June 30, 1914, pp.1 & 4



New Westminster. It is feasible he and Met Singh are the same individual and there are
different variants to the spelling of his name. Research into this connection is ongoing.

Analysis

It is evident that City actions of the time were supportive of discriminatory, racist and
exclusionary laws that ultimately brought about the plight of the passengers of the
Komagata Maru. This conclusion is supported by correspondence sent to the City from
Superintendent Scott stating that New Westminster’s sentiment was similar to that of
other jurisdictions; bolstering federal confidence in the severe enforcement of its laws.

For well over 100 years the South Asian community has been a socially supportive and
active part of New Westminster’s community. Council actions of the day would have
made these residents and ratepayers feel unwelcome and unsafe in their homes. These
actions are not consistent with current Council values and strategic priorities around
Reconciliation, Inclusion and Engagement. Specifically:

e to create a welcoming, inclusive, and accepting community that promotes a deep
understanding and respect for all cultures; and,

e to apply a social equity lens throughout this organization to ensure that all
residents can access, participate in, and benefit from City facilities, infrastructure,
programs, and services.

Recommendation

It would be appropriate to name a City asset in a neighbourhood that has historically been
the home of many residents of South Asian descent and continues to be a social hub of
that community today. It would also be appropriate for the City to name an asset in an
area of the City that has not predominantly been home to South Asian residents; sharing
this story equally across the community and fostering respect and understanding for their
histories. These actions would demonstrate a commitment to inclusivity and an interest in
working towards reconciling past discriminatory and racist actions the City has taken
against the South Asian community.

Staff recommends that Council consider naming The QtoQ Ferry docks in
Queensborough and along the Esplanade in commemoration of the Komagata Maru
Incident. These areas are symbolic of the Incident; representing access to the land that
was denied to the passengers of the Komagata Maru. Neither of the above locations are
currently named by the City and they lend themselves to an interconnection of this
narrative across City neighbourhoods.

Consultation



The above recommendations were brought to the City’s Facilities, Infrastructure and
Public Realm Advisory Committee for endorsement. The following motion was passed
by The Committee:

MOVED and SECONDED

THAT the Facilities, Infrastructure and Public Realm Task Force recommend that
Council support naming the dock and/or walkway at Port Royal in memory of the
Komagata Maru;

THAT Council consider locations on the mainland of the City as well; and,

THAT Council also consider recognizing local members who may have participated
in supporting passengers of the Komagata Maru.

CARRIED.
All members of the Committee present voted in favour of the motion.

Staff have also consulted with leadership of the Sukh Sagar Gurdwara in Queensborough
to determine if there would be support for the naming of these City assets. The Gurdwara
1s supportive of this naming and has offered to help the City in moving this initiative
forward.

INTERDEPARTMENTAL LIAISON

Both the Manager of Horticulture Services and Parks and Open Space Planning and the
Manager of Transportation have been consulted in developing this report.

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

The resources for the naming and supplemental interpretive signage can be found within
the current approved City Interpretive Signage capital program.

OPTIONS
The following options are presented for Council’s consideration:

That Council:

1. direct staff to proceed with naming the QtoQ Ferry docks in Queensborough and
Downtown in commemoration of the Komagata Maru;



2. direct staff to include interpretive signage to tell the story of the Komagata Maru
and include recognition for members of the community found to have participated
in supporting passengers of the ship;

3. Provides staff with alternative direction.

Staff recommends Options 1&2.

Report Author,

Rob McCullough
Manager, Museums and Cultural
Services

Approved for Presentation to Council

Lisa Spitale
Chief Administrative Officer
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British Columbian June 27, 1914



British Columbian June 27, 1914




British Columbian June 30, 1914




British Columbian June 30, 1914
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Q to Q dock circled in orange along the Esplanade

Queensborough Perimeter Trail noted in purple
Q to Q dock circled in orange



