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1914: THE KOMAGATA MARU INCIDENT 

 
 

In October 1913, the Panama Maru ship carrying 39 Indian 
passengers had landed in Victoria, B.C., and successfully challenged 
the continuous passage law which discriminated against 
prospective Indian immigrants. A technicality forced the law to be 
temporarily struck down, allowing most of the passengers to be 
released into Canada. 
 
Encouraged by the Panama Maru case, many Indians were hopeful 
that they too might be able to enter Canada before new restrictions 
were enacted. Hundreds of Indians languished at ports in Eastern Asia, desperately searching for 
passage to Canada. At the time, Canada had been accepting record numbers of immigrants, including 
400 000 in 1913 alone, the great majority of whom were of European origin. 
 

GURDIT SINGH 
 

In January, 1914, a wealthy Sikh merchant named Gurdit Singh was 
approached by a number of Indians looking for passage to Canada. Singh 
was in Hong Kong at the time, and agreed to charter a ship, citing equality of 
Indians with white citizens of the British Empire and the right of all British 
subjects, regardless of race, to enter Canada.  
 
 “We are British citizens, and we have the right to visit any part of the 
Empire.” – Gurdit Singh, May, 1914 
 

Singh was able to charter a Japanese ship, the Komagata Maru, which left 
Yokohama on May 2, 1914. It was affectionately renamed the Guru 
Nanak Jahaz by its Indian passengers, who numbered 376-- 340 Sikhs, 24     
Muslims and 12 Hindus. They were mainly young men aged 18-30, with 
the exception of 2 women and 4 children, including Gurdit’s young son.  
 

Their main aim was finding work in Canada at wages much higher than what was available in India. 
Many of the passengers were veterans of the British Indian Army, and felt that their British passports 
and service for the Empire earned them the same rights as white citizens to work 
anywhere in the dominion.    
 

Thus, the ship’s journey was highly politicized and held deep implications for Indian-
Canadian and Indian-British relations. Much bitterness existed over the British 
colonial system and its unequal treatment of Indians both in India and abroad. 
Gurdit Singh himself was connected to the Ghadarites, a North American political 
movement seeking to liberate India from British rule. Ghadarite literature was 
distributed on board, and prominent Indian nationalists such as Barkatullah and 

Balwant Singh met with passengers en route.   
 
On May 23, 1914, the Komagata Maru arrived in Burret Inlet near Vancouver. Federal officials were 
awaiting its arrival, vowing to prevent the Indians from disembarking. 20 Indians who had been 
previous residents were permitted to land, while the rest were held captive on board, the ship 
guarded day and night by armed guards.  
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The public outcry was immediate. The Canadian government was flooded with protests and petitions 
calling for the Indians to be sent back. Public meetings were held, and incendiary newspaper articles 
were printed disparaging Indians, who were uniformly referred to as “Hindoos”.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Community associations, trade unions and religious groups joined the chorus, citing the supposed 
inability of Indians to live peacefully with white Canadians, despite the fact that many of the 
passengers had fought for the British dominion.  
 
“[Indians] are different, so different that the two races are really incompatible, and such an attempt to 
fuse them as a common people is useless and would inevitably result in a lowered standard of 
civilization. Surely… it is evident that each race is better off in its own natural environment, and when, 
too, the unrestrained mixing of the races on this Coast would lead to economic disaster and ethical 
demoralization.” 
- Methodist newsletter, May, 1914   
 
But the passengers were not without supporters. A Shore Committee was set up to raise money for 

them- its first meeting drew 500 from the Vancouver Indian community and about 20 white 

supporters. Immigration officials were deliberately delaying court proceedings, hoping that provisions 

would run out and the ship would be forced to leave. Donations from the Shore Committee helped 

buy food to be sent out to the ship, but nonetheless the passengers often went without food or water 

for periods of over 24 hours. They were not allowed to communicate with anyone outside the ship, 

and were denied visitors, including their own lawyer. 

 

Immigration Officials Guard the Vessel 

 

The passengers were confined to the ship for one month before a test case was put before the courts. 

A young Sikh farmer named Munshi Singh was selected. He was found to have violated three Orders-

in-Council, including the continuous passage law. Chief Justice Gordon Hunter intervened, finding that 

the legal basis for the passengers’ detention was flawed, and the Orders-in-Council invalid. However, 

his decision was overturned, and the Supreme Court of Appeal ordered Munshi and the rest of the 

passengers to leave Canadian waters. 
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By this time the passengers were worn down, demoralized and on the brink of starvation. They agreed 
to leave, but not without provisions for their return trip. In response, the government sent the police 
to attempt to wrest control of the ship and push it out to sea. In a dramatic standoff, they were pelted 
with coal and fire bricks by angry passengers, prompting the government to bring in a navy cruiser 
with its guns pointed at the ship.  
 
 "Howling masses of Hindus showered policemen with lumps of coal and bricks... it was like standing 
underneath a coal chute". – the Sun, July 20, 1914 
 
When officials finally agreed to provide provisions, the Komagata Maru weighed anchor and set sail 
for Asia. Throngs of civilians stood on the rooftops of Vancouver to watch the ship go, cheering as it 
did.  
 

 
 

By this time, three more weeks had passed, and the passengers had been held captive in Burret Inlet 
for a total of two months. The Hong Kong government refused to let the Komagata Maru return to its 
shores. The ship was forced to go to India, although many of the men on board had been working in 
Eastern Asia and wished to return there. 
 
 

 
Among the Komagata Maru’s passengers had been Jagat Singh Thind, brother of Dr. 
Bhagat Singh Thind. Bhagat was a pioneering member of the North American Sikh 
community, having been involved in United States v. Bhagat Singh Thind, a case 
concerning citizenship rights for Indian Americans. Letters from Bhagat about the fate 
of his brother have been documented by Sikh historians and give a glimpse into the 
emotional weight of the event:     
 

      
 
 

“My dear brother together with 380 others boarded the Kama Gata Maru ship 
and left for Canada. But they had to suffer in many ways about which he will 
tell you himself. The British Government of which we are well-wishers expelled 
all the "brothers" out of the country. Now, hopefully, brother Jagat Singh has 
reached home. I am in America. The ship had come to Canada. I did not have 
permission to go and meet him. Later, when the ship returned it was to go to 
Hong Kong, but his letter came from Kobe, Japan. He wrote that the ship was 
not permitted to go to Hong Kong. Don't you worry and console Jagat Singh.”   

- Bhagat Singh Thind to his father  
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RETURN TO INDIA 
 
On September 27, 1914, the Komagata Maru arrived in India and 
docked in a small coastal town called Budge Budge, where it was 
overtaken by a British gunboat and its passengers placed under 
guard. The British government considered the ship’s voyage to 
Canada an act of political agitation against the Empire.  It tried to 
arrest the presumed leaders of the group, including Gurdit Singh. 
In the ensuing chaos, shots were fired into the crowd, killing 20 
of the passengers. Some managed to escape, while others were 
imprisoned until after the First World War.  The massacre became 
known as “The Budge Budge Riot”, and was commemorated with 
a monument by the Indian government in 1951.    
 
 

AFTERMATH  
 
The Komagata Maru incident was not only a historically significant event in Canada – it also marked a 
turning point in India’s struggle for independence. The event and its violent aftermath shone a light on the 
myths of the British Empire—namely, that equality, fairness and justice were available to all of its 
subjects. In Canada, it is a symbol of the racist and exclusionist regulations that defined Canadian 
immigration policy until the early 1960s.  
 
Its importance is underscored by the many tributes to the event and its passengers. A memorial plaque 
rests in Vancouver’s Portal Park, and in March, 2011, it was announced that a larger monument will be 
erected in the city’s Harbour Green Park near Burrard Inlet. The Khalsa Diwan Society also plans to build a 
public museum in honour of the Komagata Maru and the struggles of Sikh Canadians for equality under 
the law. 
 

Tributes have also been made in the form of 2 plays, a radio play, and a 
comic book. In 2004, Ali Kazimi’s documentary about the event, 
Continuous Journey, was released to widespread critical acclaim. A $35-
million movie by Indo-Canadian director Deepa Mehta is also in the works. 
 
In 2008, Prime Minister Stephen Harper apologized for the incident before 
an audience at an Indo-Canadian gathering in Surrey, B.C.  Some members 
of the community were concerned with the delivery of the apology, which 
took place in a public park. This contrasted with the apologies given to 
members of the Japanese Canadian, Chinese Canadian and Native 
Canadian communities for past abuses by the Canadian government. 
Those apologies were delivered in the House of Commons. Indo-Canadian 
advocates had also expected an official apology given in the House of 
Commons, and were disappointed when this did not happen. 

 
Although most of the passengers had been Sikh, the Komagata Maru incident remains an important part 
of history for all South Asian Canadians, as a symbol and a reminder of the discriminatory immigration 
policies that reduced immigration from South Asia to a trickle until the 1960s. 
 
  
 
 


