
CONTINUOUS PASSAGE: 

Early Indo -Canadian History  







The first Indians to settle in Canada were Sikh labourers working primarily in the lumber, railway, and 
farming industries. Most were from farming regions in the Punjab that faced intense population pres-
sures combined with low wages and inflation. Families mortgaged their land to send one member 
abroad. In turn, he sent most of his wages home, allowing them to buy more land and improve living 
conditions. Some of these men were enticed by propaganda from steamship lines and ticket agents, 
above all promising economic opportunity in Canada. 
 
A provincial labour shortage created demand for Indian workers, but the work was unstable, physically 
taxing, and wages were generally ½ to 2/3 of that paid to whites. Isolated work camps were often unhy-
gienic and overcrowded, claiming many lives to typhus fever and tuberculosis. 

common on the work site, leading to many deaths.  

The organized labour movement feared that cheap Indian labour threatened the wages and livelihoods 
of white working class men, but because many of the Indians were veterans of the British Indian Army, 
some employers found them preferable to Chinese or Japanese workers. 
 
´These Hindus (sic) are all old soldiers. I would have White labourers of course if I can get them¦ But I 
would rather give employment to these old soldiers who have helped to fight for the British Empire than to 
entire aliens.µ · The Daily Province, October 1906 



 

Nonetheless, the social climate awaiting these Indian arrivals was less than welcoming. Preceding 

them, immigrants from China and Japan had begun arriving in the late 1700³s and early 1800³s. They 

endured years of legislative discrimination, racism and exclusion, which was especially strong at the 

turn of the 20th century. There was much anxiety and fear about the evolving ethnic makeup of Can-

ada, with many wishing to restrict immigration to those of European origin. A popular song from the 

early 1900³s captures the ethos of the time:  

 

 

 ́ We welcome as brothers all white men still,  

But the shifty yellow race,  

Whose word is vain, who oppress the weak,  

Must find another place.  

Then let us stand united all  

And show our father³s might  

That won the home we call our own  

For white man³s land we fight.  

To oriental grasp and greed  

We³ll surrender, no never.  

Our watchword be ´God save the Kingµ  

White Canada for ever.µ  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


