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The history of B.C.s South Asian communities, only partially
preserved in archives, is slipping away

April is Stkh Heritage Month in Canada. To recognize this and celebrate the history of the
local South Asian community, the City of Surrey/Surrey Archives is hosting a free virtual
talk by Dr. Satwinder Bains.
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Group photo of children in front of the Vancouver 2nd Avenue Sikh Temple. South Asian Canadian Digital Archive, University of the Fraser Valley.
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South Asian Heritage in B.C.




When: April 14 at 6:30 p.m.
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April is Sikh Heritage Month in Canada. To recognize this and celebrate the history of the local South Asian
community, the City of Surrey/Surrey Archives is hosting a free virtual talk by Satwinder Bains.

An associate professor at the South Asian Studies Institute at the University of the Fraser Valley, Bains will discuss
the experiences and contributions of the South Asian community in B.C. and the South Asian Canadian Digital
Archive. We talked to the professor about the archives and the importance of documenting history.

Q: Have you gone through all of the archives yourself? Is there anything you haven’t seen?

A: We know what’s there. They hired us two years ago, just before the pandemic. It’s not so much what’s in the
archives, but getting people engaged with the archive. There’s lots of archival information out there sitting in
briefcases and bedrooms and closets that nobody has access to. What I'm really interested in is making the archive
more accessible both in terms of building and utilizing it. We're not even at the stage where people in the South Asian
community understand the value of their own archive. We're at stage one. We're just unearthing histories that have
been buried for so long. The urgency of it all is what I want to talk about.

Q: There’s an archival photo of children standing in front of the Vancouver 2nd Avenue Sikh Temple.
What’s the significance of the image?

A: That image is really iconic for us. Prior to this photograph, the South Asian migration was mostly of men. A
handful of women met the restriction criteria and applied to be let in for humanitarian reasons, but a law prevented
women and children from coming to Canada. A homesteading picture like that shows that people aren’t just
temporary visitors being used and exploited for labour, but that they have a family system where children are being
born. The story has so much resonance, it gives us so much courage. Despite so much discrimination, men and
women still came to Canada and wanted to make it their home. Maybe a couple of years before this photo there were
no children here of South Asian descent. We don’t know how our history has excluded us. It hasn’t been recorded
anywhere, it hasn’t been studied, it hasn’t been analysed or held to account.

Q: Why is there an urgency around bringing these archives to people’s attention?



A: Our libraries are dying. By that I mean the physical libraries, the people. We are losing that access. If we had
started this 50 years ago, we would have a much richer and more robust archive. We don’t have that because we were
in the survival stage. If we want to capture the true first-hand accounts of our history and our heritage, we are still so
late. Surrey’s population is 35 to 40 per cent South Asian. This needs to be part of the city’s work plan. Who are our
communities? Who do we represent? If we say we don’t know where to get more archives, then put in development
phases. We have been told that our heritage doesn’t matter. It’s not in the history books, it’s not in the archives. We
have to learn to understand and accept and honour our own histories. Let’s get to that stage.

Q: Are you concerned that the younger generations might not care about their history?

A: That's the interesting thing. The younger generation wants to find their history. They're the ones who have the
privilege of thriving in this community. They're the ones who will be asking these questions. So it behoves us to
respond to those questions.

Q: We talked about the photo, and how it shows the emergence of South Asian families in Vancouver.
What else would you like people to know about the South Asian diaspora?

A: That it has a very old and rich history. We've been here over 117 years. Our history is replete not just with
challenges but with great successes. We are the beneficiaries of the resilience of our ancestors. We are here to stay and
to build the country and, within our communities, a sense of heritage. Our stories need to be examined and
understood and recorded and studied. That photograph shows, in the faces of those children, that we're here today
because of them. We need to honour the legacy of our ancestors. They may not have been able to tell their stories, but
as caretakers of history, we will, regardless of whether it’s second- or third-hand. It can at least give us a glimpse into

the past and to know that the past is not something to be afraid of or to hide, but to be examined.
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A West Vancouver 'party home with a view' goes viral on Twitter

More police patrols sought on Wreck Beach as popularity brings problems

Vancouver duplex owners deny scuttling $1.8-million real estate sale

Vaughn Palmer: Eby adds a legal adviser to an office already crammed with lawyers

5 M Traffic alert: Light snowfall causes congestion and delays, Drive B.C. says
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LATEST NATIONAL STORIES

Man convicted of child sex crimes fights in court
for Bengali books, even after B.C. prison buys 10

Among his many complaints, Tanzirul Alam filed a grievance
saying the lack of books in Bengali violated his charter rights and...

1 hourago News

Backlog targeted as Veterans Affairs reports
nearly $1B for ex-soldiers was unspent

Veterans' groups are expressing skepticism, saying at least a
portion of the money would have been used to help more ex-...

1 hourago Canada

Stranded 35-foot humpback whale dies on Long
Island beach

Researchers hope to perform a necropsy to better understand what
might have caused the whale to beach itself

1 hourago News




Ukrainian-Canadian group drops court challenge
of cancelled turbine export for Russian pipeline

Federal Liberals had approved export permits last July, but later
changed course after the September explosion of the pipeline

2 hours ago Canada

Mi'kmaw Nova Scotia MP says new federal
electoral map kicks him out of his own riding

Jaime Battiste says a proposed boundary change for Sydney-
Victoria was done without the consultation of its Indigenous...

2 hours ago Canadian Politics
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Postmedia is committed to maintaining a lively but civil forum for discussion and encourage all readers to share their
views on our articles. Comments may take up to an hour for moderation before appearing on the site. We ask you to
keep your comments relevant and respectful. We have enabled email notifications—you will now receive an email if
you receive a reply to your comment, there is an update to a comment thread you follow or if a user you follow
comments. Visit our Community Guidelines for more information and details on how to adjust your email settings.
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