This gave birth to small communities known as Glen Valley, Jubilee, Poplar, Aberdeen, Barrowtown,
Clayburn, Kilgard, Mt. Lehman, Bradner, Peardonville, Huntington and Ridgedale.

The arrival of CP-rail, the building of roads and the elimination of Sumas Lake helped in shaping of
the rich agricultural belt of this region. Sumas Lake stretched 40km, bordering the municipalities of
Chilliwack and Abbotsford and was eliminated in the 1925.

The reclaimed land was sold to farmers in late the 1920's, this also boosted the real estate industry in
the town. Today the reclaimed land produces hay, blueberries, raspberries and vegetables, corn etc.

People of Asian origins started appearing in this region during the turn of the century. Among them
were the Japanese who were the first to own the agriculture land. They grew different types of berries
and were also forced clear hundreds of acres of wasteland. They farmed close to 40 years in
Abbotsford but were forced to move out during the Second World War. During Christmas they shared
the fruits with the local communities.

The arrival of Mennonite immigrants in 1928 and the Dutch after the Second World War brought sig-
nificant changes to the agriculture life style in this region. No matter which country the early settlers
arrived from the first generation was hard working and skilled in agriculture.

ROLE OF INDO-CANADIAN FARMERS

The arrival of Sikhs in Abbotsford dates back to 1905-1906. The family history of the early Caucasian
settlers shows that the Indo-Canadians were physically tough and hardworking and capable of man-
ual labour. Despite language and cultural barriers, they were trusted and were frequently hired by the
locals.

The Sikhs (who were referred to as "Hindu's" in a mistaken identity) also known as East-Indians and
later Indo-Canadians, were frequently hired by the local Caucasians to clean the waste land.

Family history of the pioneers living in the Ridgedale area, states that "The Machells and the Gurneys,
along with other early settlers hired through Vancouver contractors large groups of East-Indians to do
some of the initial clearing, a task at which these men seemed very adept.

First the huge trees were cut down, using cross-cut saws. Then a sort of spur tree with block and tack-
le was employed to sort the fallen trees into huge piles. As soon as possible, the piles of fallen trees
were fired. Old- timers still remember the pall of smoke from these piles, which seemed to hang over
the whole country side for weeks on end. Then the stumps were blasted out with the use of blasting
powder and then were pulled by teams of horses up to the burning piles. The East Indians looked after
their own cooking and sleeping arrangements. In the evening we used to walkthrough their camp, gaz-
ing in awe at these bearded and turbaned people (says Bill Gurney) who spoke in a strange tongue
and who cooked weird oriental, concoctions over open fires for their meals".

As no chronological in-depth research on the Indo-Canadian pioneers has been done so far, we come
across many interesting episodes as stated in the family tales of early Caucasian settlers.
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Early settlers of the Mt. Lehman area named N.R. Edmund and Elizabeth White hired a large group
of East Indian workers to clear the land for agricultural use. These workers were skilled shrub clean-
ers.

The local police Historian, Patrick A. McBride depicts a caption with photograph, "Sikh farm workers
(1907). The typical appearance of these well-built men who laboured on farm and in the logging and
the sawmill industry. This picture is thought to have been taken in the Clayburn area".

The security of jobs in the Hartnell and Trethewey Lumber Company uplifted the economic status of
the early Indo-Canadian pioneers in this town. The closure of the mills compelled them to venture off
for other options in late 1930's.

Sunder Singh Thandi purchased a large plot of land in the Sumas region and became the first suc-
cessful Indo-Canadian farmer in Abbotsford (this is explained in the other article). He became an
incredible source of inspiration for a host of Indo-Canadian farmers in the future.
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Thakar Singh Banga, a contemporary of Sunder Singh Thandi, worked as a farm labourer. The story
of his life is truly exceptional and full of struggle. He came to Canada in 1906 and worked in the
Trethewey Lumber Mill until 1927. He was in the police (under British Regime in India), in Hong-Kong
and Burma. The immigration policies were tough for Asians as a result; he frequently travelled to visit
his family in his native village of Langroa, Punjab.

He managed to secure a safe passage for his 3 sons who came to Canada 1920. Nand Singh Banga,
his eldest son was just 14 when he arrived in Abbotsford. The Banga family became accomplished
noted farmers in the MSA district, successfully producing corn, rhubarb, raspberries and strawberries.
Members of the Banga family who temporarily visited Canada from India also helped the family in farm
work.

Sikhs have a fastidious fondness of owning agriculture land, as this profession is a natural gift from
their ancestors. This desire was stronger in the first generation of Indo-Canadians that came to
Canada. Farming was the major occupation of their ancestors in Punjab. As stated earlier, their British
masters found them to be capable soldiers and farmers. The Sikhs are noted for converting the bar-
ren land of Punjab into wheat, corn and vegetable fields.

Former Mayor of Abbotsford
GEORGE FERGUSON

He is from pioneer farming family.

He grow up playing with some of the
children from Banga & Thandi family of
Indian descent in Sumas Municipality
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The first generation in Canada kept the agricultural tradition alive. The fruit of their labour was to be
reaped by the fourth and even the fifth generations. It is quite interesting to know, how these penni-
less hard working shrub cleaners, lumber workers and farm workers gradually became overachievers
in the field of agriculture.

An old photograph from the 1930s shows Jassa Singh Palpotta and Munsha Singh both farm work-
ers, working on a potato field in the Sumas Prairie. As families were not allowed in the early days in
Canada, many worked whole life as farm workers in this area. We know very little about these Indo-
Canadian pioneers.

Although a majority of Indo-Canadians were still farm workers in 1940s and 50s, the dream of owning
agriculture land was their prime target. Sunder Singh Thandi had managed to purchase agriculture
land as early as the 1920s. In an old newspaper clipping, he is shown ploughing with his tractor in
Sumas prairie and in another photograph, (preserved in the MSA archives) of 1939, we see a new
tractor being delivered in his farm.

Ben Ratzlaff a local pioneer who worked for Sunder Singh Thandi on his farm for over eight
years, recapitulates many intresting tales in his family history. He presents many interesting
tales of the early farming life. In a rare photograph he can be seen in the company of Sunder
Singh Thandi and his brother Hari Singh Thandi. Despite many cultural barriers, the local farm-
ing community worked together and as a family unit.

The farming lifestyle helped the locals with gradual integration. The policy of hiring on the basis of race
became a thing of the past. The Clayburn brick plant, The Kilgard and the Sumas Lake Project had a
strict policy of not hiring East Indian workers in the early days, this changed with the passage of time.

The agriculture industry underwent many challenges. The events like 1948 flood and snowstorm of
1935 caused heavy losses to the farming community of Abbotsford. A group of Sumas prairie farmers
approached then Premier of BC, Mr. Duff Potollo during the 1935 snow storm for relief funds. After a
heated argument some funds were provided.

The fields of Sunder Singh Thandi and the former Mayor of Abbotsford George Ferguson were also
under water after the snow storm of 1935.

The East Indian farmers had a cordial relationship with the rest of the farming community and often
consulted the expertise of businesses like Murphy and Wakefield (irrigation supplies) and Buckerfield's
(feed) to help solve their farming related issues.

The 1950s and 60s brought a host of East Indian farmers to the forefront. We come across the names
of Pal S Dhaliwal, Mukhtiar Singh Nijjar, Mindher Singh Gill, Mota Singh Grewal, Sarvan Singh
Alamwala, Sher Braich, Mal S Kandolay, Jagir Singh Bath, and many others.

Most of these farmers started with mixed farming; raising all types of vegetables prominent in the MSA
district, but gradually switched over to the berry production.

The building of better roads and arrival of more sophisticated agricultural equipment made things eas-
ier for the farming community. At this time some of the farmers started planting raspberries and straw-
berries on a mass scale.
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The East Indian farmers borrowed the ready- made techniques of berry growing from the local pioneer
Canadians, particularly from the Mennonite community. The topography and climate of the lower
Fraser Valley conspires in coining our town Abbotsford as the Berry Capital of British Columbia.

The type of soil and precipitation during the summer growing months, were other contributing factors.
The bounties of nutrients in the soil, makes this place a rich berry-growing region.

Berry growing has been a part of main crop and was grown by Natives, Caucasian settlers, Japanese,
later by Dutch, Mennonite community and then lastly the East Indians. The Indo-Canadian farming
community now monopolises in the field of berry growing in BC.

Some other leading factors that boosted
the production of berries in this region
include, the introduction and availability
of modern techniques, the role of the
Agriculture Ministry Department in
Abbotsford, courses relating to agricul-
ture, contribution of the farm workers
and farm owners.

The peak season of berries starts
around June and abruptly ends by the
end of August, with late varieties going
into September. The meticulous care of
berry plants , involves the farmers year-
ly, as pruning, cutting, tying and spray-
ing is a stupendous task and needs a
good deal of dedication, time and
money, explains Najjar Singh Gill, a suc-
cessful berry farmer of this town. He
gives a more detailed picture of the con-
tribution and accomplishments of the
Indo-Canadian farming community in
this region.

N Sodatel s . W #

Some more Indo-Canadians, who later | Oy NN
played a very significant role in produc- Berry industry has come a long way
ing berries in this region include; Gurbax
Narang, Grudip ( Gordy) S Kabhlon,

Beant S Sidhu, Mohan S Gill, Gurdev S Berrypicker of 1930’s. Even the local white

Brar, Balwant S Nejjar, Mindher S families toiled for long hours in the

Khota, Rajinder S lally , Paramjit Singh berry fields.

Bains, Malkit S Dhesi, , Gurnaib Singh Brar, Harnek S Gill, Najjar S Gill, Paramijit S Thind , Darshan
S Mahal , Harbhajan S Hayre , Jatinder S Sidhu, Gurpreet S Cheema, Buta S Gill, Mukhtiar S Toor,
Gurdev S Thandi, Jarnail S Heer, Balbir S Mall, Manmohan S Dyal, Chamkaur S Sidhu and many oth-
ers.

These Indo-Canadain berry farmer works hand in hand with local Canadian raspberry growers, such
as David Mutz, Harvey Krause, Rhonda Driedger etc.
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east Indians became the major producers of berries in North America.

ry plants continue to give fruits close to 40-50 years.

Najar S Gill.

lems the berry industry is facing these days. Sukhwinder
thinks, "low price, import-cost, deteriorating quality, dis-
ease in the plants, labour cost and many other factors
are the root causes of problems, the berry industry is
currently facing'. He further believes, without improve-
ment in the quality, research and development, creation
of special raspberry council, it would be very difficult to
save the struggling industry, and further compete with
other raspberry importing countries, like USA, Serbia,
and Chile etc.

The success of Indo-Canadians in the field of agriculture
has also created awareness among the third and even
the fourth Canadian born generation, to venture the
career in agriculture. Many Canadian-born are not only
pursuing university degree, but going in for research and
developments at UBC and SFU, which in itself is chal-
lenging.

Many who are Canadian born also help their parents
during the berry season and some work throughout the
year. This also includes ploughing of fields, operating
berry harvesting machines and also handling of other
heavy farm machineries. The new generation is also
involved in Management and creating innovative ideas
to market the existing products and create new berry
products.

JASSA SINGH PALPOTTA

The ownership of several packing houses and processing plants and cold storages owned by larger
farmers, enabled the community to achieve even greater success and added continental gains. The

Inspite of many hazards and hurdles in the Berry Industry, farmers are trying to keep up the progress
with a good pace. Many have unwillingly and upon demand switched over from raspberry production
to blueberry. Once planted, raspberry plants yields fruits only for 5-6 years, while in contrary, blueber-

Without putting the old wine in the new bottle and worth presenting in the competitive international
market, it would be certainly very difficult to save the fast degenerating raspberry industry, believes

Sukhwinder S Kahlon and his brothers, who own some 300 acres of farm-land, speak about the prob-

A pioneer farm worker from Abbotsford remaind unmarried all his life,
a family friend of Thandi’'s & Banga’s devoted his life to SEWA at Heritage Gur Sikh Temple.
His photograph appears in Daphne Sleigh’s book “One Foot on the Border”
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The tradition of seasonal and agricultural fairs has always been an attractive phenomenon in the MSA
district. There are cattle auctions and events like Brander Flower show and Gilmore Farmers market.
The Tradex Shows on the premises of the Abbotsford Airport is more a recent development, which is
promoting agriculture by displaying farm equipments and other related topics of agriculture. Berries
from Abbottsford are shipped to Europe, Asia and USA, hence putting Abbotsford on the international
market.

e

Indo- Canadian farmers are playing major roles in the local community, for example Mohinder (Moe)
S Gill has been serving the community for many years as counsellor of the City of Abbotsford. Rajinder
S Lally has generously contributed funds towards the new Abbotsford Hospital and Canuck Place
Children's Hospice. Jatinder S Sidhu is involved with a number of community projects including being
a key member of the Indo -Canadian Business Association. All other farmers are also contributing
towards the community too.

Research contributed by Manjit Singh Sandhu
Edited by Rajvinder S Lally
Lally Farms, Gladwin Road
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