
NanaimoDailyNews.comLocal news
A4  |  DAILY NEWS  |  TUESDAY, AUGUST 5, 2008  

PAUL WALTON
CATS & MONKEYS

Sikhs deserve a 
better apology

Anyo n e  wh o  wa n t s  t o 
understand why Sikhs are 
unhappy with the apology

offered by Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper over the Komagata Maru 
incident should consider the details 
of  what happened off  Vancouver 
between May and July of  1914.

In his book, Becoming Canad-
ians: Pioneer Sikhs in Their Own 
Words, Sarjeet Singh Jagpal pro-
vides details that go some way to 
explain why some Sikhs are call-
ing for an apology from the floor 
of  the House of  Commons.

The first point that has to be 
remembered is that, as with any 
such historic incident, it didn’t 
happen in a vacuum. The first 
Sikhs arrived in the first years of  
the 20th century as labourers for 
railway, forestry and mill work.

“These pioneer Sikhs did not 
intend to stay long since they did 
not receive a warm welcome from 
their hosts,” states Jagpal, who 
also reminds readers that Sikhs 
also faced racial discrimination 
and segregation.

And since they were from Brit-
ish India, Sikh men in B.C. also 
had the right to vote — until 1907 
when the province passed a new 
law stating that a person born in 
India could vote here only if  they 
had Anglo Saxon parents. 

A picture emerges, augmented 
by the Chinese Head Tax and vari-
ous efforts to keep South Asians 
out of  Canada, of  racism that was 
endemic throughout the British 
Empire. In B.C. at that time there 
was even something rather odi-
ously called the Asiatic Exclusion 
League, led by Vancouver alder-
man H.H. Stevens. 

Jagpal documents Stevens say-
ing, “(Canada) shall remain white, 
and our doors shall be closed 
to Hindoos as well as to other 
Orientals.”

Anybody who has underestimated
the abilities of  Sikhs or their com-
munity has inevitably learned bet-
ter. They persisted and the Koma-
gata Maru is part of an unrelenting
effort by Sikhs to overcome racism 
and stand up  for their rights.

One trick the government relied 
on to keep South Asians out, states
Jagpal, was that future immigrants
had to arrive in Canada on the same 
ship by which they embarked. No 
ships at that time went directly
from India to Canada. 

This was 1914. The number of  
South Asians who immigrated 
to Canada that year? Zero. Enter 
Gurdit Singh, who chartered the 
Komagata Maru. It arrived off  Van-
couver in May 1914 with 376 Sikh
men, and was not allowed to dock.

Despite great efforts by the Khal-
sa Diwan Society and significant
costs they incurred, $70,000 by July,
nothing happened. Only 22 men 
were allowed off  and on July 23 the 
navy escorted the Komagata Maru
into the Pacific on its way back to
India.

The greeting at Calcutta was
bloody. Jagpal states the men were 
accused of  seeking to overthrow 
the British Empire, and more than 
50 shot dead. Survivors were impris-
oned, tortured and some hanged.

In Canada the impact was to cre-
ate a movement that then very 
much wanted to overthrow British
rule in India, states Jagpal. There 
was despondency and infighting 
among the nascent Vancouver Sikh
community. But they also “banded 
together and became a stronger
community,” he writes.

There are some who think that
such apologies are unnecessary.
Those responsible and those 
effected, they say, are long gone.
True, but the government of  Can-
ada remains and until an apology is 
made, it is a black mark upon that
institution. We learn from out mis-
takes only after we admit them. 

If  Sikhs want what they consider
a proper apology from Harper, 
not from a podium in Surrey, it’s
because the apology given on Sun-
day seemed to be about only the 
Komagata Maru. 

A proper apology is needed to 
acknowledge the context of  sanc-
tioned racism against Sikhs that
the Komagata Maru represents.  

❱❱ Paul Walton’s column runs regu-
larly in this space. E-mail him at 
Pwalton@nanaimodailynews.com.

 Nicole Shaw sets out fresh berries, grown in Lantzville, at the Bowen Road Farmers’ Market. [DEREK SPALDING/DAILY NEWS]

FOOD  ❘❘ The movement to eat locally continues to grow

DEREK SPALDING DAILY NEWS

T
he evening sun breaks 
through the clouds as Dirk 
Becker kneels in front of  
a long row of  greenery 
clawing his way through 

underlying dirt and pulling Yukon 
gold potatoes from the rich soil.  

Fernmar Road looks no different 
than any other urban street in Lan-
tzville until you get to Becker’s house 
at the end of  the quiet strip of  homes. 
Becker and his partner, Nicole Shaw, 
have spent four years transforming 
an entire acre of  their property into a 
food source that produces everything 
from peas to cabbage to garlic. 

They has spent those four years 
proving they can produce enough food 
to feed their own family and hundreds 
of  others simply by creating healthy 
soil and planting thousands of  seeds. 

They grow 1,300 kilograms of  
squash in a single year. That’s in 
addition to the 900 kilograms of  
potatoes, 230 kilograms of  water-
melon and 4,000 garlic bulbs. Plus 
enough greens to fill a pickup truck 
10 times over.  

Burrowing through the earth with 
his hands, Becker talks about elimin-
ating his need to buy vegetables from 
off  Vancouver Island by growing his 
own. Anyone can do it and he’s going 
to prove it with a healthy competi-
tion to be announced in the spring. 
He challenges all Nanaimo residents 
to convert their front lawns into vege-
table gardens. 

The timely contest comes as Canad-
ians are changing their food-buying 
habits out of  concern that food prices 
will continue to rise because of  escal-
ating fuel costs. A recent Investors 
Group poll indicated that more people 
have turned to local produce, giving 
up out-of-season fruits and vegetables, 
and preparing more meals in their 
homes. But instead of bringing people 
to local farms, Becker wants the farms 
to sprout up in yards throughout the 
city.

“If  we’re going to change the world 
or society, we have to start in the 
urban centres,” he said. “I can talk 
about growing food all I want, but if  
I’m on a farm somewhere outside the 
city, I’m not able to show people that 
this can be done.”

The sun slides down the sky into 
the horizon and Becker nearly 

tops off  another five-pound box of  
potatoes as he finally stops burrow-
ing. Before standing he can’t resist. 
He grabs a handful of  dirt, a chunk 
of  which is covered in white fungi. He 
crumbles it in his hand.

“See, look at that. There’s a lot of  
stuff  going on in there that we can’t 
even see,” he said. “The No.1 thing 

that I can tell anyone about growing 
their own food: Good dirt. Never mind 
reading books. Never mind research-
ing what to grow. Just make sure you 
have good soil.”

Becker walks around his property 
sticking his hands into various piles 
of  dirt. Most of  his crops grow out of  
half-metre piles of  soil that he made 
himself  from wood chips and horse 
manure. The land was nothing but 
rock when he and Shaw bought the 
property, but over the past four years 
the soil began to pile up and vegetable 
roots took hold. 

Underneath a long stretch of squash 
that lines the driveway to the garden, 
dirk pulls up a handful of  dirt that 
resembles birch mulch. It doesn’t look 
like much, but the fertile soil produces 
about 450 kilograms of  squash on this 
single strip alone. The dirt beneath his 

potatoes isn’t quite to the consistency 
he prefers, but for every seed potato 
planted, he gets enough spuds to fill 
a four-litre pail. 

“What better return can you ask 
for?” Becker asked, sitting in the dirt. 
“And anyone can do this.”

Before he loses the sky’s light, Beck-
er heads in for the night. But he 

and Shaw will return in the morning 
to finish picking fresh produce to sell 
at the Bowen Road Farmers’ Market, 
yet another of  the couple’s creations. 

They organized the market to 
encourage local food production and 
to inspire more people to eat produce 
that travels far less than imported food 
at local grocery stores. The market 
is one way to connect people to area 
farms and change people’s perspec-
tive on the food system. With more 

than 90% of  the Island’s food being 
imported, Becker wants to see more 
people shopping closer to home.  

He and Shaw look forward to another 
day under the tent in the Co-op park-
ing lot on Bowen Road. By Wednesday 
morning, they’re back in the garden 
bundling kale and chard. Their room-
mate, Carissa Idsinga, is hunched 
over in a patch of  yellow beans fill-
ing a large green bucket with yummy 
eats that could be on a dinner plate 
within hours. She moved in several 
months ago so she could learn about 
farming.

“Who wouldn’t want to do something 
like this?” she asked, snapping off  
several beans. “This isn’t a very large 
piece of  land, but look how much food 
you can produce.”

But changing people’s perspective 
about the food system would have to 
go much further than the farmers’ 
market, which is why Becker and 
Shaw have come up with the con-
test to encourage urban gardening 
throughout Nanaimo. 

“Imagine leaving the house to drive 
half  as much as you do,” Becker said. 
“We need to take more responsibility 
for our food supply, whether that’s 
growing our own food or supporting 
local agriculture.”

The contest starts in the spring, 
but people can get started early 

if  they want to gain some gardening 
skills ahead of  time. 

The average lawn can produce 
enough vegetable and fruit to supply 
for a family of  four, Becker figures. He 
hopes to see gardens on much of  the 
city’s front lawns, but he understands 
if  people use backyards because of  
better growing environments. 

For new growers, Becker suggests 
to start growing radishes, potatoes 
peas, onions or herbs. Radishes can 
be pulled after just a week of  plant-
ing, which make them the most 
gratifying of  all vegetables, accord-
ing to Becker. Peas and lettuce also 
have quick returns and potatoes are 
“extremely simple” to grow, so that’s 
where people might want to begin.

A panel of  judges will select the win-
ner who will be announced in October. 
Judges will be looking at the size of  
the garden and the effort put into the 
project. 

“Anybody can get their uncle to rip 
up their backyard and throw some 
seeds down, but what I’d be really 
impressed with someone who has no 
idea what they’re doing and may not 
even be that successful,” Becker said. 
“They will learn more about it than 
the experts.”

DSpalding@nanaimodailynews.com
250-729-4231

URBAN FARMING GETS LOCAL BOOST
‘We need to take 
more responsibility 
for our food supply,’
says Lantzville farmer

Dirk Becker shows off some of his local produce. [DEREK SPALDING/DAILY NEWS]

❱❱ WHAT DO YOU THINK?
We want to hear from you. Send 
your comments on this story to 
letters@nanaimodailynews.com. 
Letters must include your first and 
last names, your hometown and a 
daytime phone number.
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