
Mayor & Councillors, District staff, guests, friends and Editor Kevin Mills from the Record: 

I am honoured and privileged to being doing a short presentation on the history and 
contributions of the South Asian (Sikh) community of Mission in celebration of the 125th 
anniversary of our city. When I was asked last spring to do a presentation on the Sikh Temple 
as part of the Mission Moments series. I couldn’t resist, but saying yes. What a fabulous way in 
further our diversity, by sharing our history with our citizens. What you’ll quickly discover there’s 
long history that goes back almost over a century in this community and the temple is a big part 
of that connection. 

 Having been born and raised in Mission and coming from a pioneer Sikh family, the diverse 
history and the amazing personalities that have shaped our town is a story that needs to be 
shared. Well, tonight, we get the opportunity to do just. Looking and examining the young 
history of the Sikh community is one that of struggles, inspiration and love for community. One 
thing, is very clear is that looking back at the125 years, we as a collective community can be 
extremely proud of our hometown, where diversity flourishes.  

South Asians, who came from the Punjab felt very comfortable to live in Mission City, such a 
friendly community where foreigners were welcomed with such warmth. My mother Kuldip often 
shares a defining example when she came to Mission it was the kind Rotarians and citizens, 
who took her out to go shopping and offered companionship because her English wasn’t perfect 
just, yet. These are the kinds of stories I constantly hear from other South Asian families where 
neighbours were getting to know their neighbours, while adjusting to their new home country.  

Many of the South Asian families started arriving in the 1930’s and Mission City was an 
attractive place where the mill and lumber industry were thriving. Even though the Sikh temple 
was in Abbotsford the majority of the Sikh families resided in Mission City. South Asian families 
came with very little to Canada and had to make many personal sacrifices to provide for their 
families. Sikh families made a real big effort to adjust to their new land by learning English and 
wearing western clothing when outside of their home.  Some even took off their turbans 
because they wanted to fit in and didn’t want to be looked down upon or discriminated against. 
In the latest census in 2006, 2,220 South Asian’s resided in Mission, making up 63.2% of the 
city's visible minorities population.   

When we look back at the last century and a quarter, in my humble opinion there have been 
four memorable moments that are cemented in history for the South Asian community in our 
town :  

1.     In 1950, Naranjan Grewall became the first Hindu in Canada, as it was phrased at that time 
to public office, where the voting franchise was extended to visible minorities groups in 1947. In 
1954, he was appointed to the position of mayor of Mission City by the board and later ran for 
the CCF in the Dewdney riding in 1956.  

2.    On October 27th, 1965 in our local paper the East Indian Community of Mission as it was 
phrased, are pictured donating a cheque to the local hospital setting an example that cross-
cultural relationships were valuable. 

3.    On July 23rd, 1977 there was a violent incident that took place in Downtown Mission where 
a     few members from the South Asian community got in a violent fight with each other. The 
Concerned Canadian East Indians Citizens of Mission took ownership and took an ad in this 



paper to apologize for the actions of a few. This outpouring gesture showcases that they wanted 
to be recognized as Canadians first and foremost and didn’t want any stigma or stereotypical 
comments attached to a young growing Sikh community.   

      4 .The opening of the Sikh Temple on the Lougheed Hwy in 1989 was also a major 
highlight.      The struggles and the divisive debates that occurred in the previous years to get it 
zoned and built is long behind us now.  

The two most legendary personalities from the Sikh community that graced our community in 
my own humble opinion, who both employed hundreds of people, owning several large mills in 
the area where: Herman Braich Sr and Naranjan Grewall. Both men came around the same 
time in the 1940’s to Mission City and made impacts that are still felt. Both of these men are 
profiled at the Mission Museum.      

 I would like to highlight several projects/stories that have served the entire community with 
distinction. Three clearly come to mind as treasured landmarks, but controversy wasn't far 
away. It’s was the three P's: partnerships, philanthropy and perseverance that prevailed looking 
at the history books. 

Perseverance:  

Having researched the trailblazing life of Naranjan Grewall, the former commissioner and mayor 
of Mission City in 1954 and the first person of Indian origin to be nominated to a political party 
as a CCF candidate in 1956 and the first Hindu as it was phrased at that time to be elected in 
Canada in 1950, as we discussed.    

During the much-heated 1956 provincial election, Grewall, as a CCF candidate, commonly 
addressed the issues of taxes, bridges, farmers and the forestry industry, which he claimed 
were being “monopolized” by a handful of large companies in the province. 

Grewall referred to these stakeholders as “timber maharajahs”, and said the system would 
revert to a “form of feudalism", which I left 30 years ago.  

He spoke passionately before the provincial cabinet and testified at the Sloan Commission on 
behalf of small logging operators in B.C. Forest Minister Robert Sommers was also under 
investigation for bribery charges and the province was getting rocked in a major scandal. 

Grewall, through his tireless efforts was instrumental in getting the Tree Farm License #26 to 
the District of Mission in 1958 and was the only municipality to be given this opportunity and to 
monitor their own resources in the province.   

The incident between former B.C. premier WAC Bennett and Grewall on the stage at the 
Mission Legion in September 1956 demonstrated how fierce political battles were fought in B.C. 
and could have been one of the deciding factors of granting the tree farm and probably one of 
most memorable moments in B.C. political history 

The District of Mission has managed this resource since 1958 and it is often cited as an 
excellent example of how a locally managed forest can provide benefits to the community. 



When Dave Barrett became premier in 1972, he was invited to the Sikh Temple in Vancouver 
and was presented with a ceremonial sword. 

As he received the sword, he told the audience: “This isn’t for me, this is for Naranjan Grewall. 
He is our true hero.” 

 “The former mayor knew the risk he was taking and many people were surprised he took this 
risk to enter the race,” said Barrett. 

 “Every kid in the North Fraser, who thinks he or she is being discriminated against, should read 
the Grewall story and the challenges he faced.” 

Grewall was later found dead in a Seattle motel room with a gunshot wound to the head in July 
of 1957. He was 47 years of age. 

Philanthropy: 

The Mission Crematorium at Hatzic Cemetery was a controversial project for the District. The 
young growing South Asian community didn’t have a facility to take their deceased in the Fraser 
Valley and most families were using facilities in the Vancouver area, which was becoming 
stressful.  A campaign was started to build a site in the late 1970s and later opened in 1982 and 
there was opposition to the project from folks, who didn’t hold cremation has part of their 
religious beliefs. It is a Sikh tradition for mourners to gather at the cremation site for final prayers 
for departed souls. The crematorium has been largely used by members of the 
Abbotsford/Mission Indo Canadian community, but the doors have always remained open to the 
general public. The late Mission Alderman from 1974-86 Perry Cleven said, “it was a very 
interesting time and it was something completely new. If it wasn’t for the Indo-Canadian 
community the crematorium wouldn’t have been built.” 
 

According to my father, Tok, who headed the fundraising committee, “the crematorium was built 
at the appropriate time, and has served the region well despite some of the challenges we faced 
at that time. Over the years, funds have been raised by the Punjabi community to upgrade the 
facility. A much-needed roof to protect mourners from weather and a larger waiting area were 
added in recent years." 

  

Partnerships: 

Controversy over the zoning for and the construction of Mission Sikh Temple created great 
consternation in the community in the 1980s. 

But the publishing of an eight-page colour newspaper supplement on the temple helped ease 
some of the tension. 

Two of Mission’s top journalists, reporter Karen Laing and editor Rick Rake, who are now 
involved with the immigration department at Mission Community Services Society, tell a 
compelling story about producing the Fraser Valley Record supplement, which served as a tool 



to educate the community about the Sikh religion and significance of the British-India style 
temple. 

As Rake and Laing know now, fear is always an issue when community’s deal with cultural 
changes in the community. 
With the support of photographer Dr. Noel Hall (who provided last-minute colour images at the 
request of then publisher Randy Blair), Rake and Laing said they worked with members of the 
Braich family to create the supplement. The family would invite The Record staff at 3 a.m. to the 
Chinese restaurant a few doors down to take a break as they tackled the many stories and did 
the special layout. 

 
Rake said almost 50 companies were involved in the construction of the $2.8 million temple, 
almost three quarters of them from the Fraser Valley. 

 
Teck Construction Ltd. Of Langley was the general contractor. Architect was Norman B. Davis 
and Mike Meeker of Mission was the project manager. His wife, Barb, assisted in the temple’s 
design, said Laing. 

 
During the ground-breaking for the temple on Dec. 4, 1988, Dewdney MLA Norm Jacobsen 
asked Rake if he knew any words in Punjabi to say to the Panj Piyare, decked out in their 
swords and dressed in their traditional orange garb. 

 
Rake responded: Sat Sri Akal means hello. When Jacobsen repeated the words on that rainy 
day for the 1,500 people in attendance, the response was overwhelmingly positive. 

As Laing reported in the supplement published on Nov. 22, 1989, “For many members of the 
Mission Sikh community, witnessing the dedication gave them for the first time a sense of 
belonging. In the Sikh religion, a temple is far more than a place of worship . . . it’s a cultural 
centre.” 

 
Diversity in Mission is a beautiful thing, said Laing. “Why not embrace it?” 
 
I couldn't agree more.  

Longtime resident and millowner Kalvan Gill, who’s sister Kuldip is shown holding a picture of 
her parents, was the first complete family to settle in the area in 1938, shared a few thoughts 
with me. 

“Our community’s history is amazing and the pioneers have built this community in so many 
amazing ways,” he said. 

He spoke about former Mission mayor Naranjan Grewall, and it was his endless philanthropy 
and his service to the people of Mission City that made Grewall stand out, and Mission suffered 
a great loss in 1957, due to his untimely death in Seattle. 



Gill said, “Grewall gave Mission its first health clinic in the 1950s on Third Avenue and that was 
a real big deal for the district at that time.” 

Our Sikh pioneers have paved the way and sacrificed and represented our community at every 
level, whether in sports, politics, business, volunteering or community organizations, putting 
Mission on the map. 

Unfortunately, from time to time, people’s efforts in making a difference get forgotten. A lifetime 
to build should lead to a moment of reflection as we are doing this evening. 

Timeline of Notable Events: 

1938: The family of Indar and Bhagwant Gill (Kuldip, Kalvan, Stan and Jerry) became the first 
complete family to settle in Mission City. 

1950: Naranjan Grewall became the first Hindu (as it was phrased at that time of anyone from 
Sikh heritage) elected to the local commission (city council). 

1954: Grewall was appointed mayor of Mission City by his elected peers. 

1955: Grewall and his wife Helen built a school called the “Colombo Plan” in his native village of 
Jodhan, Punjab, India. 

1955: Grewall was the first appointed South Asian to run as a candidate for a political party 
(CCF). Grewall was also the largest employer in the area. 

1956: Grewall was defeated in the provincial election in the riding of Dewdney by Socred 
Labour Minister Lyle Wicks. 

1957: Grewall was found dead in a Seattle motel room with a gunshot wound to his head. Police 
ruled it suicide. Many others have different theories.  

1958: The District of Mission received Tree Farm Licence #26, largely due to Grewall’s efforts 
on which he appeared before the Sloan Commission. 

1976: Lumberman Herman Braich Sr. passed away of a heart attack on his 65th birthday. 

1977: The South Asian community took out an apology ad in the local paper to condone an 
attack in Downtown Mission. 

1982: The Mission crematorium opened, financed mainly by the South Asian community. 

1984: Tok Herar was president of the Mission Rotary Club. 

1988: Robin Gill was named Miss Mission. 

1989: Mission Sikh Temple opened to the public. 

1996: Erwin Braich was named Citizen of the Year. 



2000: The late Herman Braich Sr. was awarded Citizens of the Millennium. 

2005: Terry Gidda was elected to local city council for two terms. 

2005: Kuldip Herar was awarded the Paths and Pathfinders Award for Women. 

2103: Tok Herar received acknowledgment for 53 years perfect attendance with Mission Rotary. 

2015: Jati Sidhu was elected as Member of Parliament for Mission-Matsqui-Fraser Canyon. 

2015: The late Naranjan Grewall received The World in the Pioneer Category at the 100 Year 
Journey South Asian Gala. 

                                                                          Other Awards: 

– Rotary’s Paul Harris Award: Tok and Kuldip Herar 

– Queen’s Jubilee Medals: Dr. Kuldip Gill, Terry Gidda, Vir Singh Pannu and Ken Herar 

                                                                           Sports highlights: 

– Braich family basketball achievements included (1978) Herman Jr. 1st Team All-Star at BCs, 
(1979) Jim MVP at Fraser Valleys, (1981) Bobby MVP of the Mission Roadrunners and (1982) 
Kenny 1st All-Star at BCs and (1984) Canadian Jr. National Team. 

– 1986 Mal Gill 2nd Team All-Star High School Basketball at BCs  

        Kal Dhaliwal played on the BC Lions for a season. 

Local High Jumper Jas Gill was inducted in the Mission Sports Hall of Fame.  

                                                                        Four street names: 

Gill, Rai, Grewall and Herar 

                                                                          Tragic deaths: 

1985 popular Billy Gill and in 2004 community activist Major Rai both killed in traffic accidents. 

  

 


