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Abstract 

This transnational study of the first-wave South Asian immigrant experience in British 

Columbia and the Pacific coast states shows how elected officials at all levels of government, 

bureaucrats, union leaders, physicians, members of the press, and the general public utilized 

purported public health concerns to justify South Asian exclusion and disenfranchisement.   

While all Asian groups living along the Pacific coast faced opposition to their immigration and 

settlement, India’s subordinate status within the British Empire, and a sustained western 

association of South Asians with disease, uniquely positioned North American discourse on 

South Asians at the intersection of colonial theory, Orientalism, and medicalized nativism in the 

first two decades of the twentieth century.   
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    Chapter 1 

   Introduction 

 

A rumor rippled across Washington state in the fall of 1907.  The Blaine Review first 

broke the story that the newly-arrived “Hindu” labourers working in local mills had been 

responsible for an outbreak of spinal meningitis the previous spring.  Methodist Bishop James 

Mills Thoburn, who had recently returned home from India after nearly 30 years, asserted that 

“Hindoo immigration to the coast was responsible for a great deal of the plague, cerebro-spinal 

meningitis and other diseases that have been sweeping the country,” as South Asians were 

“leaving India in the hopes of escaping the plague, the germs of which they carry with them.”  He 

warned that “great trouble would result” unless Americans “took some steps” to exclude the 

newcomers.1  While Thoburn’s assertions had no basis in truth, the connection he drew between 

South Asians and contagious disease offered local residents an attractive rationale for opposing 

South Asian immigration.     

From the initial South Asian migration to the continent in 1899 to 1917, when the United 

States legislated Indian exclusion, close to fifteen thousand Indian immigrants entered British 

Columbia (B.C.) and the U.S. Pacific coast states to work and to establish communities.  

Mistakenly referred to as “Hindus” or “Hindoos” by government officers, the press, and members 

of the general public, almost all were male Sikh labourers from the Punjab.  The vast majority of 

South Asians settled in B.C. and California, though some settled in logging and agricultural zones 

throughout Washington state and near Portland, Oregon.  As South Asians arrived on the coast in 

ever-increasing numbers, local labour leaders, politicians and community groups perceived the 

                                                      
1 Blaine Journal, September 13 1907.  The Bellingham Herald picked up the story on September 14 1907; 
see Thoburn’s Bellingham speech in this paper’s September 27 1907 edition. 
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South Asians as labour competition and as threats to “white” (mainly western European settler) 

culture and society.  Despite a near-continuous need for unskilled labour along the Pacific coast, 

and the general assiduousness of Indian workers, regional trade unions and politicians 

successfully brought about the prohibition of most South Asians from Canada in 1908 and the 

United States in 1917.      

Beginning in 1906 in B.C., and in 1907 in Washington state, Oregon and California, 

South Asians encountered escalating levels of hostility from local populations.  The opponents of 

South Asian immigration, who considered the new arrivals to be “uncivilized” and “undesirable” 

members of a racial minority who were physically unsuited to the Pacific Northwestern climate, 

almost immediately adopted the argument that immigrants from India suffered from medical 

conditions and diseases that could be specifically attributed to their race.  This idea was initially a 

subset of a larger argument that South Asians could not assimilate because they had a lower 

standard of living, followed caste prejudices, and spoke a different language.  Quickly, however, 

the disease argument took on a life of its own and became the dominant current in the tide of 

opposition to the South Asian presence on the coast.  In Canada, the timing of this opposition was 

critical.  Since the arrival of first-wave South Asians in B.C. coincided with a massive public 

outcry of exclusionist sentiment over Japanese immigration (seen especially in the 1907 

Vancouver riot), Wilfrid Laurier’s government effectively excluded South Asians in order to 

appease labour groups while avoiding the need for total Japanese exclusion.2        

This thesis analyzes the many ways in which the issue of public health shaped official 

and popular responses to first-wave South Asian immigrants in Canada and the United States.  It 

further examines the translation of these racially-based responses into the exclusion of South 

                                                      
2 While the 1908 Hayashi-Lemieux agreement with Japan limited the immigration of male Japanese 
laborers and domestic servants to 400 individuals per year, this quota did not include the immediate 
families of resident Japanese.   The quota was reduced to 150 per year in 1928. 
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Asians from the continent, as, in Canada, legislative Indian exclusion in 1908 directly resulted 

from a vociferous two-year campaign in B.C. built upon the precept of South Asian racial 

“otherness,” while the same process in the Pacific coast states brought about American exclusion 

in 1917.  At the heart of this thesis is the argument that while South Asians were widely 

categorized as “Asians” by policymakers, sociologists and racial theorists, their physical 

appearance, social customs, religion and especially their association with disease set them apart 

from (and in many cases below) other races on the evolving racial hierarchy of the Canadian and 

American west, making them become medical scapegoats in Pacific coast communities.3  This 

approach both challenges and expands upon traditional interpretations that focus almost 

exclusively on Chinese and Japanese immigrants in discussions on nativist perceptions of Asians 

as inferior, backwards and diseased.   

  To advance my argument, I explore the coast’s widespread anti-Indian sentiment that 

was based, in part, on a well-exploited but empirically unsupported argument that South Asians 

were unsanitary and suffered from racially-attributable medical conditions that impaired their 

productivity or endangered community health.  While many immigration gatekeepers were truly 

concerned that South Asians threatened public health, others realized that this concern was 

ungrounded.  Many who fall within the latter group nevertheless employed the disease argument 

as a veil or guise for objections to South Asian immigration based on racial or labour reasons.  

This variance of opinion persisted at the medical, bureaucratic, and political levels, and within the 

press and mainstream society, but since there was widespread popular acceptance of the 

legitimacy of the disease argument, it soon became an important thread interwoven with the 

racial, social, political, and economic arguments for South Asian exclusion.    

                                                      
3 I have borrowed the term “medical scapegoats” from J. B. Trauner’s “The Chinese as Medical Scapegoats 
in San Francisco, 1870-1905,” California History 57 no. 1 (Spring 1978): 70-87. 
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The vast majority of first-wave South Asians in both B.C. and the Pacific coast states 

came from similar socio-economic backgrounds in India, had left the Punjab at roughly the same 

time and for the same type of economic opportunity, and took similar types of logging, railroad 

and/or agricultural work on both sides of the Canada-U.S. border.  Thus, their migration to North 

America is treated here as one movement, and not two.  As South Asians arrived on the continent, 

first at B.C. ports, and later in Washington state (either via B.C. or by sea), in Oregon, and finally 

in northern California, local populaces on both sides of the border perceived them as one unified 

group.  This perception ensured that the local reception to individual South Asians was essentially 

the same across the Pacific coast, though there were some key differences between South Asian 

experiences in Canada and the United States.  While a major anti-Asian riot in Vancouver 

prompted the Canadian government to legislate South Asian exclusion in early 1908, a 

specifically anti-Indian riot in northern Washington state did not prompt American officials to do 

the same at that time; the political reasons for these disparate official reactions to the riots will be 

discussed in chapters 2 and 5.  The Canadian arguments that South Asians were climatically 

unsuited to the Pacific coast, and that the group was particularly susceptible to tuberculosis, never 

gained the currency in the United States that they did in Canadian discourse and policy.  

Moreover, the Canadian treatment of South Asian immigration overall was partly influenced, 

although by no means determined, by the fact that Canada and India were both part of the British 

Empire.    

While recognizing these important differences, this thesis also demonstrates the 

significant similarities between the South Asian experiences in B.C. and the Pacific coast states, 

where the disease argument transcended the 49th parallel and was taken up (although sometimes 

also contested) by physicians and other health workers, government officials, labour 

organizations, politicians, members of the press, and others.  Further, by 1910, executive 
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restriction by the U.S. Department of Commerce and Labor`s Immigration Service (IS) ensured 

that most South Asians were barred in America only two years later than they were in Canada.  IS 

agents and Canadian immigration officers frequently corresponded and even met face-to-face to 

discuss policy alignment on the “Hindu issue,” especially in the early stages of South Asian 

immigration in 1906, and after the American discovery of hookworm among South Asians at 

Angel Island quarantine station in California in late 1910.  Exclusionist literature and activity by 

the San Francisco-based Asiatic Exclusion League (AEL) frequently crossed the border, 

especially when League members participated in and even helped to organize the 1907 

Vancouver riot.  A guiding precept of the AEL and of the major labour organizations representing 

the interests of white workers – the Canadian Trades and Labour Congress (TLC) in B.C., and the 

American Federation of Labour (AFL) in the Pacific coast states – was that South Asians 

threatened the public health, morality and society of the entire Pacific coast.  

The South Asian response to exclusionist campaigning was also transnational.  Especially 

after 1907, South Asians often travelled across the border, either by legal or illegal means, to 

obtain employment, participate in community gatherings, or to organize and engage in protests 

over their treatment on the continent.  Anti-Imperial revolutionary ideologies and material also 

routinely circulated between South Asians in B.C. and the Pacific coast states, especially in the 

years directly preceding the First World War, when some migrants used transnational platforms 

to challenge the disease argument.4  Taken together, these commonalities demonstrate the 

necessity of a Canadian-American study of first-wave South Asian immigration.   

Using the theoretical lenses of nativism, scientific racism, race theory, post-colonial 

theory, Orientalism, and Diaspora theory, I compare and contrast the Canadian and American 
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treatment of South Asians in British Columbia and the Pacific coast states in the first two decades 

of South Asian settlement in North America.  In this study of race, labour and especially public 

health, I show that official and popular efforts to exclude Indian nationals for health reasons were, 

at least in some cases, motivated by concerns over South Asian workforce participation and 

community settlement rather than by a genuine desire to protect public health.  Bringing 

immigrant subjectivity to the forefront as much as possible, I discuss the experiences of this 

racialized group whom white populations perceived and treated as "others" separate from other 

Asians, and, in Canada, as members of the British Empire but not equal citizens.  In so doing, I 

address the imbalance in scholarship that historian Tony Ballantyne points out has traditionally 

favored post-1970s Sikh migration at the expense of “the struggles and successes” of first-wave 

Indian migrants, whose stories “are too frequently glossed over” or “are merely treated as a 

prelude to the recent histories of community formation.”5      

A significant breadth of historiography has explored important elements of the Indian 

immigration question – especially the government surveillance of Indian independence activists, 

and organized labour’s response to the entry of “Hindu” workers.6  Recent work has also 

investigated issues relating to sexuality within the broader framework of South Asian 

immigration and settlement.7  However, with the important exception of Nayan Shah’s Stranger 

Intimacy (2012), few scholarly works devote more than a chapter to comparing the Canadian and 

                                                                                                                                                              
4 For example, in 1908 a South Asian living in Oregon wrote to the editor of his local newspaper in defense 
of the cleanliness and healthiness of his countrymen in B.C.  See “... Denies that His People Are Dirty and 
Undesirable,” (Letter to Editor by K. Kenchu Run of Portland), Morning Oregonian December 10 1908. 
5 Tony Ballantyne, Between Colonialism and Diaspora: Sikh Cultural Formations in an Imperial World 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 83. 
6 See, for example, Hugh Johnston, The Voyage of the Komagata Maru: The Sikh Challenge to Canada’s 
Color Bar (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1979) and Andrew Parnaby and Gregory S. Kealey, “The 
Origins of Political Policing in Canada: Class, Law and the Burden of Empire,” Osgoode Hall Law Journal 
41 no. 2-3 (2003): 211-239. 
7 Nayan Shah, Stranger Intimacy: Contesting Race, Sexuality, and the Law in the American West 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011). 
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American situations, and Joan Jensen’s Passage From India (1988) is the only monograph on the 

topic with a bi-national focus.8  Jensen provides an excellent account of the complex relations that 

developed within and between Indian and native communities in each country and across the 49th 

parallel, but she, like most other scholars of South Asian immigration, does not substantively 

address the issue of public health, nor does she develop a framework to explain the theoretical 

basis for anti-Indian racism in the first two decades of the twentieth century.   

This dissertation is not a political history of Indian independence activism in North 

America and government surveillance of it; nor is it a detailed re-capitulation of the events of the 

1914 Komagata Maru incident, or the protracted quest for South Asian citizenship and franchise 

in Canada and the United States.  These key topics in the histories of Indian immigration and 

settlement serve as important building blocks to my narrative, but are never its sole focus.  

Instead, I address the many instances in which municipal, provincial, state, and federal 

politicians, bureaucrats, medical doctors, labour leaders, press editors and others argued that 

South Asians presented a public health threat because of their purported racial predilection to 

have and spread disease, to live in unsanitary conditions, and to engage in abhorrent cultural 

practices and immoral behavior.  While some immigrant gatekeepers and other Pacific coast 

residents truly believed that South Asians threatened public health, others who realized that this 

concern was unfounded nevertheless employed it to justify South Asian exclusion.  Whether or 

not the anxiety behind these arguments was genuine, they together created a particular form of 

scientific racism that was heightened when Canada’s Immigration Branch of the Department of 

the Interior (hereafter the Immigration Branch) and the American IS exaggerated their concerns 

over the health, hygiene and supposedly inherited racial characteristics of this ethnic group.   

                                                      
8 Joan Jensen, Passage from India: Asian American Immigrants in North America (New Haven, 
Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1988). 
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The following chapters draw on conceptual insights developed by Alexander Saxton, 

Andrew Gyory, David Goutor, Alan Kraut, Nayan Shah, and others who have written about 

immigration generally and the early Chinese and Japanese experiences in North America 

specifically.  My work will apply and expand on many of their theories of governance, 

economics, race and medicine.  These and other issues are addressed through the frameworks of 

nativism, scientific racism, scholarly analyses of race, race and sexuality, post-colonial theory, 

Orientalism, and Diaspora Theory.        

     

Analytical and Theoretical Concepts Employed 
 

             Nativism 

 

In 1991, Benedict Richard O’Gorman Anderson redefined the sociological concept of a 

“nation” by challenging Ernest Geller’s theory that “true” communities of significant numbers of 

people exist organically among populations.  Anderson convincingly argued that a nation is in 

fact an “imagined political community” that is “imagined as both inherently limited and 

sovereign.”  Moreover, “all communities larger than primordial villages of face-to-face contact 

(and perhaps even these) are imagined,” though he stipulated that “in the minds of each lives the 

image of their communion,” which helps to explain the pervasiveness of nationalist sentiment and 

nativism.  Writing decades in advance of Anderson, John Higham defined American nativism as 

both a conscious perpetuation of native cultural characteristics, and an economic and socio-

political policy promoting the welfare of established residents over those of immigrants.  This 

demonstrates how the “imagining” of American society defined and entrenched the idea of an 

American identity that valued certain races and ethnicities and devalued others.  Nativism was 

particularly prevalent in nineteenth-century American politics, law and society.  Higham’s classic 
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study traces the evolution of American nativism from the Civil War to the inter-war period, and 

many scholars today still regard it as the definitive work on the topic.9  

According to Higham, a resurging anti-immigrant tension occurred at the end of the 

nineteenth century and first few years of the twentieth century, which was essentially caused by a 

combination of the renewed nationalism that accompanied American reunification after 1865, and 

the deep-seated ethnic prejudice towards specific nationalities and immigrant communities caused 

by decreasing faith in the potential for immigrant assimilation.  Nativism, as a “complex of 

ideas,” was manifested in several ways, including anti-Catholicism, the application of natural 

science and Darwinian theory in immigration policy, anti-Bolshevism and finally the systemic 

discrimination against Asians and Southern and Eastern Europeans.10   

             The nativism thesis is vitally important to this study, especially because more recent 

scholarship has fleshed out many of Higham’s theories and applied them in specific research 

areas that relate closely to mine.  Alexander Saxton explores the social and political contexts of 

the passage of the late nineteenth-century anti-immigration measures that Higham discussed.  

Specifically, Saxton showed that white racism prevailed in American culture and mythos, 

informed philosophic concepts in academia and other intellectual venues, and ultimately shaped 

government policy on immigration issues (including Asian exclusion).11  Other scholars combine 

                                                      
9 Benedict Richard O’Gorman Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism, 3rd Ed (London: Verso, 2006) [first published in 1991], 6.  See Ernest Gellner, Nations and 
Nationalism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983); John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of 
American Nativism 1860-1925 (New York: Altheneum, 1985), see especially I, 100 and 111.  Leonard 
Dinnerstein and David M. Reimers call Higham’s 1955 study “path breaking and still highly relevant” to 
21st century immigration scholarship, and emphasize the importance of Higham’s revision of the 
“consensus scholarship” that prevailed in the 1950s.  Though they point out that Higham “failed to discuss 
religious factors [of nativism] in more than just a superficial way,” and that he overlooked nativism against 
Mexicans and Asians, the reviewers maintain the validity of Higham’s thesis and explain that its basic 
tenets remain largely unchallenged today.  See Leonard Dinnerstein and David M. Reimers, “John Higham 
and Ethnic History,” Journal of American Ethnic History 24 no. 1 (September 2004), 5-8 and 11-12. 
10 Higham, 110.   
11 Alexander Saxton, The Rise and Fall of the White Republic: Class Politics and Mass Culture in 
Nineteenth-Century America (London: Verso, 1990), 250-251. 
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the theory and evidence of nativist sentiment with their own deconstruction of the importance of 

race and ethnicity in the formulation of nineteenth and twentieth-century naturalization policy and 

immigrant identity.  In his important work on American race relations in the interwar period, 

University of Chicago sociologist Robert Park, whose work pre-dates Higham by thirty years, re-

envisioned assimilation within the context of migration theory.   For Park, an immigrant who 

resisted assimilation became a “Marginal Man” in American society.  In 1937, Park expanded this 

definition to describe the marginal man as “one whom fate has condemned to live in two societies 

and in two, not merely different but antagonistic cultures.”12  This interpretation has endured as 

an important concept in sociological thought on immigrant integration.   

 George Sanchez explores late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century nativism 

within its political and sociological context.13  John Tehranian describes the creation and 

application of specific federal citizenship policies that were designed to delineate legally enforced 

barriers between “white” and “non-white” ethnic groups.  Peter Schrag presents an even more 

valuable analysis of American patterns of anti-immigrant nativism, especially in the areas of 

political and economic theory.  Like historians Leonard Dinnerstein and David Reimers, he 

upholds key elements of Higham’s framework, but also impugns Higham’s argument that post-

1880 labour nativism was largely driven by a general American “xenophobia” rather than a 

special bias against immigrants from certain classes or ethnic groups.14  Schrag’s position 

provides a foundational pillar for my larger argument on the development and endurance of a 

racist sentiment that was directed specifically at South Asians.   

                                                      
12 John Higham’s introduction to Everett Stonequist, The Marginal Man: A Study in Personality and 
Culture Conflict (New York: Russell and Russell, 1961) [First published in 1937], xv. 
13 George Sanchez, “Face the Nation: Race, Immigration and the Rise of Nativism in Twentieth-Century 
America,” International Migration Review 31 no. 4 (January 1997): 1009-1030.  
14 John Tehranian, “Performing Whiteness: Naturalization Litigation and the Construction of Racial 
Identity in America,” Yale Law Journal 109 (January, 2000): 817-849; Peter Schrag, Not Fit For Our 
Society: Immigration and Nativism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010), 47.  
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              Scientific Racism   

 

Scientific racism is a critically important conceptual framework for my discussion. Any 

social history of the early South Asian experience in North America should contain a general 

understanding of how the rise (and later decline) of scientific racism in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries influenced popular thought on non-white immigration.  Throughout the period 

in question, but especially after 1906, South Asians in B.C. and the Pacific coast states 

encountered widespread racial prejudice that was based, at least in part, on the popular belief that 

Indians were prone to and/or carried medical conditions that impaired their labour productivity 

and possibly endangered white populations.  Morton Beiser’s “Sick Immigrant Paradigm” holds 

that the notion that immigrants were diseased was a prevailing assumption in North American 

public health discourse before the mid-twentieth century.  This belief, which incorporated aspects 

of the late nineteenth century Germ Theory, was based on the fact that the first European arrivals 

had brought smallpox, cholera, measles and other diseases to North America.  However, by the 

period in question, Asians and immigrants from Southern Europe were perceived as the primary 

vectors of disease importation and transmission.15  Sylvia Reitmanova argues that long-held 

Darwinian evolutionary theories and Mendelian inheritance laws reinforced this perception, and 

brought about the establishment of an imagined hierarchy in which non-whites were seen as 

“inherently uncivilized, dirty, and diseased.”16  

Scientific racism was the theoretical backbone of the eugenics movement, and is 

generally defined as any ostensibly scientific and medical explanations, approaches or findings 

used to validate racial stereotypes and ethnic categorizations.  Elizar Barkan’s 1992 study on 

                                                      
15 Morton Beiser, “The Health of Immigrants and Refugees in Canada” Canadian Journal of Public Health 
96 Supplement 2 (March-April 2005), S31; Sylvia Reitmanova, “‘Disease Breeders Among Us’ Canadian 
Press Coverage of Immigrant Tuberculosis: A Critical Discourse Analysis,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Faculty of 
Medicine, Memorial University, September 2010, 74-75.  
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scientific racism in British and American intellectual and political spheres argued that the 

convergence of bacteriology and eugenics, with the intolerance spawned by the cultural diversity 

of urban populations, resulted in a continuous re-definition of “race” and the classification of 

specific ethnic groups.17  Franco Ferrarotti made a similar assessment, noting that non-white 

immigrants in white-dominated Western societies generally existed in a "cultural limbo" that was 

partially, if not mainly, a result of quasi-scientific perceptions about the physical and mental 

attributes of their race.  The spread of "crude ethnic and national stereotypes" prevented them 

from being culturally and socially accepted in their new home, and in settling into “white” 

society, they encountered "odious forms or discrimination and ghettoization [sic], starting with 

intolerance and easily leading to racist types of exclusion."18  This happened to the South Asians 

who settled along the Canadian and American Pacific coast in the early twentieth century.  

 

Race 

  

 The way in which “race” was understood, exploited, and challenged in the early twentieth 

century is as important as nativism and scientific racism.  Race theories help to explain the public 

and official reactions to, and treatment of, South Asians as they arrived and settled on the Pacific 

coast.  In 1977, Michael Banton was one of the first scholars to address the issue of the inherent 

"physical qualities" of race as they appeared in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century North 

American academic and popular knowledge.  Banton argued that this period saw the evolution of 

racial discourse in North America and Europe, wherein "theologians, anatomists, physiologists, 

ethnologists, poets, and travelers" all contributed to the development of racial ideology.  In this 

                                                                                                                                                              
16 Reitmanova, 73, 75, 77, 78 and 95. 
17 Elizar Barkan, The Retreat of Scientific Racism: Changing Concepts of Race in Britain and the United 
States Between the World Wars (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 1-5.  
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ideology, the governments of “white” nations saw non-whites as cultural and racial outsiders, 

which ultimately resulted in a widely-held belief that Asians and other non-white groups were 

distinctly inferior to whites.19  Within this distinction, the terms “race” and “ethnicity” were 

sometimes used interchangeably, although Banton and others distinguished between the concept 

of race as a grouping of individuals with genetic similarities and a shared genetic ancestry, and 

ethnicity as a social/sociological concept that describes a grouping based on an assumed shared 

genetic heritage but also on a common history, culture and/or language. 

   The major (and unresolvable) problem with the idea of “race” is that we now know that 

biological differences between all human beings are too minimal to effectively compartmentalize 

peoples based on physical characteristics.  There is no question that there are phenotypical 

differences between certain groups of peoples, and Noah Rosenberg’s 2002 genetic study on 52 

populations world-wide found six genetic “clusters” of peoples, of which five were directly 

linked to geographic locations.  Yet the fact that there was a 93-95% genetic variation within any 

given cluster demonstrates that there are only miniscule genetic variances between geographically 

separate groups.  This confirms the view that, in the words of Robert Miles, there is no scientific 

basis for dividing humanity into “a discrete hierarchy of ‘races’ as distinguished by phenotypical 

features such as skin color.”  Indeed, “as far as the biological and genetic sciences are concerned, 

‘races’ do not exist.”   But since this truth eluded social theorists and others in the past, and since 

“the facts of biological differentiation are secondary to the meanings [including imaginary 

meanings] that are attributed to them,” race theory remains a vital framework for understanding 

the battleground over non-white immigration in the early twentieth century.20    

                                                                                                                                                              
18 Franco Ferrarotti, The Temptation to Forget: Racism, Anti-Semitism and Neo-Nazism (Westport, 
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994), 98. 
19 Michael Banton, The Idea of Race (London: Tavistock Publications, 1977), 18 and 27. 
20 See Noah A. Rosenberg et al, “Genetic Structure of Human Populations,” Science 298 no. 5602 
(December 20 2002): 2381-2385; Robert Miles, Racism (London, Routledge, 1989), 70.  
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 Despite the many strengths of his work, Banton’s definitions of race and whiteness are 

ambiguous and thus, problematic. In 1989, Richard Thompson posited a new hypothesis which 

opens up this important sub-field of research to a wider interdisciplinary audience from the 

sciences and the humanities, and draws heavily from several theories to explain worldwide 

approaches to and understanding of ethnic belonging.  World-System and neo-Marxist theories 

figure prominently throughout his work.21  Thompson’s ideas remain today an extremely useful 

resource for approaching problems relating to race and racial categorizations in specific contexts 

such as the one I will be addressing in my thesis.   

 Robert A. Huttenback was one of the first scholars to address the issues of race and 

whiteness in a British imperial context.  Huttenback argued that in British North America and 

later Canada, the concept of race was socially constructed and legally enforced within the context 

of the nation’s unique English and French racial pluralism.  According to Huttenback, the 

dominant bi-national narrative played a pivotal role in the formulation of other ethnic identities, 

as Canada was comprised mainly of two distinct “races,” along with several other European and 

Asian immigrant groups and an aboriginal population.  Huttenback contended that the Canadian 

approach to immigration demonstrated a strong sense that the Anglo-Saxon race was superior to 

all others.  Furthermore, determining the degree of a group’s “whiteness” or “non-whiteness” was 

an important consideration in the drafting and enforcement of immigration policy.22     

Other scholars of British imperial history have built upon Huttenback’s early work.  

Frank Furedi explored the development of racist ideology in Britain and its empire in the early 

nineteenth to early twentieth centuries, specifically examining the ideas of leading demographers 

                                                      
21 Richard Thompson, Theories of Ethnicity: A Critical Appraisal (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood 
Press, 1989). 
22 Robert A. Huttenback, Racism and Empire: White Settlers and Colored Immigrants in the British Self-
Governing Colonies, 1830-1910 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1976), and Huttenback, “The British 
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commissioned by the British government to study issues of race and immigration.  Sir Alexander 

Morris Carr-Saunders, a leading demographer of the period, held that countries with small 

numbers of European-origin citizens (such as Canada and Australia) needed to restrict non-white 

immigration to maintain control of their territories.  Virtually all "expert" demographers 

concurred with the notion that demographic patterns would decide the fate of the British Empire.  

Furedi further showed that many American intellectuals shared this stance against non-white 

immigration; for example, sociologist Edward A. Ross asserted an open-door immigration policy 

would result in "race suicide" in his country.  According to Furedi, other North American 

intellectuals, along with government policy-makers, saw Asian immigration in particular as a 

problem as both a security concern and as a serious threat to Western “white” society.”23   

Given this well-developed interpretation of the motivations behind racist policy in early 

twentieth-century North America, it seems logical to contend that in Canada, and specifically in 

B.C., systemic racism against non-whites was the motivating factor for the racially exclusive 

immigration policies that, in turn, determined the ethnic composition of Canada in the early 

twentieth century.  In his recent edited anthology on Canadian racism and immigration, Queen’s 

University professor Barrington Walker explored issues of race, ethnicity, whiteness and the 

immigrant "other" in the early twentieth century.  For Walker, these topics were “not merely 

obscure sub-fields in Canada’s social and cultural histories,” but in fact were “integral to 

understanding the country as a whole.”  Walker explained that neither the concepts of “race” nor 

“racism” were “a side effect of immigration,” but rather they were “central to the process of 

                                                                                                                                                              
Empire as a “White Man’s Country: Racial Attitudes and Immigration Legislation in the Colonies of White 
Settlement,” Journal of British Studies 13 no. 1 (November, 1973): 108-137. 
23 Frank Furedi, The Silent War: Imperialism and the Changing Perception of Race (Fredericksburg, 
Pennsylvania: Rutgers University Press, 1998), 71-72. 
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making modern Canada.”24  Walker’s Queen’s University colleague Ian McKay made a similar 

argument, explaining that in early twentieth-century Canada, federal immigration policy and 

popular opinion reflected a strong, systemic bias against non-whites, particularly Asians, who 

were often assessed partially or fully on the basis of their skin colour and perceived ethnic traits.25        

 Late twentieth century literature on race, ethnicity and whiteness in the American context 

has resulted in similar theoretical arguments that challenge previously established conceptions.   

David Roediger’s 1991 study of the social construction of “whiteness” in American history 

demonstrated that nineteenth-century racism and anti-racism in American labour relations had a 

profound influence upon twentieth-century perceptions of racial categories, particularly with 

respect to African-American, European and Asian workers.  More specifically, Roediger 

explained that white workers used “whiteness” to respond to their “fear of dependency on wage 

labor” and to the “necessities of capitalist work discipline.”  By the end of the Civil War, the 

conceptual dichotomy of “white” and “other” was firmly embedded in American popular 

discourse, where it remained well into the twentieth century.26 

 In 1996, Ian F. Haney Lopez explored the legalities of racial categorizations in late 

nineteenth to late twentieth-century America.  His work is particularly relevant to my study 

because he traced the evolution of the American federal laws that restricted immigration on the 

exclusive basis of race.  Lopez began with the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act and finished with the 

1965 Hart-Celler Act, which officially ended the “national origin quotas” that had been in place 

                                                      
24 Barrington Walker, ed, The History of Immigration and Racism in Canada: Essential Readings  
(Toronto: Canadian Scholars Press, 2008), 11-12. 
25 Ian McKay, Reasoning Otherwise: Leftists and the People’s Enlightenment in Canada, 1890-1920  
(Toronto: Between the Lines Publishers, 2008), 603-680. 
26 David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class, 2nd Ed. 
(London: Verso, 2007), 13-14 
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since the Emergency Quota Act of 1921.27  Noel Ignatiev’s monograph on Irish-Americans, 

published in the same year as Lopez’s work, examined both legal and social constructions of 

whiteness in early-to-mid nineteenth century America.  Ignatiev argued that the influence of Irish-

American labour unions and religious groups on the Democratic Party ultimately transformed the 

Irish identity in the United States.  This influence, along with the sustained efforts of these groups 

to racially distinguish themselves from African-Americans, allowed Irish immigrants to be 

assimilated into society as “whites.”28  Although Lopez, Ignatiev and Roediger covered very 

different subject matter, their main theoretical contentions were similar: they argued that “race” 

and “ethnicity” were fluid and ambiguous categories, consciously constructed and employed in 

order to differentiate between groups of peoples within American society.  This explanation holds 

true in the case of South Asians, who were variously seen as “Asiatics,” “blacks,” “low-caste 

Indians,” and “Aryans” during their first two decades in North America.       

 

           Race and Sexuality 

 

             In her 2004 study on Asian American racialization, Susan Koshy found that, during the 

early twentieth century, white Americans widely perceived Asians as hyper-sexualized carriers of 

venereal disease who threatened the moral code and public health of Pacific coast populations.  

Chinese immigrants in particular were frequently vilified in the press and other public forums as 

sexual deviants who threatened the purity of white women.  This behavior and certain sexually-

transmitted diseases were both understood to originate in exotic, far-away Asian and Pacific 

locales.  Writing four years after Koshy, David Goutor pointed out that these perceptions 

represented racist belief systems that originated, at least in part, with prevailing anxieties over 

                                                      
27 Ian F. Haney Lopez, White by Law: The Legal Construction of Race (New York: New York University 
Press, 1996).  
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social morality.29  The stigma associated with homosexuality heightened concerns about the 

living situations of large numbers of Asian men living together and apart from their families.  

Writing in 2009, Nayan Shah showed that legislation passed in nineteenth century Canada and the 

U.S. strictly prohibited homosexuals from immigrating, and the legal systems in both nations 

treated sodomy as a criminal act.  These legal controls failed to assuage the fears of many white 

Pacific coast residents, who either believed that Asians were especially prone to homosexuality 

or, at the very least, would be forced into homosexual behavior by the fact that they lived in male-

only domestic situations.30   

Masculinity studies is another emerging sub-field of scholarship which is related to race 

and sexuality.  In his 2010 monograph, sociologist Todd W. Reeser explained that, in both the 

past and the present, a white perception that Asian males have feminine physical features 

frequently has translated into the same assumption about the Asian male personality.  Given 

popular (and enduring) conceptions about male supremacy, this has frequently translates into 

biological assumptions about Asian inferiority in white societies.  Writing nearly a decade before 

Reeser, David Eng termed this phenomenon “racial castration.”  Looking specifically at Chinese 

males on the Pacific coast in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Eng asserted that the 

restricted range of jobs available for them meant that most worked in the either the food or 

garment industries or in domestic service – occupations that were normally performed by women 

at this time.  For many white observers, this reality appeared to confirm the idea that Asians were 

                                                                                                                                                              
28 Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (London: Routledge, 1996). 
29 Susan Koshy, Sexual Naturalization: Asian Americans and Miscegenation (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2004), 11 and David Goutor, Guarding the Gates: The Canadian Labour Movement and 
Immigration, 1872-1934 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2008), 36. 
30 Shah, Stranger Intimacy, 62, 131-32, and 57-58.  Shah borrows theory from George Chauncey to explain 
how some Vancouver males built sub-communities by “manipulat[ing] the spatial and cultural complexity 
of the city.”  See George Chauncey, “The Policed: Gay Men’s Strategies of Everyday Resistance,” in 
William R. Taylor, ed., Inventing Times Square: Commerce and Culture at the Crossroads of the World 
(NY: Russell Sage Foundation, 1996), 317. 
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less masculine than white workers, which was a stereotype that labour unions frequently (and 

deliberately) reinforced.31  Though South Asian immigrants generally worked in the “masculine” 

fields of logging, construction, or agriculture, the fact that they arrived on the coast well after this 

stereotype was in place ensured that they were also seen as less “manly” than whites.      

      

          Post-Colonial Theory 

 

The first section of this thesis addresses the consequences of the imperial involvement in 

Canada’s handling of the “Hindu problem.”  For colonial administrators such as Albert Grey, 

Canada’s Governor General from 1904 to 1911, the fact that South Asians were British subjects 

complicated their exclusion.  India’s Anglo-Indian officials, hoping to manage resentment in the 

Punjab and elsewhere in India over the brutality and injustice of British rule, refused to impose 

migratory restrictions on Indian nationals.  In recent decades, scholarship on Canada, India and 

Britain’s other colonial projects has evolved from the traditional focus on the business of colonial 

administration into post-modern critical discourse using the interdisciplinary theory of post-

colonialism. Post-colonial theory offers an essential set of tools for gauging and interpreting the 

direct and indirect consequences of imperial intervention and/or rule.  This framework is 

particularly useful for interpreting the Canadian reaction to, and treatment of, South Asians.   

Ann Laura Stoler’s definitive 1989 article revised traditional postcolonial theory by 

rejecting traditional differentiations between the ‘colonizers’ and the ‘colonized’ in European 

imperial histories.  Stoler convincingly argued that European and non-European members of 

society both built “mutually constitutive foundations of colonial categories and identities.”  

Building upon Stoler’s argument, which Anne McClintock has described as a rejection of 

                                                      
31 Todd Reeser, Masculinities in Theory: An Introduction (Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 
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‘sanctioned binaries’ of “colonizer-colonized,” “metropolis-colony,” and “colonial-postcolonial,” 

a new school of historians writing in the past fifteen years have enthusiastically applied (and 

debated) its tenets.  Colonial occupation had unexpected, complex and enduring consequences for 

both a given European metropolis and its colony, and thus scholars are tasked with complicating 

what McClintock has termed the “tenacious legacies of imperialism” that endure in post-colonial 

societies.32   

Renisa Mawani recently expanded the field by investigating “the transnational and 

intersecting lineaments of colonial projects,” the “social and juridical knowledges that imperial 

circuits and mobilities produced’ and finally the legal frameworks that emerged from the colonial 

installation of racial hierarchies.  Mawani’s work on B.C. challenged traditional assumptions that 

indigenous interaction with Europeans and Eastern immigration to B.C. unraveled in separate 

“historical periods, spaces, and trajectories.” Mawani found that early contact between whites and 

other ethnic groups in B.C. actually followed a pattern similar to that considered in David Theo 

Goldberg’s assessment of the cultural interactions of post-14th century Europeans, in which 

Goldberg told a story of “miscegenation and cultural mixing” and “of increasing physical and 

cultural heterogeneity.”33  

The past three decades have seen a rich debate over the impact and legacy of British 

colonialism on Indian society and cultures.  In 1985, Richard Fox famously argued that British 

imperialism strongly influenced the creation of a Sikh identity during the colonial period 

following the annexation of the Punjab in 1839.  Fox’s basic thesis was that the British 

                                                                                                                                                              
158-159; see also David L. Eng, Racial Castration: Managing Masculinity in Asian America (Durham, 
North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2001), 92. 
32 Ann Laura Stoler, “Rethinking Colonial Categories: European Communities and Their Boundaries of 
Rule,” Comparative Studies in Society and History, 31 1 (1989): 134-61; Anne McClintock, Imperial 
Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest  (New York: Routledge, 1995), 15. 
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“organismic conception of culture convert[ed] the biological determinism of British belief [about 

the Sikh warrior identity] into an indigenous Indian folk history.”  In this history, “British 

‘sensibilities’ and “orientalizing” colonial perceptions of the physical and martial superiority of 

Sikhs over other Indian groups facilitated the creation of the Sikh identity.  In 1996, Bernard 

Cohn agreed that British imperialism heavily influenced Sikh culture and religious expression in 

the nineteenth century.  Cohn specifically posited that British Indian officials helped turn the 

turban into “a salient feature of Sikh identity,” along with other key symbols of Sikhism.34   

Not surprisingly, many have challenged these “externalist” positions, including Peter Van 

de Veer, who in 1994 argued that Fox’s thesis in particular “runs counter to the body of evidence 

we have about the formation of the Khalsa identity in the eighteenth century.”35  In what is 

arguably the strongest reading of Indian colonialism to date, Tony Ballantyne’s 2006 monograph 

argued that Cohn, like Fox, failed to account for the fact that the turban was well-represented in 

key eighteenth-century texts.  Cohn, by overlooking pre-colonial Sikh traditions, “overplay[ed]” 

the British influence by “privileging the power of the colonial state” and ignored the role of 

indigenous Indians in Sikh cultural formation.  Ballantyne firmly tied the formation of Sikh 

identity to the emergence and evolution of Sikh populations worldwide, and to “the mobility, 

fluidity and cultural reformations” that occurred within and between them.  These processes 

demonstrate problems in earlier works on Sikh diasporas that only explained the evolution of 

Sikh culture through a colonial lens.  Indeed, India’s British rulers did not construct Sikh culture 

or influence the creation of an Orthodox Sikh persona by impressing Britishness onto Khalsa Sikh 

                                                                                                                                                              
33 Renisa Mawani, Colonial Proximities: Crossracial Encounters and Juridical Truths in B.C., 1871-1921 
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soldiers.  As Ballatyne pointed out, this interpretation only works “if we consciously exclude the 

stories of mobility, cultural loss, creative adaptation, and passionate yet flexible anti-imperial 

resistance.”36     

Ballantyne cautioned that he did not affirm or impugn the “McLeodian” school of Indian 

colonial history, first forwarded by W. Hew McLeod in 1968 and maintained, at least in part, by 

Fox and Cohn.  McLeod was the first to apply an extensive textual analysis to the study of the life 

of Guru Gobind Singh, who as the 10th of 11 Sikh Gurus, was credited with establishing the 

Khalsa in 1699 and mandating the five “K’s” for his initiates.  McLeod concluded that the Guru 

did not initiate the Sikh adherence to these ‘five K’s’ – the kesh (uncut hair), the kirpan (sheathed 

sword), the kach (cotton underclothes), the kanga (wooden comb), and the kara (iron or steel 

bangle).  Instead, McLeod argued that these were only mandated towards the end of the 

nineteenth century, after the British takeover of the Punjab, when the official prohibition of 

carrying weaponry led to the introduction of the five K’s to replace the customary Khalsa practice 

of wearing five weapons.  Writing after McLeod, Eleanor Nesbitt pointed to the “middle ground” 

forwarded by Jagtar Singh Grewal in 1998, which held that though textual readings are “late” to 

show “explicit references” to the five K’s, “substantive symbols” representing the requirements 

were in place at the time of the founding of the Khalsa.37  Since my focus on diasporas precludes 

an engagement with religious philosophy, I, like Ballantyne, neither support nor contest the 

McLeodian interpretation of Sikh history.                 

                                                                                                                                                              
35 Peter Van de Veer, Religious Nationalism: Hindus and Muslims in India (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994), 56. 
36 Tony Ballantyne, Between Colonialism and Diaspora: Sikh Cultural Formations in an Imperial World  
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                                                         Orientalism 

  

One of the earliest iterations of post-colonial theory is Edward Said’s theory of 

Orientalism, which pertains mainly to European perceptions of Asian cultures and peoples.  This 

theory is useful for deconstructing Pacific coast perceptions about India and Indian nationals, 

especially during the initial phase of South Asian immigration.  Said posited that Western views 

and depictions of Eastern cultures were both deprecatory and heavily influenced by eighteenth 

and nineteenth century European imperialism.  Said defined Orientalism as “a distribution of 

geopolitical awareness into aesthetic, scholarly, economic, sociological, historical and 

philological texts” and as “an elaboration not only of a basic geographical distinction (the world 

is made up of two unequal halves, Orient and Occident) but also of an enduring series of 

‘interests’ expressed in scholarly discourse and cultural forms.”  He elaborated that “my real 

argument is that Orientalism is- and does not simply represent - a considerable dimension of 

modern political-intellectual culture, and as such has less to do with the Orient than it does with 

‘our’ world.”  Said used examples from a range of cultural sources to argue his case, many of 

which pertained to British imperialist views of Middle Eastern cultures.38 

John M. MacKenzie’s 1995 monograph offered the most significant historiographical 

challenge to Said’s original thesis, which Said later revised somewhat in his work on the 

relationship between imperialism and culture.39  Mackenzie disputed Said’s negative depiction of 

European Orientalist expression, arguing that “Orientalism was but one of a whole sequence of 

perceived or invented traditions invoked by the restless arts.”  MacKenzie elaborated that Said’s 

view of the European “Self” versus the “Oriental Other” during the imperialist period is “rigidly 

                                                      
38 Cultural theorist Sheng-mei Ma’s assertion that Edward Said’s Orientalism “practically inaugurated post-
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binary” and unsupportable given the “evidence of the arts.”  Indeed, instead of degrading Eastern 

cultural expressions, Western artists “sought contamination” [with Eastern cultural form] at every 

turn.”  For MacKenzie, Said’s use of empirical evidence was inconsistent as it haphazardly cut 

across a variety of disciplines and did not entirely support his theoretical assertions.40   

Despite MacKenzie’s expansion of the discursive analysis of motivations and forces of 

imperialism, in his 1996 review of Mackezie’s monograph, Dane Kennedy took issue with the 

author’s presentation of “Orientalism as a complex, but broadly appreciative cultural response by 

the West to the encounter with the East.”  Writing shortly after Kennedy, Reina Lewis stated that 

she could not accept MacKenzie’s “defence of Orientalism as a largely benign cultural practice.”  

Overall, most recent scholarship continues to side heavily with Said’s original approach.41   

Writing in 2000, T.A. Hickman applied the theory of Orientalism to the issue of the 

Chinese importation of opium in the early twentieth century, showing that public attempts to 

control and quash the distribution and consumption of this drug ultimately influenced the 

American government’s perception of Asian health and physical and moral hygiene.  John Price’s 

2011 study of Canadian conceptualizations of race and empire in the transpacific context provides 

a valuable deconstruction of the Orientalist assumptions and theories governing Canada’s 

relations with Asian nations and with Asian immigrants, particularly in the mid-to-late twentieth 

century.  Henry Yu’s recent work, which discussed “the causes and consequences of a widespread 

fascination with the Oriental in the United States” during the early 1920s, similarly applies Said’s 
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41 Dane Kennedy,” Orientalism: Theory and the Arts,” The International History Review 18 no. 4 
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theory in a North American context.  Yu’s analysis lends important conceptual support for my 

concluding call for more research on the portrayal of South Asians in 1920s sociological study.42   

 

                 Diaspora Theory 

 

Diaspora theory is the final and most current framework underpinning this thesis.  Adam 

McKeown’s groundbreaking 2001 study on the global nature of Chinese diasporas provided, in 

his words, “a stage from which to understand geographically dispersed activities…which thread 

through and straddle territorially based units.”  McKeown pointed out that traditional, nation-

centered scholarship on diasporas failed to interpret or see “the world order as a mosaic of 

discrete sociopolitical entities that are the primary units from which meaning and history are 

created.”  However, Erika Lee responded that McKeown’s transnational approach “obscures the 

impact of the American nation-state and the exclusion laws in particular in structuring and 

circumscribing transnational migration, networks and identities.”  Lee argued that the enduring 

impact of American immigration legislation and enforcement cannot be understated in favor of a 

broader focus on trans-border migration.  While my approach incorporates elements of both 

schools of thought, I affirm Lee’s method of analyzing the way in which exclusion was actually 

enforced and contested, which Lee terms exclusion “at its bottom fringes.”43   

Tony Ballantyne’s authoritative work on Indian diasporas largely affirmed McKeown’s 

perspective, but Ballantyne emphasized the importance of “religion and popular culture,” two key 

                                                      
42 T.A. Hickman, “Drugs and Race in American Culture: Orientalism in the Turn-of-the-Century Discourse 
of Narcotic Addiction,” American Studies 41 no. 1 (2000): 71-91; John Price, Orienting Canada: Race, 
Empire, and the Transpacific (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2011); Henry Yu, 
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dynamics he felt that McKeown “elide[d] in his focus on economics and state practices.”  

Punjabis migrated from India for several interrelated reasons – to seek better communications and 

schooling, wide-scale military participation, and because of the region’s growing engagement 

with international commerce – yet Ballantyne emphasized that the growth of community ties also 

expanded and solidified Sikh diasporas across Australasia and North America.  Though Brian 

Axel argued that South Asian diasporas largely originated with the “colonial rupture” in India, 

and scholars of South Asian history generally see diasporas as “marker[s] of the postcolonial 

condition,” Ballantyne pointed out that large numbers of Sikhs lived outside of the Punjab well 

before the end of British India.  The Sikhs who settled across the globe in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries generally “sit uneasily under the rubric of ‘diaspora’,” because, as Ballatyne 

pointed out, that term generally denotes “exile, the impossibility of return, and an emotive 

connection to a lost ‘homeland,’” which was not the case for all Sikh migrants.44   

Ballantyne’s overall approach is to employ “the problematics of [both] diaspora and 

colonialism” to illuminate “the particular cultural challenges posed by the creation of colonial 

modernity.”  Overall, he asserts that the migration of Punjabis to North America and Australasia 

influenced the creation of the Punjabi identity.  Ballantyne cites the North American-based Ghadr 

movement as an example of the importance of diasporas.45  The Indian independence movement 

and other key topics will be addressed in the following review of historiography relevant to the 

South Asian experience in North America in the early twentieth century, which begins with an 

overview of the Canadian and American situations, followed by the labour-immigration 

relationship and scientific racism in both countries.      
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               Historiography   
 

The South Asians in Canada, 1904-1924 

 

The first wave of South Asian emigration to Canada was short-lived.46  This brief influx 

of immigration, which began after 1900 and ended near the close of 1907, brought over 5,000 

labourers to British Columbia.  In comparison to the well-established Chinese and Japanese 

communities in the cities of Vancouver and Victoria, South Asian immigration was new to the 

region.  South Asians, almost entirely males from the northern Indian province of Punjab, joined 

other Asian workers in building the Canadian Pacific Railway and in participating in other 

infrastructure projects during this period, but most soon found work as unskilled workers in 

lumber mills in the Fraser Valley, other points in the provincial interior, and on Vancouver Island.  

Politicians from all levels of government, labour leaders, community groups and others 

vociferously opposed the South Asian presence, especially after a large influx of the new 

immigrants in1907.  Canadian Prime Minister Wilfrid Laurier, mindful of the impact any 

exclusionary measures would have in India and the British Empire generally, was initially 

hesitant to bar South Asians from Canada.  Canada’s imperial connection with the British Raj, the 

government that had ruled India since 1858, placed Laurier in the difficult position of trying to 

appease B.C. residents while knowing that his government’s actions could have serious 

repercussions in the Punjab. 

Paromita Biswas points out that Bengal province, not Punjab, had seen the nativity of 
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Indian nationalism, the 1885 creation of the Indian National Congress (the colony’s Indian 

political movement) and the rise of political extremism, including the use of boycotts and 

terrorism.  However, Jensen shows that these same activities occurred in Bombay (present-day 

Mumbai), which saw massive rioting in 1898 and 1900, and, even more importantly, in the 

Punjab.   Bengali protests were an irritant to the Indian government, but Jensen explains that “far 

more serious was the spread of discontent to the Punjab,” as the British rulers had long depended 

upon Punjabis to enforce domestic stability and engage in military campaigns outside of India.  

The movement of Punjabi Sikhs to Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa at this time 

forced the British to attempt to manage the dual problem of the discontent that resulted when 

migrants reported home about the political and economic disparities between India and these 

territories, and the reaction in the Punjab to the poor treatment of Sikh labourers in these 

regions.47   

The empire’s other white colonies and Dominions had already halted South Asian 

immigration by the time the “Hindu” issue arose in Canada.  South Africa’s 1897 Immigration 

Restriction Act (also called the Natal Act) essentially stopped the immigration of all free (non-

indentured) South Asians into that colony, and Australia’s 1901 “White Australia” policy, which 

was technically in effect until1973, barred new South Asian immigration to that colony.  New 

Zealand’s exclusionary legislation, in effect since 1881, also stopped South Asians from 

immigrating. In 1908, Laurier’s government followed suit by banning South Asians from entering 

Canada with the “Continuous Journey” Order in Council of 1908.  By stipulating that prospective 

immigrants had to enter Canadian ports on ships that had made a continuous journey from the 

country of origin of the passengers, a journey which was impossible at that time from India, the 
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provision indirectly barred South Asians from immigrating while not singling them specifically.  

Designed to assuage tensions in India and appease the British Raj, this condition officially 

applied to all immigrants regardless of their race, but it was designed and implemented mainly to 

screen out Indians travelling via Japanese and Chinese ports, and to a lesser extent, Japanese 

migrants traveling by way of Hawaii.48   

In the fall of 1908, the Immigration Branch attempted to remove the small number of 

South Asians who had arrived before exclusion by promoting a scheme to recruit Indians to 

British Honduras.49  The leaders of Vancouver and Victoria’s Sikh communities unanimously 

rejected this project and it ultimately failed, but the South Asian population nevertheless 

decreased significantly over the next seven years, as many within the community left for the 

United States or returned home to India.  Despite the small size of Canada’s South Asian 

population, in 1908 the federal government began to closely monitor that community for 

“seditious” anti-Imperial activity.  By 1914, when William Charles Hopkinson, the government 

agent in charge of this surveillance program was assassinated, less than three thousand Indian 

nationals remained in Canada.  Federal officials attributed this phenomenon to the physical 

unsuitability of South Asians to Canada’s climate and labour conditions.  However, most men left 

because their families were prohibited from joining them in Canada, or, beginning in 1914, large 

numbers left North America to join India’s independence movement.50   
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The 1914 Komagata Maru affair further heightened tensions and dramatically 

emphasized the inherent racism of Canada’s immigration policy.  On May 23rd, the S. S. 

Komagata Maru, a Japanese-owned vessel chartered by Indian merchant Gurdit Singh to 

challenge Canada’s immigration laws, anchored just off the coast of Vancouver.  Canadian 

parliamentarians voiced their dismay at the arrival of the South Asians; in an outcry that extended 

across party lines, members from the ruling Conservatives and the Liberal opposition alike agreed 

that Canada should reject the passengers.  Canadian Immigration Branch officials prevented most 

of the vessel’s 376 South Asian passengers from landing in Vancouver.  Although this action was 

challenged in court, the B.C. Court of Appeal upheld the decision and affirmed the validity of the 

newly reinstated Orders in Council PC 23, 24 and 897, the continuous journey act and two acts of 

legislation maintaining South Asian exclusion.  After the passengers refused to leave Canadian 

waters, the Canadian naval ship HMCS Rainbow finally escorted the Komagata Maru from 

Canada on July 23rd.  A major tragedy occurred when the vessel reached India at the region of 

Budge-Budge near Calcutta.  When police officials attempted to arrest Singh upon the vessel’s 

arrival, a riot ensued and twenty of the vessel’s passengers were killed, while others became 

political prisoners.  Jane Singh explains that these events were “closely watched” by South 

Asians living in B.C. and the Pacific coast states, and popular indignation in India over the 

treatment of the vessel’s passengers strengthened the position of independence activists in India.51   

After the so-called “Singapore Mutiny” of 1915, wherein Indian sepoys rebelled against 

their British officers in Singapore, Canada’s small South Asian population again came under 
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increased surveillance for anti-Imperial political activism.  After World War I, the wives and 

dependent children of resident South Asians were finally allowed to join their husbands in 

Canada.  However, all other South Asians were restricted from immigrating until, after decades of 

sustained local and national campaigns for the resumption of immigration from India, the 

government removed the continuous journey legislation and instituted a small annual quota in 

1947.  Though Canada had promised better treatment for the nation’s Indian population in a 

statement made at the 1921 Imperial Conference, South Asians in B.C. did not gain the federal, 

provincial and municipal franchise until almost thirty years later in 1947.      

 

       South Asians in the United States, 1904-1924 

 

In the United States, debate over Indian exclusion began slightly later than it had in 

Canada, largely because South Asian immigration began later, but also because Chinese 

exclusion in 1886 had at least partially waylaid government and labour anxieties about the influx 

of non-white labour to the west coast.  However, beginning in 1907, exclusionist groups such as 

the San Francisco-based Asiatic Exclusion League campaigned to limit the numbers of South 

Asian workers in coastal lumber and agricultural industries.  When a report of the Immigration 

Commission was published one year into William H. Taft’s Presidency in 1910, a special section 

devoted to Indian immigrants proposed the congressional exclusion of Indians, a “gentleman’s 

agreement” with Britain to prevent future Indian immigration to America, and the use of a 

literacy test to screen Indians.52  Despite these recommendations, a decision on the issue stalled in 

Congress, and before Taft left office in 1913, he vetoed a bill that would have legislated literacy 

and citizenship tests for all prospective immigrants.   
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However, Congressional representatives from the coastal states continued to work 

towards Indian exclusion over the next four years. With newly inaugurated President Woodrow 

Wilson’s approval, Commissioner-General of Immigration Anthony Caminetti convinced 

representatives from steamship companies to refuse to sell tickets to Indians by 1914, and most of 

those who did secure passage were already being turned away at Pacific coast ports for being 

“Likely to Become a Public Charge” (LPC).  Officials often determined a South Asian was LPC 

not by evaluating individual merit, but simply by evaluating labour conditions in California.  This 

unprecedented divergence from standard immigration policy amounted to what Joan Jensen calls 

the “executive restriction” of South Asians, which unofficially began around 1910.53  In 1914, 

when South Asians began to arrive armed with citizenship papers from American Pacific 

territories, Caminetti scrambled to reverse a law that had allowed South Asians arriving by way 

of the Philippines to forgo a full inspection upon their arrival on the mainland.  Also in that year, 

a Congressional committee considered a complete ban on further “Hindu Immigration.”  

President Wilson, wishing to avoid antagonizing the Japanese over immigration issues in 

the aftermath of San Francisco’s 1906 attempt to segregate Japanese students, and the ensuing 

1907 Japanese-American war scare, vetoed a new incarnation of the literacy bill again in 1917.   

But the bill passed later that year, with a provision that excluded immigrants from the “barred 

zone” of Asia (including India).  Although the exclusion of the Indian “race” was not legislated 

until 1924, the seven years between the 1917 barred zone legislation and the “racial” exclusion 

act saw virtually no South Asian immigration.  This period also saw the1923 retraction of the 

naturalization of the small number of Indian nationals who had previously become American 

citizens, and a dramatic increase in government surveillance of established Indian communities 

along the west coast, principally in San Francisco and in agricultural areas of northern California.  
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Like Canada, the United States did not reopen its doors to Indian immigrants until after the 

Second World War; in 1946, the nation established an annual Indian immigration quota of one 

hundred people, and granted resident South Asians the right to naturalize and become citizens.54              

 

The Labour-Immigration Relationship in Both Countries 

 

The past four decades have seen sustained interest in the reaction of organized labour in 

the Canadian west to immigrant workers in the early twentieth century.  Donald Avery’s 1979 

and 1995 studies, along with David Goutor’s 2008 monograph, are three notable monographs 

dedicated to the Canadian labour-immigration relationship specifically.  Avery emphasized the 

importance of business and labour organizations as Canadian “pressure groups” that influenced 

government policy on immigration.  Goutor addressed the importance of sixty years of conflict 

and compromise between industrialists, labour unions and the state over immigrant employment 

in Canada, and he presented a comprehensive account of the reasons for and evolution of Chinese 

and Japanese exclusion during the period in question.55   

Goutor offered a revisionist approach to traditional analysis of the motivations of unions 

in political campaigns to bar Chinese labourers from entry into the Canadian workforce.  Most 

western unions openly opposed Chinese employment for economic reasons, but Goutor posits 

that much of this opposition was ideologically rooted in internal struggles with social morality.  

He argues that “many labour leaders saw themselves as guardians of Canada’s moral and social 

fabric as well as advocates of the material interests of workers.”  Accordingly, labour 
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organisations such as the Trades and Labour Congress and the Knights of Labor viewed the 

“Asian menace” as a threat to the stability and socio-economic progress of the white working 

class.  In consequence, the deliberate racialization of Chinese workers in British Columbia 

occurred within a wider context of an international class struggle against the influx of Asian 

workers into traditionally white occupations.56  This racialization applied to all Asian groups, 

beginning with the Chinese in the 1880s, continuing with the Japanese in the 1890s, and finally 

including South Asians in the early years of the twentieth century.  The originality of Goutor’s 

argument is that he showed that the racial stereotypes that unions “foisted” on Asians in British 

Columbia were, in part, a projection of the racist ideologies of white society.   

Howard Palmer’s 1975 edited anthology was the first book to combine social, economic 

and political history in a study exploring the roots of the complex relationship between labour 

groups and non-white immigrants after Canadian Confederation.  Of even more direct relevance, 

Harold Griffin’s more recent work assessed the ways in which labour radicalism transformed the 

skilled and unskilled trades in B. C. from the late nineteenth century onwards, and offers a 

regionally-specific account of the interaction between miners’ unions and Asian workers.57   

Much of the historiography on the Asian immigration-labour relationship in the United 

States either defends or counters the “California Thesis” of Asian exclusion, which was first 

posited by Mary Roberts Coolidge in 1909 and later developed by Elmer Clarence Sandmeyer in 

1939.   The California thesis holds that the “special circumstances” of California in the 1870s and 

1880s instigated the anti-Chinese movement and precipitated Asian exclusion in the United 

States.  Economic fluctuation in California, paired with the near-equal power of Californian and 

national Republican and Democratic parties, escalated the racial and class conflicts between 
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white and Asian workers during this period, and thus the “Asian menace” became a political issue 

that was ultimately resolved with the Exclusion Act of 1882.  Alexander Saxton’s 1971 

monograph continues to be regarded as a superior analysis of the ways in which unions 

influenced the American response to Chinese immigration from the Gold Rush (1850s) onwards.  

Saxton largely defended the basic tenets of the California Thesis, although he argued that white 

racism, along with the class politics of “Jacksonian democracy,” politicized the issue of Chinese 

immigration and ultimately led to restriction.58  Saxton’s work remains relevant because of his 

well-developed exploration of the importance of race and class in the relationships between what 

he calls the California “Labor Force” and state and federal politicians.     

Over the past three decades, increased scholarly attention has been paid to the 

relationship between organized labour and Asian immigration,59 and in 1998 Andrew Gyory 

offered what is perhaps the most vehement criticism of the California thesis.  Where Saxton’s 

arguments had largely supported this thesis, Gyory attempted to quash the notion that labour 

unions were a major force behind Chinese exclusion.  Gyory argues that nineteenth-century 

Chinese exclusion in the United States could not be attributed, even in part, to the influence of 

organized labour on local, state or national policy on immigration.60  Gyory’s main thesis posits 

that white workers and their labour unions focused on class, not race, in their efforts to counter 

imported labour.  Some may have targeted the Chinese in lobbying or newspaper campaigns, but 
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the 1882 Exclusion act was a “top-down” affair initiated by Congress, and not California or its 

unions.  Whether or not these claims are accurate, Gyory’s argument is important because it 

impugned many of Saxton’s contentions, and provided a strong critique of the California thesis.   

Carlos Schwantes’ notable work contrasts the development of organized labour in 

Canada and the United States from the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century.  His work 

continues to be important today, mainly because of Schwantes’ trail-blazing analysis of both the 

Populist labour movement of Washington state and the comparatively “subdued” industrial 

unionism in British Columbia.  The book was also controversial, in that Harold Griffin and other 

Canadian labour historians disagreed about the passivity of B.C. unions during this period; the 

evidence I present about labour agitation in B.C. supports Griffin’s point.  Immigration takes on a 

secondary role in Schwantes’ book, which placed significantly more emphasis on the Canadian 

side of his topic.61  Nevertheless the work provides a useful comparative study of organized 

labour in two geographic regions that are the foci of my work. 

 

                   The Public Health-Immigration Relationship in Both Countries 

 

The initial arrival of significant numbers of South Asians in Canada coincided with the 

emergence of Dominion medical inspectors as front-line guardians of the public health.  Canada’s 

1906 Immigration Act introduced new health screening requirements for border officials and 

prohibited tubercular immigrants.  By that year, tuberculosis had become widely associated with 

immigrants, especially Asians and unskilled workers from poor European nations.  This 

association was largely influenced by what Sylvia Reitmanova has called the “ideology of racial 

ordering” in Canada’s public health discourse.  Popular responses to the threat of tuberculosis in 
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particular became rooted in a “pseudoscientific” racial framework, wherein the germ theory of the 

disease’s transmission conflated with prevailing eugenic notions of biological determinism.62   

In the United States, the 1891 Immigration Act barred immigrants who “suffer[ed] from a 

loathsome or a dangerous contagious disease.”  After a 1907 amendment to the Act, people with 

tuberculosis or physical or mental defects were specifically excluded.  In a 2006 article, Amy 

Fairchild explained that early twentieth century American immigration officials used medical 

examination to manage perceived “cultural and biological threats to the nation.”  Geographic 

variations in practice reflected the “politics of race,” nativism, eugenics and “national industrial 

imperatives and priorities.”  Accordingly, because medical examinations were vitally important to 

the development of an unskilled and itinerant work force, they were also “a distinct product of the 

political economy of immigration.”  However, in his 2001 study, Alan Kraut explained that 

specific ethnic groups – Jews, Italians and Eastern Europeans at Ellis Island, and Asians at Angel 

Island – became special targets of what he terms “medicalized nativism,” which occurs when “the 

justification for excluding members of a particular group includes charges that they constitute a 

health menace and may endanger their hosts.”  Though some members of a given immigrant 

population may indeed carry and transmit disease, the “association with disease in the minds of 

the native born” stigmatizes all members of that immigrant population, as each newcomer is 

reduced from “a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one.”63   

Kraut has shown that between the 1830s and mid-1950s, immigrant groups were 

associated with specific diseases and medical conditions that could potentially threaten 

population health; Asians, in particular, were believed to be lacking in hygiene, and were seen to 
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carry and transmit filariasis and hookworm. Thus, the fact that Asian immigrants to San Francisco 

were subjected to extensive and invasive medical examinations for these and other diseases can 

be explained by state-level racial categorization and systemic racism.64  In his 2001 monograph 

on the Chinese experience in San Francisco, Nayan Shah provided an even more detailed analysis 

of medical inspections and of perceptions of Asian disease at Angel Island.  Shah included South 

Asians in his assessment of the impact of new bacteriological techniques on the medical 

examination of prospective immigrants.  After South Asian and Chinese immigrants were found 

to have hookworm in 1910, Public Health Service (PHS) medical examiners at Angel Island 

merged South Asian and Chinese ethnicities together, suspecting that all “Asian” immigrants 

were likely to harbor “parasites.”65  The fluidity of racial categorization in these instances, and the 

prevalence of racial stereotyping, indicate the viability of the now-established theory that Asians 

were seen to carry diseases that could be perceived as intrinsic to their racial heritage.  Shah 

expanded Charles McClain’s earlier argument that the 1900 decision to quarantine San 

Francisco’s Chinatown was largely influenced by racism.66  This decision was at least partially 

rooted in a tradition of the racial stereotyping against Chinese peoples that resulted in the 1882 

Immigration Act, which barred the entry of “lunatics” and “infectious disease carriers.”   

With the exception of key extracts from Shah’s Contagious Divides (2001) and his more 

recent work, Stranger Intimacy (2012), no scholarship substantively discusses nineteenth or 

twentieth-century perceptions of “Hindu” disease in North America.67  Furthermore, little has 

been written on Canadian opinions about immigrant health during the period in question.  These 

gaps in theoretical analysis present an opportunity for me to apply the ideas of Kraut, Shah and 
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others to my own case study on the ways in which South Asians were associated with disease, 

and how this association impaired Indian attempts to settle in B. C. and the Pacific coast states.   

The next section briefly addresses the methodological approach taken in the thesis. 

        Methodology      

This thesis attempts to find a middle ground between the narrative-driven teleological 

historical accounts that have long fallen out of favor among social historians, and postmodern 

structuralist historiography that foregrounds theme and theory at the expense of both time and the 

possibility of causality.  In so doing the following chapters are organized roughly by 

chronological order, but within each chapter, events are discussed and interpreted thematically.  

This methodological approach seeks a balance between Immanuel Kant and Michel Foucault’s 

assertions that events cannot be understood as causal factors leading to a specific outcome within 

a grand narrative frame, and cannot be retroactively imbued with design-driven purpose or 

meaning, and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s defence of teleology as a useful mechanism for 

understanding how and why events and actions can shape certain outcomes.68  

K. N. Pannikar’s 1994 critique of “the unstated anxiety at the heart of the ‘new’ history, 

which celebrates fragmentation rather than synthesis,” argued that the current practice of 

abandoning whiggish, “Rankean confidence about the certainty of historical knowledge” for post-

modern, highly-localized histories results in historiography that offers little in the way of 

understanding the wider processes shaping events.  Pannikar, a scholar of the post-colonial 
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history of India, called for an approach that recognizes the meaning that historical actors (such as 

Indian colonial subjects) gave to the events of their time, and loosely interprets these meanings 

within a process that recognizes how these actors influenced or attempted to influence societal, 

political and/or economic outcomes.69  By anchoring events within their historical contexts, this 

thesis employs a similar methodology by examining and challenging process (though not 

necessarily progress) while still adopting a thematic approach that recognizes the temporal 

continuity of social, political and economic structures. 

      

Towards a New Interpretation of the South Asian Experience                                     

 

The next four chapters of this thesis discuss South Asian immigration to Canada.  

Chapter 2 examines the initial arrival of over 5,000 first-wave South Asian immigrants on 

Canada’s Pacific coast between 1904 and 1907.  Despite a province-wide labour shortage 

throughout much of this period, by 1906 Vancouver civic officials sought Dominion intervention 

to stop the increasing influx of South Asian immigration, a request echoed by the province's 

federal Members of Parliament, Dominion immigration agents stationed at Pacific coast ports, 

and by the Superintendent of Immigration himself.  Seizing upon recent theories of scientific 

determinism and Orientalist conceptions of Asian exoticism, immorality and disease, the 

opponents of South Asian immigration began to associate Indians with bubonic plague, 

tuberculosis and venereal infections.  Rising tensions between federal and municipal officials 

culminated in a well-publicized crisis at Vancouver’s waterfront, which was resolved only days 
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before city residents turned their attention to the dramatic allegation that South Asians had 

committed a horrific crime against a white woman. When the Canadian executive stalled on the 

Indian issue, exclusionists mobilized the "disease" theory – along with the argument that South 

Asians were peculiarly unsuited to live in B.C.'s climate – to agitate for South Asian exclusion.  

 Chapter 3 addresses a period that began in 1907 and ended with the Dominion’s 

implementation of official South Asian exclusion the following year.  During this time, racial 

tensions rose dramatically in Vancouver, where the outbreak of a September 1907 anti-Asian riot 

solidified the resolve of federal officials to contain the vociferous labour opposition to Indian 

workers.  The presence of large numbers of refugees from an “anti-Hindu” riot in Bellingham, 

Washington exacerbated the situation, as did the arrival at Vancouver’s harbor of a ship carrying 

over nine hundred South Asians.  I argue that the arrival of this vessel signaled the beginning of 

Canada’s “executive restriction” of South Asians, wherein Immigration Branch executives in 

Ottawa tasked the Dominion medical examiners at B.C. ports with finding reasons to keep out as 

many of the prospective immigrants as possible.  Vancouver city reports of the unsanitary living 

conditions of South Asians further hardened public opinion against the newcomers.   

Chapter 4 begins by examining the intent behind the 1908 “continuous journey” 

legislation, and the government’s unsuccessful attempts to influence Britain and India to limit 

South Asian emigration to Canada.  Several high-profile international visitors to Vancouver that 

year contributed to the crystallization of the popular association between South Asians and 

contagious disease.  Canada’s unsuccessful attempt in 1908 to deport large numbers of recent 

South Asian immigrants to British Honduras forced officials to reconsider the still-popular 

“climate” argument, and the opponents of the South Asian presence in Canada further revitalized 

the “disease” theory.  In 1911, F. C. Blair, a rising star within the Immigration Branch, convinced 
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the executive that the wives and children of resident South Asians were undesirable candidates 

for immigration due to the purported Indian predisposition to disease. 

The chapter also explores key events and conceptual frameworks that both shaped and 

explain the outcome of the Komagata Maru incident, which is covered in Chapter 4.  I show how 

immigration officials mobilized health information from American sources to prepare for 

challenges to the Dominion Orders in Council barring new South Asian immigration.  I also 

examine never-before discussed findings of a major 1912 B.C. provincial study on labour 

relations, which exemplifies popular feeling about South Asians from all levels of B.C. society.   I 

also explore a key 1913 challenge issued to the prevailing stereotype of South Asian disease, and 

contrast this with the period’s dominant discourse on the topic, citing, among other sources, a 

B.C. mayor’s slanderous remarks on B.C.’s “Hindu” problem.  

Chapter 5 begins with the Dominion government’s contingency plan in early 1914 to use 

hookworm screening to keep out the S. S. Komagata Maru passengers.  The formation of this 

plan demonstrates the lengths to which Dominion officials were prepared to go to bar the vessel’s 

passengers from Canada.  I then use personal interviews with recent and current Members of 

Parliament to explore key links between the incident, and recent Parliamentary debates over the 

need for an apology for the government’s handling of the 1914 Komagata Maru affair.  I explore 

the failed attempt of Arthur Meighen, the leader of the Dominion’s official Opposition Party, to 

introduce the South Asian franchise in 1921, and I show why this franchise proposal would never 

have won Parliamentary approval in the inter-war period.  Finally, I show how the government 

retracted its official policy on the danger of hookworm only after the potential threat of further 

South Asian immigration had passed.        

 The remaining three chapters of the thesis focus on South Asian immigration to the 

United States.  Chapter 6 traces the early South Asian immigrant experience in the United States 
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until 1910, when PHS doctor M. W. Glover discovered that several South Asians at Angel Island 

carried hookworm disease.  During this brief period, and especially by mid-1910, South Asians 

faced “executive exclusion” at Pacific coast ports, despite the lack of Congressional legislation 

barring Indian immigration.  By late 1907, racial tensions in Washington resulted in the expulsion 

of most of the state’s South Asian mill workers, and San Francisco’s labour-lead Asiatic 

Exclusion League (AEL) began a determined campaign against further Indian immigration.  After 

two successive American Presidents refused to bar Indians, Immigration Service (IS) Pacific 

coast inspectors began to exclude South Asians for either physical unfitness or because they were 

deemed “Likely to Become a Public Charge” (LPC) because of the strong popular resentment to 

their presence on the coast.  By mid-1910, these efforts dramatically decreased the number of 

South Asian arrivals, even before the September discovery that many South Asians carried 

hookworm.   

Chapter 7 discusses the implications of the September 1910 discovery that many South 

Asians at Angel Island had hookworm.  Though this discovery did not completely end all 

immigration from India, it enabled the PHS and the IS to perfect their executive legislation of 

South Asians arrivals on the Pacific coast.  In 1913, the South Asian association with hookworm 

helped the federal government close a key loophole in South Asian executive exclusion.  

 Chapter 8 opens with the Congressional “Hindu Immigration Hearings of 1914,” wherein 

the Commissioner-General of Immigration (a California native) and others representing Pacific 

coast interests lobbied a bi-partisan government committee for South Asian legislative exclusion.  

The opponents of South Asian immigration used the disease thesis to argue that South Asians 

could not assimilate, and warned that Canada’s Komagata Maru incident might set a precedent 

for other Indians to increase their efforts to migrate to North America.  American officials 

reporting from Canada emphasized the urgent need for exclusionary legislation, although 
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Congressional representatives continued to lag on the issue.  Finally, after a round of debate and 

over a Presidential veto, in 1917 Congress introduced the “Barred Zone Act” which designated 

South Asians as residents of a geographic area barred from immigrating to the U.S. 

 Chapter 9, the Conclusion and Epilogue, revisits key themes and concepts addressed in 

earlier chapters, briefly describes the transition to an Indian immigration quota system in both 

countries in the period immediately following World War II, and suggests areas for future study.
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Chapter 2  
 

“Leprosy and Plague Riot in their Blood”:  
South Asians in Canada, 1904-1907 

 
We do not propose to have a Hindu town or bazaar rather, with its  
vicious evils and attendant undesirable element. The first thing we  
know we shall have the plague, cholera and other deadly fevers  
and diseases here among us, if such is not stopped in time...   

                                                                             -Mary Wilson, December 14 1906.1 
 

 The first phase of South Asian emigration to Canada lasted just four years.2  This short 

influx of immigration, which began in late 1904 and largely ended by the close of 1907, brought 

over 5,000 labourers to British Columbia.  Many South Asian immigrants, who were virtually all 

male Sikhs from the Punjab, initially joined other Asian workers in building the Canadian Pacific 

Railway and working on other infrastructure projects, but most soon found work as unskilled 

workers in lumber mills in the Fraser Valley, other points in the provincial interior, and on 

Vancouver Island.  During this period, the seeds of popular protest against South Asian workforce 

and community participation took root among provincial and municipal politicians, members of 

the press, and others in the general public.  This chapter demonstrates the polyvalent deployment 

of racial discourse and practice during the initial influx of South Asian immigration.  This crucial 

period saw the germination and growth of anti-Indian protest and responses from the Immigration 

Branch that were based on the biological arguments that South Asians were disease carriers and 

sexual deviants, and the environmental argument that they were unsuited to B.C.’s climate.  

In Ottawa, Liberal Prime Minister Wilfrid Laurier’s government, mindful of Canada’s 

imperial obligations to Britain and India, and the need for a steady supply of unskilled labour in 

                                                      
1 Vancouver resident Mary Wilson letter to the Vancouver News-Advertiser, December 14 1906. 
2 45 people from India entered Canada in 1904, but immigration began in earnest in the 1905-06 season, 
when 387 arrived, followed by 2, 124 in 1906-1907, and 2, 623 in 1907-1908.  By 1908-1909 only 6 were 
allowed in. See “Draft Minute on Asiatic Immigration,” in Joseph Pope to Martin Burrell, January 22 1912 
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Canada, responded with caution and restraint, doing nothing to stop the inflow of immigrants 

until late in 1906.  The initial tensions between official B.C. and Dominion approaches to South 

Asian immigration culminated in a crisis at the Vancouver Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) 

wharf in October 1906, when the Vancouver Mayor Frederick Buscombe ordered the unlawful 

imprisonment of eighty South Asians who had been cleared by federal immigration officials to 

enter Canada.  This incident and its aftermath further hardened public feeling against the South 

Asian presence in the city, as did a dramatic allegation that members of the new immigrant group 

had raped a white Vancouver woman.    

In his discussion of the development of “racial nativism” in the United States specifically 

and in Western culture generally, John Higham argued that early twentieth century Anglo-Saxon 

anti-alienism evolved from two philosophical currents that emerged and circulated in the previous 

century.  The first of these expounded a “politico-literary concept of race” that focused not on 

physiology but on the “inner vitality of one’s own culture.”  This “Romantic” view was pre-

nativist in that its proponents indirectly linked culture with ancestry to explain the “antiquity,” 

“uniqueness” and “permanence” of specific nationalities.  Naturalism, the second type of “race 

thinking,” began to evolve at roughly at the same time, as naturalists and other scientists in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries began to classify different human groups to judge their 

merits in relation to each other.  Soon proponents of this field of inquiry began to equate skin 

color and other physical characteristics with culture, and, through this classification, scientists 

began to assert white superiority,” though “race” at this time was still generally understood to be 

a fluid concept that could be shaped and changed by climate and other factors.3 

   Higham explains that in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, both currents 

                                                                                                                                                              
(Table) RG 25 Vol. 1118 File 66-1912, LAC. 
3 Higham, 133-134. 
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merged, as “racial science increasingly intermingled with racial nationalism,” morphing the 

“vague” Anglo-Saxon tradition” into a “sharp-cutting nativist weapon” that eventually became a 

racist philosophy.  In this framework, Social Darwinism became “a special edge” of nativism in 

that it consigned humanity “wholly under the grim physical laws of the animal kingdom,” 

wherein evolutionary theory both presumed the superiority of the “white” race but warned of its 

possible destruction at the hands of other races.  Anti-Asian agitation in North America, which 

had waned between 1882 and 1900, combined with existing anti-immigrant sentiment to create a 

new nativism.  This nativism combined anti-Asian and Darwinian elements, though, according to 

Higham, Darwinism did not in itself initiate racial nativism or the popular belief in eugenic 

determinism.  Instead, nineteenth century science simply forged the path for nativist ideas of a 

racial hierarchy, which dominated nativist thinking by the early twentieth century.4   

It is in this context that Patricia Roy describes the official and popular response to Asian 

immigrants during this period, focusing especially on the birth and evolution of the widespread 

resistance to Asian immigration and settlement, and civic involvement that defined this stage in 

the colonization of B.C.5  An upsurge in resistance to Japanese and Chinese settlement coincided 

with the early arrival of South Asian immigrants to B.C. ports.  In these early years, the popular 

response to the Asian presence was firmly tied to the notion that Asians were ethnically inferior 

to whites, and that the differences between Occidentals and Asians inherently prevented Asian 

immigrants from integrating into white culture.   

The opening trickle of South Asian immigration into B.C. in 1904 and 1905 largely 

escaped the attention of the contemporary press, much as it has subsequently eluded the notice of 

                                                      
4 Ibid, 134-135.  See also Jennifer Gee’s interpretation of Higham in “Sifting the Arrivals: Asian 
Immigrants and the Angel Island Immigration Station, San Francisco, 1910-1940” (Stanford University 
Ph.D. Dissertation, July 1999), 47-48.  Gee cites Higham 18, 31, 165-170.  
5 Patricia Roy, A White Man’s Province: British Columbia Politicians and Chinese and Japanese 
Immigrants, 1858-1914 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1989). While the book rarely 
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most modern-day historians in the field.  The few scholars who have addressed the topic are 

vague in their interpretation and often inaccurate in their rendition of basic facts.  In Passage 

From India (1988), the most complete work on the first-wave South Asian experience in Canada 

and the U.S. to date, Joan Jensen erroneously states that 2,500 immigrants from India entered 

British Columbia in 1903.  In fact, government sources indicate that only 10 actually arrived that 

year.6  By the summer and fall of 1904, however, Vancouver city officials watched with growing 

concern as ships from Hong Kong brought more South Asian immigrants to the city.  Vancouver, 

a growing municipality with a population of 26, 133 in 1901, was the main gateway for 

immigrants from Asia, though after landing many left the city for other points in B.C.  The 

Dominion Immigration Branch office of Vancouver opened in 1904 to manage the increase in 

incoming arrivals of Asians and others.7   

Only forty-five South Asians arrived in B.C. in 1904, but this number still triggered 

serious concern in Vancouver.  In September, Thomas F. M Guigan, the City Clerk, petitioned 

Richard William Scott, the Dominion Secretary of State in Ottawa, for federal intervention.  

Guigan argued that the first South Asians had been brought to Canada under the false pretense 

that they would succeed in B.C., but they could not perform manual labour because they were 

“naturally unfitted to stand the climate” which was “so different from their own.”8  By arguing 

that the purported unsuitability of South Asians for the B. C. climate meant that they were also 

unsuited to Canadian society, Guigan was perhaps the first to espouse what I call the “climate 

theory” in B.C. opposition to South Asians.  The climate theory soon became a standard 

justification for city, provincial, and federal attempts to prevent South Asians from entering 

Canada in 1908.  This theory would later resurface in the argument against the immigration of the 

                                                                                                                                                              
mentions South Asians, the author provides an essential history of popular anti-Asian activism in B.C.       
6 Jensen, 60; W. G. Parmalee to R. W. Scott, October 19 1904, 1, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC.  
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wives and children of resident South Asians.   

Initially, however, federal government officials dismissed Guigan’s concerns.  W.G. 

Parmalee, the Canadian Deputy Minister of Trade and Commerce, replied to Scott’s inquiries by 

stating two things.  First, he pointed out that only ten South Asians arrived in B.C. in 1903.  

Second, while there were no records for earlier immigration, there was no cause for alarm about 

the number arriving in the current year.  While the Deputy Minister conceded that “they no doubt 

have their peculiarities,” he believed that they were assiduous labourers who would perform the 

work that the native inhabitants of Trinidad and British Guiana would not.  This work accounted 

for the commercial superiority of these colonies over others in the West Indies.  Parmalee 

concluded that he was “not greatly impressed with the complaint” of the Vancouver authorities.9   

Yet officials in B.C. continued to view the arrival of all Asians with growing apprehension.  In 

1904, a provincial official warned B.C. Premier Richard McBride that “further action” was 

required to prevent Asians from entering B.C., as trachoma, an infectious eye condition, was 

“very prevalent” in Asians, which caused Victoria to be the “dumping ground of infected 

persons” rejected by the U.S.  Only months later, a Vancouver physician complained to his 

superiors that Vancouver was actually the “dumping ground” for Victoria’s infected immigrants; 

over the last two years, Canada had struggled to deport Asians with trachoma, a contagious 

bacterial eye infection that can cause blindness.  An Immigration Branch report indicates that 

three South Asians arriving in 1904 were examined for trachoma, but there is no evidence that 

they were actually were actually infected.  In October 1905, an Immigration Branch physician at 

Vancouver informed W. D. Scott, the Superintendent of Immigration in Ottawa, that one South 

Asian had trachoma; as just one patient in a group of many other Asians, his dietary concerns as a 

                                                                                                                                                              
7 1901 Census, Canada, CANSIM table 075-0001. 
8 Thomas F. M Guigan to R.W. Scott, September 15 1904, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC. 
9 W.G. Parmalee to R. W. Scott, October 19 1904, 1, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC 1-2. 
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Sikh brought him – and the wider South Asian immigration issue – to the special attention of 

Dominion officials in Ottawa.  Due to gaps in the surviving immigrant arrival files for 1905, it is 

unknown how many more South Asians were detained for medical observation or treatment.10      

   Despite the concerns of municipal and provincial officials in the west, the Dominion 

government initially did little to discourage Indian immigration.  Although B.C.’s provincial 

legislature first passed a literacy requirement for immigrants in 1898, Wilfrid Laurier, always 

cautious in diplomacy and especially reluctant to inflame tensions in Japan, had repeatedly 

disallowed that provincial law and a series of subsequent so-called ‘Natal Acts’ designed to curb 

Asian arrivals.  But in 1906, Laurier understood that the Liberal reelection in 1908 depended 

upon the votes of the working class and the trade unionists, who were the most passionate 

opponents of Asian immigration.  Ironically, a significant slump in Chinese and Japanese 

immigration in the summer, paired with a growing demand for unskilled work, led to a severe 

scarcity of cheap labour.11 This labour shortage coincided almost exactly with a sharp rise in 

South Asian arrivals at B.C. ports in the summer.       

Between July and December 1906, South Asians were on board most of the C.P.R. 

vessels from Asia to the province, and sometimes in dramatically high numbers.  While less than 

400 had arrived by June, 2242 landed at Vancouver and Victoria between July and December.12  

It has been well established that the rapid influx of South Asians in these months catalyzed the 

                                                      
10 W. H. Bullock-Webster to B. C. Provincial Secretary, 1904. ND, 1-4, in RG 76 Vol. 331 File 330483, 
LAC; Dr. H. W. Riggs to Dr. Frederick T. Underhill, August 14 1905, RG 76 Vol. 331 File 330483, Pt. 4, 
LAC; “Synopsis of Reports from Victoria and Vancouver,” September 24-December 18 1904, RG 76 Vol. 
331 File 330483, Pt. 1; J. Carroll to J. A. L. McAlpine, Vancouver, March 10 1905, in RG 76 Vol. 331 File 
330483, Pt. 2; See South Asian arrivals to Canada in 1905 in Canadian Government Original Data 
Passenger Lists, 1865-1935 Miscellaneous Publications T-479-T-14939, tabulated on www.ancestry.ca 
(hereafter Canadian Government Original Data Passenger Lists 1865-1935 Miscellaneous Publications T-
479-T-14939); A. S. Munro to W. D. Scott, October 26 1905, RG 76 Vol. 331 File 330483, Pt. 5, LAC.  
11  Jensen, 60-61; Roy, 165. 
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massive public outcry against the new immigrant group.  Vancouver period newspapers abounded 

with stories of the dangers associated with the influx.  Doreen Indra shows that beginning in 

1906, the city’s two major dailies – the Liberal Daily World and the Conservative Daily Province 

– offered more news coverage on this group than on almost any other ethnicity.13  As it will be 

shown later in this chapter, both papers and the smaller Daily News Advertiser characterized the 

new arrivals using Orientalist concepts of India, especially in the arena of public health.  

The public health element of discrimination against the first-wave South Asian 

immigrants occurred in the context of the white response to Asian immigration to B.C.  

According to Peter Ward, the “public conceptions of India preceded Indian immigrants” just as 

ideas about China had preceded nineteenth century Chinese arrivals to the province.  Ward 

convincingly asserts that these early perceptions of India included “a land of teeming millions, of 

filth and squalor, of exotic, peculiar customs.”  South Asian immigrants were thus seen as “a 

lesser breed of men, given to weakness, servility, and in some cases villainy.”14  These 

presuppositions appear to also have informed medical opinion in the province.  After the 

Dominion Superintendent of Immigration W.D. Scott ordered his two chief Medical Inspectors at 

B.C. ports to investigate the new arrivals, both men, who at the time appear to have truly believed 

that the immigrants threatened public health, employed generalizations about life in colonial India 

in their assessments of the new immigrants’ physical status and labour productivity.    

It is surprising that Drs. G.L. Milne and A.S. Munro have been largely overlooked in the 

literature on South Asians in Canada, for both Dominion Immigration Branch medical inspectors 

played key roles in the evolution of Canada’s official response to Indian immigration.  In August 

                                                                                                                                                              
12 See Canadian Government Original Data Passenger Lists 1865-1935 Miscellaneous Publications T-479-
T-14939; Doreen M. Indra, “South Asian Stereotypes in the Vancouver Press,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 2 
no. 1 (January, 1979), 168. 
13 Doreen M. Indra, “South Asian Stereotypes in the Vancouver Press.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 2 no. 1 
(Jan. 1979): 166-189. 
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1906, Milne, the inspector at the port of Victoria, shared with Scott, his supervisor, his  

thoughts about South Asians as a group; this letter, along with a similar report from Munro, 

medical inspector at Vancouver, reached Prime Minister Laurier’s desk by September.  Milne 

opined that South Asians were “not a strong race, being in many cases weak and lazy” and “not 

robust or hardy.”  Further, the doctor contended that their “peculiar” eating habits, food and caste 

system prevented the easy absorption of South Asians into the work force.  Writing from 

Vancouver, Munro similarly opined that while Indians were benefiting from the local “dearth of 

labor” precipitated by the Chinese head tax, they were clearly “inferior” workers.  Munro added: 

  

Although tall in stature and presenting as a rule a fine appearance, they are  
not nearly so strong or so well fitted to perform arduous work as the other  

 Classes. They are dirty and unsanitary in their personal habits and we have  
 endless trouble with those held in the Detention hospital in this respect.  In  
 character they are in many aspects like children, very ignorant, never satisfied. 
 They are the most cringing and servile people I ever met with and for lying  

they have no equals….15 
   
 

Since many South Asians arrived in Vancouver with little money, and since there was a 

growing housing shortage in the city, Munro frequently detained some of the men until work 

could be found for them, which prevented them from becoming public charges.  For example, in 

October he reported to Ottawa that he had detained one hundred South Asians at the Canadian 

Pacific Railway (CPR) detention shed in Vancouver to see if employers would offer them work.  

This aspect of Munro’s response to the immigrants is interesting, because it indicates that some 

                                                                                                                                                              
14 Ward, 82. 
15 G. L. Milne to W. D. Scott, August 16 1906, 1-2; and G. L. Milne Telegram (ND) to P.H. Bryce, both in 
RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC.  An Immigration Branch staffer reported that he had given the 
documents to W. L. M. King, who was meeting with Laurier on the issue the next day; it seems likely that 
these reports made it to the Prime Minister; See L. M. Fortier to W.D. Scott, September 5 1906, and A. S. 
Munro to W. D. Scott, August 16 1906, 1-2, both in RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1. 
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flexibility still existed in 1906 in the Branch’s enforcement of the Immigration Act.16 

  In early August, the Vancouver branch of the Trades and Labor Congress (TLC), the 

largest labour federation in the province, called for a provincial investigation of this “most 

undesirable class.”  The Victoria TLC went a step further by publishing an “emphatic protest” to 

Indian immigration in an open letter to the workers of B.C.  Similar terminology appeared in the 

Victoria Daily Times newspaper.  After Victoria residents complained when fifteen South Asians 

set up camp in Victoria while looking for work, a Times reporter dryly opined that “it would be 

amusing, were it not so pathetic, to see the brightly robed sons of the tropics wandering aimlessly 

around the streets.”  He concluded that they appeared “a most wretched group.”  Press reports 

throughout the summer continued to register alarm at South Asian arrivals.  On an August 

morning when almost 250 South Asians (likely from the CPR S.S. Empress of China) were let out 

of quarantine in Vancouver, a Province journalist reported that Westminster avenue had been 

turned into an “Eastern Bazaar,” where “the jabbering of the motley gang of bronzed warriors 

from the East” made “a tumult like the roar of the sea in a tempest when they were all going at 

once, which was very often.”  The scene attracted the attention of white labourers, whose remarks 

about the group would “make good pointers for any politician who wished to play a winning 

game with the labor vote.”  The journalist reminded readers that these men came from India, “the 

home of the bubonic plague, the most deadly of all diseases,” and that “India reek[ed] with the 

foul emanations” of plague.17     

Brief though it was, the Empress of China incident was the first time that a large number 

of Vancouver residents encountered the visual spectacle of hundreds of South Asians arriving in 

                                                      
16 A. S. Munro to W. D. Scott, August 16 1906, 2-3, and (Telegram) A. S. Munro to W. D. Scott, October 
15 1906, both in RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC. 
17 Province, August 9, 1906; Province, August 3 1906; Victoria TLC, Open Letter “To the Workingmen of 
British Columbia,” August 6 1906, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC; Victoria Daily Times August 
13 1906; Province, August 22 1906.   
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their city.  It is likely no coincidence that on the day of the incident, a Vancouver carpentry union 

declared by petition that South Asians “do not assimilate with the White Race.”18  The incident 

also attracted the attention of Dr. Frederick T. Underhill, Vancouver’s Medical Officer of Health, 

who complained to his superiors that the Indians were endangering public health.  In a strongly-

worded letter that was later forwarded to Ottawa, Underhill informed Alderman Williams, Chair 

of the Health Committee, that health inspectors had found Indians “breaking every City by-law 

and every ordinary rule of health.”  He accordingly requested that the Chair take steps to “guard 

this City” against the men.  At a city council meeting in September, Underhill again urged that 

“instant action” be taken to overcome what was already “an evil calling for remedy.”19     

For Underhill and many other white British Columbians, Indians were highly exotic, 

heathen, lazy, sensual and, above all, dirty and unimproved by Edwardian standards of hygiene 

and disease prevention.  For example, in September the World declared that a “Horde of Hungry 

Hindoos,” recently arrived from the S.S. Tartar, were “almost pitiable to look at,” and most were 

“badly in need of a bath.”  Yet despite his statements to Scott a month before, in September 

Munro contradicted this view by admitting that the Indians were generally clean; in their 

homeland, they bathed daily and washed their clothes.  He recognized that local environmental 

factors, specifically the limited “facilities for their system of bathing” in the housing where most 

of the men lived in B.C, were responsible for any lack of cleanliness.  Munro, who was now 

attempting to locate housing for the new immigrants to rent, offered this candid assessment to a 

World journalist just as Scott left Ottawa to assess the nature of the “Hindu” crisis.20   

William Duncan Scott, a former land agent from Manitoba, was the newly appointed 

                                                      
18 (Telegram) Secretary for President, Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners, Vancouver Branch 
1, to Minister of Emigration B.C. ND, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC. 
19 (Copy) Medical Health Officer of Vancouver Health Department to Alderman Williams, Chairman, 
Health Committee, August 22 1906 (Forwarded in City Clerk to Minister of Interior, September 22 1906) 
both in RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC; Province, September 6 1906. 
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Dominion Superintendent of Immigration in Ottawa.  Thomas Thorner and Thor Frohn-Nielson 

explain that, though Scott was a relatively lowly bureaucrat who reported to the elected Minister 

of the Interior, from the time of his appointment in 1906 until his retirement from the position in 

1923, Scott “developed and implemented” various immigration policies.  In his September visit to 

B.C., Scott met with his inspectors, along with city officials and employers, and his report on the 

trip used these interviews to argue that since South Asians came from a warm climate, their 

transfer to a northern climate “must of necessity result in much physical suffering and danger to 

health.”  He concluded they were not “physically fitted” for work in B.C., and he therefore 

recommended that Canada exclude Indians.21  

However, even after this report the Dominion Government took no immediate steps 

towards exclusion.  In September, Laurier privately informed a friend that Canada would not 

enact an exclusion policy “except after very serious consideration.”  The stalling frustrated 

Vancouver’s Mayor Frederick Buscombe, who telegrammed Frank Oliver, Minister of the 

Interior, requesting “immediate action” on the Indian issue.  World editor Louis D. Taylor 

declared that “it was all very well” to talk about South Asians being ex-soldiers and subjects of 

Britain, but this did not change the fact that they were “crowding like rabbits in unsanitary shacks 

or camping out.”  A Vancouver resident agreed in an editorial that “every wage earner” in B.C. 

wished “to prevent B.C. becoming a dumping ground for the refuse of filthy and plague-ridden 

India.”  Though another resident, a former British Indian official, replied that “the fact that India 

suffers from plague would scarcely justify the exclusion from us of every one who has resided in 

                                                                                                                                                              
20 World , September 1 and 4 1906. 
21 Thomas Thorner and Thor Frohn-Nielson, ed, A Country Nourished on Self-Doubt: Documents in Post-
Confederation Canadian History, 3rd Ed.  Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010, 73; World and 
Province, September 12; Province, September 18 1906; W. D. Scott Memorandum to Interior Department, 
Nov. 2 1906, 1, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC.   
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India,” his was a lone voice for reasoned judgment on the disease issue.22        

Local labour leaders quickly adopted the disease theory and employed it with gusto.  At a 

national TLC meeting in Victoria, members resolved that “the vast majority of the Hindus now 

arriving in Canada are, by reason of venereal and other diseases, absolutely unfitted to be allowed 

into this country.”  However, there appears to be no evidence to support the idea that South 

Asians were disproportionately afflicted with venereal disease, as indeed only two disease cases 

were recorded at that time.23   

In her work on U.S. conceptions of Asian American sexuality, Susan Koshy avers that 

during the early twentieth century, white Americans saw Asians, particularly Chinese women, as 

“moral and public health danger[s],” as “carriers of unusually virulent strains of venereal 

disease,” and as “corrupters of young boys.”  The theory behind the general association of Asians 

with immorality helps explain the TLC association of South Asians with sexually transmitted 

infection.  Both venereal disease and sexual deviance were widely understood as products of an 

“imagined Oriental licentiousness” rampant in “island paradises in the Pacific, treaty ports, and 

colonial possessions.”  David Goutor explains that these racial stereotypes, which Western 

observers “foisted” on Asian groups, were largely a projection of the racist ideologies of white 

society during the period in question.  Most western unions openly opposed Asian employment 

for economic reasons, but as my introductory chapter points out, Goutor posits that much of this 

opposition was ideologically rooted in the anxieties and beliefs associated with social morality.24        

                                                      
22 Wilfrid Laurier to W. Zimmerman, September 24 1906, Manuscript Group (hereafter MG) 26-G C 838 
Vol. 427, LAC; (Telegram) Frederick Buscombe to Frank Oliver, September 4 1906, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 
536999 Pt. 1; World, September 6 and 7. 
23 “Resolution of Trades and Labor Congress of Canada, Victoria,” September 17 1906, RG 76 Vol. 384 
File 536999 Pt. 1,  LAC. Government records do not appear to indicate any incidence of venereal disease.  
See, for example, RG 76 Vol. 331 File 330483 Pts. 1-5 and RG 36 Vol. 306 File 28130 Victoria 1, LAC;  
24 Susan Koshy, Sexual Naturalization: Asian Americans and Miscegenation (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2004), 11; Goutor, 36.  The opposition to Asian workers was also likely based on 
worker concerns about the limits of wage labour.  In his work on whiteness and labour in the United States, 
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TLC members were correct that some South Asians were arriving at B.C. with infections, 

while others had only recently been cured of disease.  In September, the Province reported that an 

immigrant named Nara died in the Vancouver CPR detention sheds from “an attack of tropical 

fever, combined with lack of proper nourishment and care while crossing the ocean;” the victim’s 

death certificate shows that he died of typhoid.  One South Asian was later admitted to hospital 

for tuberculosis.  Further, a 2010 interview with the son of a South Asian migrant who arrived in 

B.C. in 1906 shows how at least another one of these new arrivals struggled with medical issues.  

This informant shared that his father was initially rejected at Hong Kong for cataracts or redness 

in the eyes, which he attributed to India’s summer climate.  He obtained a medical clearance card 

from another passenger, and used it to buy passage to Victoria.  On board ship, the same doctor 

who had examined him told him “I rejected you,” but cured his condition, and allowed him to 

travel to Victoria, where he quickly found work at the Butchart cement works.  The fact that 

Butchart’s South Asian employees camped off-site may have saved their lives, since some of the 

Chinese workers living in the company’s Chinese bunkhouses on site reportedly died of 

tuberculosis that fall.  The tubercular symptoms of the Chinese workers may have been 

exacerbated by the fact that they did not use dust masks, while the South Asians at Butchart 

carefully protected their lungs by applying the Indian method of using “turbans and cloths.”25  

                                                                                                                                                              
David Roediger argues that “race feeling and the benefits conferred by whiteness made white Southern 
workers forget their ‘practically identical interests’ with the Black poor,” and “accept stunted lives for 
themselves.”  Quoting W. E. B. Du Bois, Roediger argues that workers of European heritage prized the 
idea of whiteness because, even when earning a small wage they were “compensated in part by a…public 
and psychological wage.”  For Roediger, the notion of a common “whiteness” enabled white workers to 
come to terms with their own fear of dependence on wage labour.  Roediger adds that white workers in the 
U.S. believed that blacks embodied the “preindustrial, erotic, careless style of life the white worker hated 
and longed for.”  Roediger, 12-14 and W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880 
(New York: Atheneum, 1973), 200-201.   
25 Province Sept. 26 1906; Death Certificate for Nara Singh, Died September 24 at Vancouver, Registration 
number 1906-09-122984, Public Archives of British Columbia (hereafter PABC); “Individual Cases re East 
Indian Immigration to Canada” (ND) stated that a patient was admitted to the Vancouver General Hospital 
for tuberculosis in 1906, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 4, LAC. Author’s Interview With Informant No. 1 
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This is only one man’s story, but it shows that, contrary to B.C. popular opinion, this group of 

workers were invested in safeguarding their health.            

B.C. newspapers continued to publish alarmist reports on South Asians.  The Victoria 

Colonist reported that Dr. Milne had rejected ten of a group of “unwholesome looking,” “half-

starved and decrepit” South Asians.  The reporter declared that “only by ocular demonstration at 

Dr. Milne’s office” could one grasp the importance of his screening work.  The Province later 

reported that Indian arrivals in Vancouver were “trying to deceive” Dr. Munro’s staff that “their 

diseases are mere trifles.”  The article quoted one Indian “of long standing” in B.C., who called 

these new arrivals “dirty” and recommended they “learn to take a bath.”  The journalist agreed, 

adding that there was “a thick, heavy odor floating shoreward from the afterdeck of the Empress” 

which would remain “until the steerage is swabbed out with chloride of lime.”26  After having 

spent six to eight weeks at sea with no showers, we can assume that these men were indeed dirty 

and appeared unkempt.  Yet by magnifying the initial state of the passengers at their arrival, and 

relating their condition directly to their race, the reporter portrayed South Asians as naturally 

dirty people, who, even when free of the ship, would have difficulty maintaining good hygiene.  

Certainly, it was helpful to find an Indian who shared this opinion.   

David Glassberg’s analysis of the link between physicality and morality during this 

period elucidates how, in the United States, cleanliness was one standard “upon which all decent 

citizens would agree.”  To be clean “was to be a respectable member of the community,” while to 

be unwashed “was to be a physical and moral menace.”  Indeed, the expression “the great 

unwashed” was frequently used to describe the poor and other members of the lower classes.27  

                                                                                                                                                              
at private residence in Victoria, B.C., June 30 2010, 1.  The men further benefited from the fact that most 
had beards, which provided an additional filter from dust. 
26 Victoria Daily Colonist, September 19 1906; Province, September 20, 1906.  
27 David Glassberg, “The Design of Reform: The Public Bath Movement in America,” in Sickness and 
Health in America: Readings in The History of Medicine and Public Health, 3rd Ed, Judith W. Leavitt and 



 

 59 

The basic similarities between American and Canadian culture at this time, and the fluidity of 

emigration and travel between the nations, mean that Glassberg’s ideas can be applied to B.C.  

Describing South Asians as a dirty group would be impossible to deny if this merely reflected 

their condition upon arrival; from this, it could be inferred that that they were also immoral.   

Unlike the B.C. press, newspapers in central Canada were divided on the Indian 

immigration issue.  The Ottawa Free Press modified a recent statement by British military officer 

Sir Ian Hamilton, who compared Chinese workers to brown rats.  Brown rats could easily 

displace the weaker black rat, which Hamilton racially likened to the white worker; according to 

the Press editor, Indians were like brown rats in B.C.  Yet R. G. Macpherson, the federal Member 

of Parliament for Vancouver and an Asian exclusionist, complained in October that the 

“conservative press in the east” – especially the Montreal Star and the Ottawa Citizen – had been 

“filled lately” with criticisms of B.C.’s reaction to the new immigrants.  While Macpherson 

exaggerated the amount of coverage these papers devoted to the topic, the Citizen’s editor had 

dryly remarked that there was “really nothing against [South Asians] but their colour.”28 

A crisis unfolded on Vancouver’s waterfront on October 14th, when Mayor Buscombe 

ordered police to detain one hundred South Asians recently landed from the S. S. Empress of 

Japan at the immigration shed at the CPR wharf.  The Province reported that Buscombe had 

ordered that “not a Hindu will be allowed out of the building” until Council was assured that the 

Indians could support themselves.  This illegal order was completely unprecedented in the city’s 

history, and Peter Ward explains that it was precipitated by the pressure caused by the sharp 

increase in South Asian arrivals during the summer months. As South Asians continued to arrive 
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in greater numbers, their presence on city streets worried local residents, “whose traditional racial 

phobias by now were easily aroused.”  The crisis on the wharf was motivated both by racial 

intolerance and by genuine concerns over the ability of Indians to find work. The end result, 

however, was the same, and the crisis received immediate national attention.  Instead of taking 

steps to end the situation, Laurier in Ottawa decided that, while Buscombe had acted “illegally,” 

it was better “to go cautiously” on the matter as feeling in B.C. was “very strong against having 

these people in our country.”29       

As the South Asian group sat imprisoned in the detention shed  in Vancouver, Victoria’s 

TLC petitioned Scott in Ottawa stating that “however strict the medical examination at our ports” 

of B.C. was, there was “a constant danger of these people being the means of transmission of 

diseases to our people.”  Union members reminded the Superintendent that India had “long been 

recognized as a hotbed of the most virulent and loathsome diseases” such as “bubonic plague, 

smallpox, Asiatic Cholera and the worst forms of venereal diseases.”  One letter to the editor of 

the News-Advertizer later opined that the city’s South Asians had “disgusting habits, some of 

which are hair-raisers.” The writer elaborated that “we do not propose to have a Hindu town or 

bazaar rather, with its vicious evils and attendant undesirable element,” because “we shall have 

the plague, cholera and other deadly fevers and diseases here among us, if such is not stopped in 

time.”30   World editor Louis D. Taylor similarly opined that Vancouver’s Chinese were “bad 

enough,” but “these Hindoos,” he argued, menaced society with their “leprosy and that most 

awful and deadly of all diseases, the bubonic plague, rioting in their blood and infecting their 

garments.”  He later warned that Canada might become “a vast outhouse” of “dark-skinned 
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Indians” and their “disgusting diseases.”  A Prairie affiliate of the TLC later petitioned Imperial 

officials with the fantastic claim that a recent Pacific coast inspection of 260 South Asians had 

“proved every ‘man’ to have gonorrhea, [and] over two hundred have practiced sodomy!” 31   

It is important to note that there is no evidence to support Taylor’s or the TLC’s 

assertions about infections or venereal disease.  While a small number of leprous Chinese arrived 

after 1903, the only South Asian with the disease to anchor off B.C. landed in 1910.  Further, 

Patricia Roy has shown that despite a series of plague outbreaks in San Francisco, B.C. 

completely escaped the disease during this period.  Moreover, of the 100 South Asians rejected at 

B.C. ports from January 1st to October 31st 1906, all were diagnosed with either an eye condition 

or a physical deformity, or had been barred because they were deemed likely to become a public 

charge.  Since gonorrhea was also grounds for deportation as a “loathsome and contagious” 

disease under the wording of the revised Immigration Act of 1906, it can be assumed that none of 

the Indians who had arrived in Canada had been diagnosed with the gonorrhea bacillus.  The 

TLC’s assertions on Indian venereal diseases and sexuality were also false.  Though the Act did 

not explicitly define acts of homosexuality as deportable offences, the 1892 version of the 

Canadian Criminal Code criminalized sexual acts between males under the broad category of 

“gross indecency.”  It is unlikely that one Asian immigrant suspected of sodomy would have been 

admitted into Canada; the idea that over two hundred homosexual South Asians could be 

admitted en masse is laughable; yet the fantastic and wildly erroneous claims made in this piece 

of trade union propaganda are important, because they help demonstrate the level of anxiety 
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caused by the entrance of South Asian into the Canadian labour market.32   

 Hundreds of Vancouver residents met at City Hall on October 15th after Mayor 

Buscombe called a public meeting to address the crisis.  A Province journalist later observed that, 

though almost all in the crowd were white, some “Hindus managed to secure standing positions 

near the doors" as they waited “in anxiety to hear the result of the meeting.”  While discussions 

were in progress, a dramatic event occurred across the city at the CPR wharf, where police had 

detained the first Empress passengers who had been released from federal quarantine.  The mayor 

eventually agreed to allow some of those men to stay for one night before leaving for the interior; 

others among the federally-cleared group, however, still remained imprisoned in the shed.   

Buscombe ended the meeting at City Hall with a resolution to Ottawa requesting Indian 

exclusion.  The CPR wharf incident ended by the 22nd, when only a small number of South 

Asians remained in the detention sheds awaiting work, along with the few being deported.33 

Nearly 1,850 South Asians had arrived in British Columbia by mid-autumn. While almost 

one thousand more Japanese than South Asians arrived over the year, joining at least 20,000 other 

Japanese and Chinese immigrants in the province, coverage of the South Asian situation 

dominated Vancouver and Victoria press reports and held the attention of municipal and 

provincial politicians.  On November 7th, R.G. MacPherson, federal Member of Parliament for 

Vancouver City, telegrammed Minister of the Interior Frank Oliver to warn him that there was 

“absolutely no work” for the 850 more Indians who were expected shortly.  Numerous newspaper 

                                                      
32 Dr. C. P Brown, Federal Quarantine Station, William Head, B.C., wrote the paper “Leprosy in Canada,” 
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articles about the B.C. labour shortage in the autumn of 1906 indicate that his statement about the 

lack of work was entirely false,34 yet MacPherson recommended that Ottawa immediately pass 

legislation requiring that each Indian show $100 upon arrival.  Oliver merely responded by 

contacting C.P.R. steamship officials, who denied that they were advertising Canada in India.  

But the Minister’s modest effort did nothing to resolve the immigration issue in the short term.35     

Joan Jensen has shown that South Asians began to avoid Canadian ports by November, in 

part because the strong public reaction against their presence in B.C.  Those who chose to stay in 

the province and found temporary shelter in Vancouver had difficulty meeting their basic needs; 

Vancouver was already overcrowded, and even immigrants with money struggled to secure 

lodging from landlords unwilling to rent to them.  The Vancouver Health Department continued 

to monitor the sanitary condition of South Asian camps, particularly those in Cedar Cove and 

along the Fraser River.  Though most men in the camps were healthy, a few succumbed to the 

effects of the long ship voyage.  In November, Underhill learned that several Sikhs had requested 

the use of a plot of land for the religious practice of cremating their dead; this was eventually 

granted.  Hugh Johnston avers that reporting on Sikh burial rituals in Vancouver exemplified the 

press’s “vicious and uniformed campaign” against the South Asians during the late autumn.  

According to Johnston, this press campaign occurred within the milieu of local political and 

labour organization against Asian settlement in the city, which capitalized on the fact that 
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religious practices of South Asians, differed considerably from Christian custom.36   

On November 14th, the S.S. Tartar anchored off William Head, Victoria, with over 800 

South Asians on board.  Though the Colonist initially reported that the men were being medically 

screened by William Head quarantine staff Dr. A.J. Watt and Dr. Anderson, the paper later 

conceded that virtually all the men had been found to be healthy, and that only 30 were refused 

admission for being either old, infirm, addicted to opium or for having insufficient funds.37 

Tensions continued to escalate in Vancouver at the end of October, when the press 

reported that unemployed South Asians were aggressively begging for food in the suburbs.  An 

unspecified number of those who had been unable to secure work outside of the city were said to 

be traveling through Burnaby and the west end, asking for meals and money.  On the 24th the 

World declared that “our beturbaned cousins from India are becoming a cause of terror to [white] 

women,” as groups of starving South Asians traveling between homes were making “life 

unbearable” for housewives while their husbands were at work.  The article reprinted a letter to 

the editor from “Housewife,” who wrote that, like “hundreds of other housewives,” she was 

suffering from “an invasion of Hindoo beggars.”  Two days later, the paper reported that a 

woman on Bridge Street had been forced to defend her home against persistent beggars.  Finally, 

the Province broke the story that the wife of a prominent banker had been extorted by two South 

Asians who had attempted unsuccessfully to steal food from her Nicola Street home.38  These 

stories were precursors to a dramatic allegation in November that South Asians had gang raped a 

white woman in the suburbs, which, although later disproven, further cemented popular 

opposition to the South Asian presence. 
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On the evening of November 14th, the Province reported that a group of South Asians had 

raped a local woman.  The following day it surfaced that a Mrs. Alfred Laviolette of Homer 

Street claimed that she had been robbed and sexually assaulted in her home by several South 

Asians.  The men had hit her, and, after she fainted, dragged her into a bedroom.  In response, 

city police combed the city for the perpetrators.  The World coverage, beginning with the story, 

“Masked Hindoo Sandbags Vancouver Woman,” employed language clearly calculated to incite 

panic. The journalist covering the story reasoned that the crime was the natural outcome of the 

arrival of so many South Asians in the city.  Indeed, a sexual assault was the inevitable result of 

allowing South Asians to walk the streets in only the “scantiest of raiment” and “filthy towels 

about their heads.”  The journalist concluded that immediate action was required to stop the South 

Asian “carnival of crime.”39   

From the vantage point of the early twenty-first century, the press coverage reflected an 

almost canivalesque environment.  On the 16th the Colonist printed Mrs. Laviolette’s updated 

account that two South Asians had been involved, one of whom had worn both a mask and “a tall 

hat.”  The victim could not recollect the assault, but did remember previously reporting to police 

an encounter with South Asian beggars.  The News-Advertiser reported more cautiously that the 

police had denied receiving any previous complaints from Mrs. Laviolette about Indians.  The 

journalist continued that although “the air is full of rumors of Hindus begging and frightening 

women and children, no definite complaints have been made to the Police.”  The writer added 

that a “prominent citizen who understands the Hindus thoroughly” had told him that it was 

unlikely that South Asians would attack a white woman, as they feared authority and regarded 
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contact with whites “with superstitious dread, as if it were pollution.”40  However, the other 

papers reporting on the incident continued to dramatize the case while overlooking the emerging 

cracks in Mrs. Laviolette’s story. 

 The alleged rape of Mrs. Laviolette had a dramatic effect on Vancouver’s populace. At a 

meeting of the Vancouver TLC, several members noted that the incident had led them to purchase 

revolvers for their wives for protection against South Asians.  Delegates made a “veritable storm 

of threats,” and the Province reported that a vigilante posse might soon form “to close out the 

heathen population” if another South Asian assaulted a “defenceless (sic) white women.”  

Delegates spoke out against “those degraded natives of India” who could become “thieves and 

outragers (sic) of womanly virtue.”  The reporter concluded that the city’s Indians had “about 

reached the end of their tether with many of the working men.”41  

Yet in an abrupt reversal, the Province’s evening edition partly retracted the story under 

the headline “White Man May Have Assaulted Mrs. Laviolette.”  According to this report, 

Vancouver police now doubted the veracity of Mrs. Laviolette’s allegations; if the incident 

actually occurred, only one South Asian had been involved, along with one white man.  No 

arrests had been made thus far, and none were expected, as police detectives now suspected that 

the woman had, in fact, imagined the attack, given that the details she provided had changed 

remarkably since the initial investigation.  For the police, the most incredible thing about her 

latest story was that, if a white man had indeed been involved, “what was he doing traveling with 

a Hindu?”  The police reasoned that, in such a scenario, the white man would have seen Mrs. 

Laviolette through her Homer Street window, entered the alley behind her house and then, by 

complete coincidence, be “joined by a Hindu there.”  The journalist concluded, however, that 

                                                      
40 Victoria Colonist, November 16 1906; Vancouver News-Advertiser, November 16 1906. 
41 Province, November 16 1906. 



 

 67 

detectives were already in consensus that the entire incident likely never happened.42  None of the 

other papers printed this retraction, although perhaps it would not have mattered if they had.  The 

original allegation alone had already further damaged the South Asian reputation in Vancouver.          

  It is surprising that no previous scholarship has discussed the Homer Street incident, 

given its significance to the early South Asian experience in Canada.  Unfortunately, press 

accounts offer the only evidence of Mrs. Laviolette’s allegations, as a police record of her claim 

no longer exists.43  This news story broke during what was, thus far, the apex of mass hysteria and 

public outcry against Indians in Vancouver.  Sociologist Stanley Cohen describes “moral panic” 

as a social phenomenon that ensues when a group or community perceives an individual or group 

as a major threat to societal norms and values.  This phenomenon encapsulates the vociferous 

public opposition to South Asians in Vancouver, as the “rape” of Mrs. Laviolette in Vancouver 

incited a panic which quickly spread to Victoria and other areas in the province.  While trade 

unions opposed emigration from India well before the incident, the story that South Asians had 

raped a white, middle-class woman appeared to confirm TLC allegations that South Asians 

represented a fundamental danger to Canadian society – a danger specifically linked to a 

supposedly inherent Indian predilection for deviant sexuality.44     

 Patricia Roy writes about a similar incident that occurred in 1914, when Jack Kong, a 

Chinese servant, murdered his employer, C. J. Millard, the wife of a Vancouver steamship 

official.  According to Roy, it was not clear whether Kong hit Millard or if she fainted, but when 

the servant believed she was dead, he cut up her body and burned her in the furnace.  Roy 

explains that the Vancouver public’s initial response was, like city’s reaction to the “rape” of 

                                                      
42 Province (Evening Edition), November 16 1906. 
43 In September 2012 I submitted an “Access to Information” request for the file from the Vancouver 
police. They informed me that they do not retain records dating from before 1956.  
44 Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics, 3rd Ed. (NY: Routledge: 2002), 1; “Resolution of Meeting 
of TLC of Canada, Victoria,” September 17 1906, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC. 
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Mrs. Laviolette, to attribute Kong’s actions to the inherent immorality and violence of his race.  

Millard’s murder, Roy explains, “revived the idea that the thoughts of the Chinese run in morbid, 

unhealthy channels” and that “’the Oriental is more of a brute than a man.’”  However, Roy 

shows that “the great weight of press opinion” was that “it would be unjust to ‘hold a whole race 

responsible for even the most brutal crime of one of its members.’”45  This final point offers a 

stark contrast to the press reporting on the “rape” of Mrs. Laviolette, which occurred less than a 

decade earlier.  Only one newspaper ultimately retracted its allegations that the “Hindu” crime 

had occurred, and every editorial on the topic asserted that the incident was merely the next 

logical step in the Indian “carnival of crime,” even though this contradicted statements made by 

city’s police.  Overall, the differences between the public reception of these two cases 

demonstrates the unique extent to which Vancouver popular discourse vilified South Asians, even 

in the first year of their arrival in large numbers.    

Extensive reporting on the activities of South Asians continued in the incident’s 

aftermath, particularly in Vancouver, where the housing shortage was now acute.  At least 400 

Indians lived in temporary shelters.  On the 17th, the World reported that seventy South Asians, 

desperate to find housing to rent, had spent the night in a condemned three-room shack, which the 

journalist had dubbed the city’s “Black Hole of Calcutta.”  The report was in reference to the 

1857 Indian mutiny, in which Bengali leader Saraj ud-Daulah locked 146 Englishmen into a tiny 

cell, where most died.  This tale, which Nigel Kelley points out may have been fabricated, 

persisted in popular culture; indeed, sociologist Harold Isaacs found in 1958 that the “dungeon-

like pit” from the story was the image most Americans thought of when picturing India and 

“things Indian.”  The term “Black Hole” has since fallen out of favor in the humanities, but has 
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been resurrected in physics.  Physicist Jean-Pierre Luminet avers that Edwardian era feeling about 

the incident parallels the fear that many feel today about stellar black holes.  This useful 

comparison helps contextualize the World reporter’s use of the phrase to describe South Asian 

housing, as the black hole image would have titillated and horrified Vancouver’s readers.46     

As November progressed, A. S. Munro, along with the city’s Medical Officer of Health 

Dr. Frederick T. Underhill, continued to search for housing for the immigrants to rent.  However, 

Minister of the Interior Frank Oliver rejected Munro’s request for federal funds for temporary 

housing, and Oliver warned CPR officials that he would deport any of that company’s former 

passengers who became indigent.   Vancouver municipal officials similarly did little to relieve the 

desperate housing situation, and one alderman actually made the problem worse.  At a Council 

meeting, Health Committee Chairman Williams called for the immediate eviction of any men 

living in unsanitary housing.  He stated that “no mercy should be shown” to South Asians, so that 

they would see that “the City was not in sympathy with them.”  This statement generated 

significant political fallout, particularly as Williams also criticized Acting Mayor George Halse’s 

support for Munro’s position.  In consequence, an assembly was called and Munro, who was now 

fixing up an old cannery in Eburne for Indians to rent, was invited.  According to the News-

Advertiser, this turned out to be “the most sensational committee meeting ever held in the City 

Hall.”47     
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The News-Advertiser reported that during the City Council meeting, Munro “reached 

over and SEIZED A MASSIVE GLASS INK-WELL and drew his arm as if to hurl the object” at 

one city alderman who criticized his work.  The Province’s recounting of the melodramatic scene 

recalled Dr. Munro rising from his seat and grasping the ink-well, which “properly directed with 

sufficient force, would have crushed a man’s head like an egg shell.”  After “a silence deep as 

death,” Munro lowered the ink well and apologized, saying he had been insulted.  Order was only 

restored after all parties involved apologized, and Munro was personally thanked for his ongoing 

humanitarian efforts.  Overall, despite the drama and its ensuing press reportage, the meeting 

accomplished very little.  Munro defended the Indians, stating that many had arrived in Canada 

with the same amount of money as the average European immigrant landing on the Atlantic coast.  

Underhill remarked, and Alderman Jeffs, also a medical doctor, concurred, that the “greatest 

danger was the spread of tuberculosis” as some South Asians with the disease were “spitting all 

over the place.”  Though Munro vehemently denied letting any tubercular immigrants into 

Vancouver, he conceded that Dr. Milne in Victoria had cleared many of the Indians now in B.C.48   

As winter approached, letters to the editors of Vancouver newspapers expressed more 

sympathy towards homeless South Asians in the city.  A letter-writer to the News-Advertiser 

criticized the “disgraceful” actions of another paper’s editors (most likely the World’s L. D. 

Taylor), who sold papers by publishing “absolutely false and misleading reports relating to 

Hindus.”  Another writer disparaged Taylor’s “flare headlines” that “contain[ed] no word of 

truth,” and criticized the editor for having his paperboys travel the city streets shouting “‘Woman 
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Sandbagged By Hindus,’” despite the fact that editor knew the story was false.  Finally, a third 

citizen criticized Alderman Williams’ “un-Christian” lack of compassion, juxtaposing Williams’ 

thoughtless remarks on evicting South Asians with the recent actions of a local cat, which had 

been displayed in a local store window nursing an orphaned rat. “Evidently,” the writer declared, 

“Mr. Williams has not as much of the milk of kindness within his bosom as a cat.” 49   

After a North Arm landlord forcibly ejected a group of South Asian renters on a cold 

night, “Gwen,” an anonymous female News-Advertiser correspondent with a weekly column, 

delivered a passionate criticism of the widespread persecution of South Asians in the city.  

Without explicitly singling out World editor Taylor, ‘Gwen’ argued that the “trumped-up” reports 

that “a woman was sand-bagged by a Hindu,” and that South Asians were “dirty, dissolute and 

undesirable,” had “fan[ned] the flame of godless persecution of one British subject by another.”  

Roy explains that ‘Gwen’ had become a vocal part of the province’s debate over Asian 

immigration in 1905 when she called for the Dominion to drop the five-hundred dollar Chinese 

head tax.  Though her efforts ultimately failed, she drew attention to the Chinese question by 

circulating a petition on the issue.50   

When ‘Gwen’ turned her focus to the plight of South Asians in late 1906, her accusations 

launched a week-long editorial ‘battle royale’ with editor Taylor, a future mayor of Vancouver.  

Taylor challenged ‘Gwen’s statement that the South Asians were clean, arguing that their camps 

menaced public health.  Taylor recalled a recent study on bubonic plague (very likely a 1903 

report on Hong Kong) which showed that plague originated in areas of Chinese cities that had not 

                                                      
49 Vancouver News-Advertiser, November 22 1906.  
50 “Gwen” writing in her column “From a Woman’s Point of View,” Vancouver News-Advertiser, 
November 25 1906; Roy, A White Man’s Province, 180.  
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been cleaned for years.  Asking ‘Gwen’ how she could “enjoy such persons as neighbors,” Taylor 

made an imaginative leap in connecting Indian immigrants with plague in China.51   

After an Eburne cannery owner had finished retrofitting his cannery for human 

habitation, Munro enlisted Underhill to transport South Asians who were camping in the city to 

their new rented accommodations.  With health inspector Robert Marrion and two constables, 

Underhill evicted groups of the immigrants living in shelters unfit for habitation, including a 

morbidly ill man found in a cupboard in New Westminster.  From the timing of this finding and 

the description of the man’s condition, it is almost certain that this man was one Easer Singh, 

whose death certificate shows that he died in that district of Vancouver three days later.  Though 

the Province speculated he was consumptive, Singh actually died of pneumonia, an inflammatory 

lung condition that, compared with tuberculosis, carries a relatively low risk of cross-infection in 

healthy populations, and which can develop without human transmission.  City health officials 

differentiated between the two diseases, as all physicians were required to report cases of 

tuberculosis as an infectious disease, but not pneumonia.  The press’s mistaken presumption that 

Singh had tuberculosis – which was unsurprising, given medico-racial discourse – may have 

prompted Williams to declare, two days later, that South Asians presented a serious health 

menace to the city by having TB, the “scourge that was to be greatly feared.”  Council members 

responded by petitioning Laurier to enact Indian exclusion, warning that “several” South Asians 

had died of the disease.52  

                                                      
51 “Editorial-From a Woman’s Point of View,” in World November 26 1906.  See also Dr. W. J. Simpson, 
Report on the Causes and Continuance of Plague in Hongkong  and Suggestions As To Remedial Measures  
(London: Colonial Office, 1903). Though Taylor also referred to a Times of London article about plague in 
India, the editor neglected to mention that the article showed a nearly 75% decrease of plague mortality in 
India since Oct 1905- see Times of London, October 1 1906.    
52 Norman Buchignani, Doreen M. Indra and R. Srivastiva, Continuous Journey: A Social History of South 
Asians in Canada  (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1985), 19; Province, November  26 1906; Death 
Certificate for Easer Singh, died November 28 at New Westminster, No. 1906-09-08291, PABC; Burke E. 
Cunha, Pneumonia Essentials, 3rd Ed. (Sudbury, Massachusetts: Jones and Bartlett, 2010), 4; Annual 
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Williams wildly exaggerated the South Asian connection with tuberculosis.  Since 

medical treatment for the disease before antibiotics was not always effective, it follows that if 

many South Asians actually contracted it, there would have been a significant number of South 

Asian fatalities.  In her work on early twentieth century tuberculosis, Georgina Feldberg explains 

that a low mortality rate did not necessarily indicate a low infection rate from the disease, since 

many people likely carried it without knowing it, yet the conditions many of the South Asians 

were living in Vancouver – particularly exposure to the elements – would have exacerbated 

tubercular symptoms and accelerated death in extreme cases of the disease.  However, the death 

certificates of the seven South Asians who died in the province in 1906 indicate that only two of 

the men actually died from tuberculosis, while the remaining five succumbed to industrial and 

domestic accidents or other causes.  Further, in a December trip to Vancouver to deport indigent 

and ill South Asians, W. D. Scott’s Assistant Superintendent of Immigration, E. Blake Robertson, 

found just one tubercular South Asian. 53   

                                                                                                                                                              
Report of the Health Department of Vancouver for Year Ending Dec. 31, 1906 (Vancouver: City of 
Vancouver, 1907), 4, Vancouver City Archives (hereafter VCA); “Copy of Resolution Passed by 
Vancouver City Council 26th Nov.,” RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC.     
53 Georgina Feldberg, Disease and Class: Tuberculosis and the Shaping of Modern North American Society 
(New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1995), 181; The 1906 Certificates for Deaths in 
Vancouver and on Vancouver Island are: Nara Singh, Registration number 1906-09-122984; Hernam 
Singh, 1906-09-122085; Natta Singh, 1906-09-122092; Poomar Singh, 1906-09-08291; Sunder (Unknown 
First Name), 1906-09-051619, Easer Singh, 1906-09-082912; Brama Singh, 1906-09-082914.  All Death 
Certificates at PABC.  See World; November 6 1906 and Victoria Colonist, November 18 1906; Vancouver 
City Health Report For Year Ending December 31 1906 (Vancouver: 1907), 6, VCA.  A comparison of the 
number of South Asian tuberculosis deaths to those of other races further refutes the argument that South 
Asians were particularly susceptible to the disease.  Vancouver’s 1906 Health Department report shows 
that a total of 49 Vancouver residents of all “races” died of tuberculosis in that year; we know that only two 
of these victims were South Asian.  Divided by the close to 2,000 South Asians who remained in the 
greater Vancouver area, show a tuberculosis mortality rate of approximately 0.15%.  By comparison, the 
city’s general tuberculosis death rate in 1906 was over six times higher, close to 1.1%   Statistics for 
tuberculosis deaths in Canada in the same period also show a higher national tuberculosis mortality rate 
among whites than among South Asians during this period.  Total Canadian deaths from the disease in the 
first decade of the twentieth century was approximately 199 per 100,000. Elliot calculated this statistic 
using data from the 1901 Canadian census and from provincial estimations of national population increase, 
1901-08.  Page 6 of the Vancouver City Health Report indicates that 374 out of 41,000 whites in 
Vancouver died in 1906. Thus, the total death ratio percentages are 0.35% (South Asian) and 0.74% 
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Barbara Bates has shown that prior to Koch’s discovery of the bacterial causes of the 

disease in 1882, disease theory held that tuberculosis was brought about by genetics, unhealthy 

habits, and poor living conditions.  Even thirty years after Koch’s revelation, the fact that many of 

the newly arrived South Asians lived in poverty may have fueled their popular association with 

the disease, which Alan Kraut calls the “foremost killer of humanity” among communicable 

diseases during much of the nineteenth century.54  According to Katherine McQuaig, popular 

attitudes about the disease were slow to change in Canada, and many continued to believe that 

susceptibility to it was inherited.55  An early twentieth century spike in deaths from the disease 

brought about Frank Oliver’s 1906 Immigration Act revision which, for the first time, barred 

tubercular immigrants.  By that year, the disease had become widely associated with immigrants, 

particularly Asians and poor Europeans.  This association was largely influenced by what Sylvia 

Reitmanova calls the “ideology of racial ordering” in Canada’s public health discourse, which 

was informed by nineteenth century Darwinian theories and a return to “Mendelian inheritance 

laws.”  Non-whites were seen as “inherently uncivilized, dirty, and diseased” in this imagined 

hierarchy.  Canadian responses to tuberculosis became especially rooted in a “pseudoscientific” 

racial framework, wherein the germ theory of tubercular transmission conflated with prevailing 

eugenic notions of biological determinism.  The result was that certain races were seen to be 

predisposed to spreading the “dread disease.”56  

The racial framework theory helps explain, at least in part, Councilor Williams’ 

fallacious association of South Asians with tuberculosis, which was the most significant of a 

                                                                                                                                                              
(white).  See H.H. Elliot, “Present Status of Anti-tuberculosis Work in Canada, Transactions of the Sixth 
Annual Conference on Tuberculosis, Vol. 4 (Philadelphia: William. F. Fell Company, 1908), 135.      
54 Barbara Bates, Bargaining for Life: A Social History of TB, 1876-1938 (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1994), 3; Kraut, 155-156.  
55 Katherine McQuaig, The Weariness, the Fever and the Fret: The Campaign Against Tuberculosis in 
Canada, 1900-1950 (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen’s Press, 1999), 4-6. 
56 Reitmanova, 73, 75, 77, 78 and 95. 



 

 75 

growing list of diseases now linked with South Asians.  Though the Province reported that the 

city’s “medical men” prophesized that “many” South Asians would die from the disease “if they 

remain long in this climate,” for close to 10% of the men showed “signs of incipient tubercular 

trouble,” Dr. Robert McKechnie, Munro’s assistant physician in charge of the Vancouver 

Detention Hospital on the wharf, appeared to impugn this claim.   In a report to his superiors in 

Ottawa, McKechnie argued that though “the Hindoos are dirty, live [sic: lice] being their chief 

pest,” they were otherwise healthy, and he underlined the point that “Genuine cases of Trachoma 

are not so frequent as among the Chinese or Japs.”57  Though the doctor did not discuss 

tuberculosis at all, logic dictates that he would have made some mention of it if the disease was 

actually a serious problem among the South Asian population of Vancouver during this time.    

 However, in late November, a city councilor complained to the mayor that the housing 

situation remained critical, that three Indians had already died of consumption, and that a local 

doctor was predicting the deaths of two more.  In reality, two, not three, South Asians died of 

tuberculosis by the end of the year, and no more died from the disease in B.C. until the following 

May.  The councilor was correct, however, that the housing situation was not ideal.  Many South 

Asians felt the $2 fee to enter the Eburne cannery house was too high, and the Province reported 

that this “Hotel de Hindus” seemed to have failed as a winterized shelter.  More importantly, 

Eburne was far from most mills and other places where South Asians worked.  For these reasons, 

South Asians began to vacate the premises for either Vancouver, the B.C. interior, or for the U.S., 

and the cannery was completely deserted when Assistant Superintendent of Immigration 

Robertson visited it on December 16th.58                     

                                                      
57 Province, November 29 1906; Dr. Robert McKechnie, Superintendent Detention Hospital, to W. D. 
Scott, December 9 1906, 2, RG 76 Vol. 306 File 281230 Vancouver 1, LAC.   
58 Province, November 27 1906; A. McEvery (for Mayor) to Fred Buscombe, November 28 1906, RG 76 
Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1. A total of approximately 2,351 Indians arrived in 1906, with 46 arriving in 
December- see Canadian Government Original Data Passenger Lists 1865-1935 Miscellaneous 
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By mid-December, the outpouring of B.C. popular and official protest against South 

Asians compelled Laurier to concede that some action was necessary to discourage more Indian 

immigration.  Besides visiting Vancouver that month on a goodwill tour to promote Canada’s 

enduring imperial connections, Albert Grey, Canada’s Governor General, had done very little to 

help Laurier solve the problem on the Pacific coast.  In a role that P. Stevens and J. T. Saywell 

describe as “the human link in the imperial chain,” Grey was a liaison between Canada’s 

government and the Colonial Office in London.  Though Grey’s position was in many ways a 

ceremonial one, he frequently met and corresponded with Prime Minister Wilfrid Laurier and his 

cabinet on domestic policy matters, and Grey was responsible for helping to maintain cordial 

relations with Britain’s other imperial territories, including India.  Finally, after months of 

inaction, in December Grey decided to get involved in the situation by sending his superior in 

London, Colonial Secretary Lord Elgin, Scott’s autumn report on conditions in Vancouver, and 

Grey asked that the Indian and Hong Kong governments warn South Asians not to come to 

Canada.59     

In December, Conservative Party members in the British House of Commons asked the 

ruling Liberal government about what was being done to help the 2,000 Sikhs in Canada who 

were unemployed.  Though this estimated number of unemployed Indians was a large 

exaggeration, Frank Oliver himself had personally confirmed this number for use in the British 

House of Commons the day before.  The climate theory also appeared for the first time in the 

                                                                                                                                                              
Publications T-479-T-14939.  According to the death certificates of South Asians who died in the province 
in 1907, Arjan Singh died May 22 1907 of acute pulmonary TB at Vancouver, Reg. No. 1907-09-124947, 
PABC; Province, November 28 and 30 1906; World, November 27 1906; Province, December 16 1906. 
59 (Secret) Grey to Colonial Secretary Victor Alexander Bruce (Earl of Elgin, hereafter Elgin), November 
11 1907, 1, RG 7 G10 Vol. 13 January to Dec 1907, LAC; P. Stevens and J. T. Saywell, eds, Lord Minto’s 
Canadian Papers Vol. 1 (Toronto: Champlain Society, 1981), xxiv.  See also John F. Hilliker, Canada’s 
Department of External Affairs, Volume 1 (Ottawa: Public Administration Institute, 1990), especially 7-9.  
Grey reported to Colonial Secretaries Alfred Lyttelton (1903-1904), Lord Elgin (1905-1908), Lord Crewe 
(1908-1911), and Lewis Vernon Harcourt (1911-1915).  See Grey to Elgin, December 10 1906, in C.O. 42 
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British legislature when, on the 13th, Scottish M. P. Major William Ansthruther-Gray declared 

that His Majesty’s South Asian subjects in B.C. needed help, and possibly mass deportation back 

to India, because they were “constitutionally unfit to stand the severity of the Canadian winter.”60               

  Meanwhile in Vancouver, Assistant Superintendent E. Blake Robertson arrived exactly 

three months to the day that his supervisor Scott had come to investigate the “Hindu” problem.  

Robertson intimated to the Province that he was in Vancouver to determine whether Indians “as a 

class” were liable to become public charges.  If they were, it would be “an easy mater” to deport 

them under the 1906 Immigration Act, and he optimistically predicted that “the problem will thus 

adjust itself.”  But after meeting with the mayor, the Chief of police, Underhill, and other city 

officials, Robertson discovered there had been no convictions of South Asians for any offence, 

and that no South Asians were public charges.  Blake could only deport immigrants who, within 

two years of landing in Canada, committed a crime “involving moral turpitude” or who became 

institutionalized in a jail, mental asylum, hospital or charitable housing.  Since he found only one 

person in this situation – the above-mentioned tubercular patient who was too sick to be deported 

– there was nothing he could do to remove the city’s South Asians.61  

 Not surprisingly, Robertson concluded that a widespread “consensus of opinion” in B.C. 

held that “a considerable influx of Hindus is extremely undesirable.”  Though his mission had 

largely been a failure, and his report was filed too late in the year to immediately affect policy in 

Ottawa, he left the city with special orders for Drs. Munro and Milne:     

     

I instructed the agents of the Department at Vancouver and Vancouver to          

                                                                                                                                                              
Vol. 908, which enclosed Scott’s autumn 1906 report.     
60 1st Session of 28th British Parliament, House of Commons Record, Vol. 16, December 12 and 13 1906, 
341 and 665, respectively; (Telegram) Frank Oliver to Dominion Office, London, December 11 1906, RG 
76 Vol. 384 File 536999 1Pt. 1, LAC.    
61 Province, December 12; E. Blake Robertson to W. D. Scott, December 27 1906, 1, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 
536999 Pt. 1, LAC. 
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pay particular attention to the general physique of Hindus in future and  
examine carefully all those who were anemic, narrow chested [sic] or  
showed other symptoms which would appear to place them in a class  
likely to contract or develop tubercular trouble as such diseases  
seem to be the ones to which Hindus in B.C. are most likely to fall victims.62 
  

Robertson’s observation that South Asians were especially at risk for tuberculosis was the first 

admission of its kind from a federal official, and it seems possible that the Assistant 

Superintendent came to this conclusion, not from evidence provided by Munro or Milne, but after 

his meetings with the Mayor, Underhill, and other city officials just two weeks after city council 

petitioned Ottawa on the issue.     

Late December news coverage of Robertson’s official report did nothing to assuage the 

situation in B.C., as his findings that the majority of the city’s South Asians were neither 

unemployed nor diseased were received much more sympathetically by Ottawa newspapers than 

bythose in Vancouver.  The 1906 edition of the Toronto-based Canadian Annual Review of 

Public Affairs, published soon after the press release of Robertson’s report, looked back at the 

year’s events in Vancouver with some level of sympathy for the South Asians.  The Review 

editors contended that the South Asian immigration crisis in B.C. was “exaggerated and 

misrepresented as a matter of course,” and the “chief real argument against them,” which had not 

as yet been proven, was “their alleged inability to withstand the climate.”  The writers further 

noted that the October allegations of the Victoria TLC that South Asians had “loathsome habits 

and diseases and obnoxious modes of living,” were “of a character hardly borne out by other 

evidence and the actual facts.”63  While they did not favor unrestricted Indian immigration, the 

writers’ moderate viewpoint starkly contrasted with Vancouver’s fierce opposition to the South 

                                                      
62 E. Blake Robertson, Ibid, 2.   
63 “No Need to Deport Hindoo: Assistant Superintendent of Immigration Makes Report” Ottawa Free 
Press, December 29 1906; Canadian Annual Review of Public Affairs for 1906 (Toronto: Annual Review 
Publishing Company, 1907), 285 and 295. 
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Asian presence. 

As 1906 drew to a close, Vancouver residents became increasingly frustrated with federal 

inaction on the South Asian immigration issue.  The total number of South Asians landed in B.C. 

in 1906 was 2350, which was an increase of over 1000% from 1905.64  This chapter has shown 

that the emerging racially-based discourse on the “Hindu” problem had many roots, and was 

deployed in multiple ways.  In Vancouver, the highly publicized claim of city councilor Williams 

and Medical Officer of Health Underhill that most South Asians had tuberculosis appeared to 

validate the popular biological argument that South Asians endangered public health, and the 

environmental argument that these immigrants could not cope with cold conditions.  Though 

Dominion physicians Munro and McKechnie were not convinced of the legitimacy of these 

views, Dominion immigration agents Scott and Robertson shared them, as did many B.C. press 

reporters, union leaders, and members of the general public.  The disease and environment issues 

compounded the damage done by the allegation of sexual violence in the Homer Street incident.  

Though this allegation was later disproven, it confirmed for many that, as the TLC had alleged 

earlier in 1906, Indian nationals were sexual deviants.  The next chapter will show how these 

ideas continued to inform official and popular anti-Indian protest over the following year, and 

strongly influenced the introduction of South Asian exclusion in 1908.

                                                      
64 “Draft Minute on Asiatic Immigration” January 22 1912 (Table), RG 25 Vol. 1118 File 66-1912, LAC. 
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Chapter 3 

Public Health and Executive Exclusion 
 

…to prevent the steamship companies dumping the more squalid misery of India in 
 increasing proportions upon our Coast, it would seem advisable to have some office 
 analogous to the one maintained in Vancouver by the U. S. Government. This Office  
 subjects all Hindus…to a very stringent examination …  
                                                                - Report of Thomas McInnes, October 2 1907.1 

  

In January 1907, Wilfrid Laurier informed delegates of the national Trades and Labour 

Congress (TLC) that their recent assertion that Vancouver’s South Asians were diseased “was not 

borne out” by the facts.2  However, after a major anti-Indian race riot near the Canadian border in 

Washington in September, immediately followed by a labour-organized anti-Asian riot in 

Vancouver and the arrival of one thousand more South Asians only days after the riots, the 

Immigration Branch of the Department of the Interior soon abandoned this view and adopted the 

TLC’s position.  This chapter demonstrates how politicians, government officials, press editors 

and others employed public health arguments during the pivotal year of 1907 to protest the Indian 

presence in B.C.  These efforts played a critical role in bringing about federal exclusion in early 

1908, as Laurier and the Immigration Branch used the “Hindu disease” thesis to justify 

introducing an Order in Council designed to completely halt South Asian immigration.    

Patricia Roy points out that the rapid influx in Asian arrivals in the early months of 1907 

showed white observers that the Chinese head tax had not stopped the inflow of workers from 

other parts of Asia.  While Chinese immigration had temporarily ceased, close to one thousand 

Japanese arrived in the first three months of the year.  Recently-reelected provincial premier 

Richard McBride responded by lobbying for the passage of the newest incarnation of the series of 

“Natal” (Asian exclusion) Acts passed by B.C.’s legislature since 1898.  After B.C.’s new 

                                                      
1 “Report of Thomas McInnes,” October 2 1907, RG 25 G1 Vol. 1138 File 1914 40 C, LAC. 
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Lieutenant-Governor James Dunsmuir, who personally employed many Asians, prevented the 

bill’s adoption, McBride increased pressure on Ottawa for Asian exclusion.  Most federal 

Members of Parliament from the province shared McBride’s sentiments, as did virtually every 

municipal politician and press editor.  Consequently, while comparatively few South Asians 

landed at B.C. ports between January and March – less than one-tenth the number of Japanese – 

the timing of their arrival ensured their negative reception.3              

 The South Asian immigration issue was brought further into focus in February, when 

officials at Vancouver General Hospital complained to the Immigration Branch that Ameela 

Singh, a South Asian patient with a chronic case of bronchitis, was unable to pay his hospital 

fees.  City council unanimously agreed that the man should be deported.  This unfortunate man’s 

situation was by no means exceptional, as the city was forced to help many whites in similar 

predicaments.  For example, Dr. Frederick T. Underhill, the city’s Medical Officer of Health, 

complained in January that “helpless and indigent persons” from across the continent were 

routinely “dumped on the city” because B. C. was known to have a climate conducive for 

recovery.  Several Vancouver patients who had died from tuberculosis in January hailed from 

other provinces, including one Cape Breton man from who had died only a few days following 

his arrival from Nova Scotia.4     

While the Ameela Singh case easily fell within the Immigration Act’s deportation 

parameters, Dr. G. L. Milne, the Immigration Branch’s medical inspector in Victoria, reported to 

Superintendent of Immigration W. D. Scott that he had been mostly unsuccessful in his attempts 

                                                                                                                                                              
2 “Hindoos Not Diseased,” Toronto Daily Star, January 10 1907.  
3 Roy, A White Man’s Province, 164 and 168; 108 South Asians arrived between January and March; 
Canadian Government Orig. Data Passenger Lists 1865-1935 Miscellaneous Publications T-479-T-14939. 
4  The patient was likely ‘Ameela” Singh, who friends sent back to India in 1907.  “Ameela” does not 
appear in passenger records, but six “Mela Singh’s” arrived in 1906; see “Individual Cases regarding East 
Indian Immigration to Canada, N.D,” 1, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 4.  See also Can Government 
Original Passenger Lists, Ibid; Province, February 15 and January 30 1907. 
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to deport other South Asians.  According to Milne, it was difficult to prove that Indians were 

likely to become public charges, even though many could not find lodging.  After Milne 

personally intervened in the case of some Indians who had been caught begging (normally a 

deportable offence) and found them work, Minister of the Interior Frank Oliver quickly 

condemned Milne’s actions.  Though Milne explained that the men were not vagrants but had 

simply unable to find work immediately after their arrival, Oliver informed Scott, Milne’s 

supervisor, that “my view is that if Dr. Milne can’t or won’t deport vagrant Hindus we will 

engage another medical officer who will. Make that restfully clear to both Milne and Munro.”5     

For Oliver, Milne’s failure to enforce the Immigration Act in this case was a serious 

departure from Immigration Branch policy.  Before legislative exclusion, Milne in Victoria and 

Dr. A. S. Munro, the medical inspector in Vancouver, were the Immigration Branch’s only line of 

defence against the perceived onslaught of South Asian immigrants.  Although the particular 

group Milne had helped had passed medical inspection, their failure to find work immediately 

offered the Immigration Branch the opportunity to rid Canada of at least some members of this 

unwanted group.  Sarah-Jane Mathieu points out that Scott instructed his medical inspectors at 

ports of entry that “there are certain nationalities who are required to pass more stringent 

regulations than other[s].”  Mathieu adds that in the pre-war period, the Canadian government 

offered medical examiners a cash bonus for each prospective black immigrant they rejected at 

border points, where they turned away immigrants on the “wildest of pretenses,” including a 

range of diseases not ordinarily associated with infection (e.g. arthritis).  This process essentially 

followed Erika Lee’s description of American immigrant ‘gatekeeping,’ in which state protection 

against “‘alien invasions’” was “instrumental to articulating a definition of American national 

                                                      
5 (Telegram) G. L. Milne to W. D. Scott, February 15 1907 and Frank Oliver to W. D. Scott, February 27 
1907, both in RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1. 
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identity and belonging at the turn of the twentieth century.”  Defining and controlling “foreign-

ness” though immigrant medical inspection and deportation helped evolve a construct of 

“American-ness,” in which Americans affirmed their autonomy and built their national identity.6   

If, as Lee asserts, immigration regulation impelled American nation-building at the turn 

of the twentieth century, so too did restrictive controls inform (and reflect) notions of statehood 

and citizenship during this period in Canada.  In their frequently cited social theory of 

racialization, Michael Omi and Howard Winant contend that racial subjugation occurs when the 

dominant group sees racial classifications as a type of “common sense” explained by “an 

‘amateur biology” in which “temperament, sexuality, intelligence, athletic abilities etc. are 

presumed to be fixed and discernible from the palpable mark of race.”  Though stereotypes can 

change over time, the authors explain that “the presence of a system of racial meanings and 

stereotypes, of racial ideology” appears to be inexorably anchored in culture.7  By early 1907, 

Oliver’s Immigration Branch staffers had become decisively opposed to Indian settlement for 

racial reasons.  For example, in a private letter, Scott revealed that “the Department does not 

regard these people as desirable immigrants.”  J.B. Williams, one of Scott’s immigration officers, 

also expressed this opinion in an early 1907 Canadian Magazine article, in which he evoked a 

caricature of the South Asian on the Pacific coast.  Williams declared pityingly that “it is a daily 

sight to see them wandering here, there, and everywhere, half starved, half naked, hording in 

wretched hovels, ordered here, excluded there, and despised everywhere.”8         

                                                      
6 Sarah-Jane Mathieu, North of the Colour Line: Migration and Black Resistance in Canada, 1870-1955 
(Durham, North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 42.  Mathieu cites the Scott quotation 
in Judith S. Hill, Alberta’s Black Settlers: A Study of Canadian Immigration Policy and Practice (Calgary: 
University of Alberta Press, 1981), 86; Lee, 22.  
7 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States From the 1960s to the 1990s 
(New York: Taylor and Francis, 1986), 12-13 
8 W. D. Scott to G.U. Ryley of Grand Trunk Railway, Montreal, February 19 1907, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 
536999 Pt. 1; J. B. Williams, “Canada’s New Immigrant,” The Canadian Magazine, Vol. XXVIII, 
February 28 1907: 385.    
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Bengali scholar Saint Nihal Sing presented an opposing position in the same article, 

arguing that many South Asian shacks in Vancouver were, as many whites observed, very 

unsanitary, but this was not the fault of the men themselves, as they could not find better housing.  

Moreover, their exposure to the cold presented no special risk to either themselves or to 

community health, as they were accustomed to Punjab’s annual rainy season and many had been 

soldiers in the colder climates of China, Tibet and Afghanistan.  However, Sing’s opinions 

represented the minority viewpoint in popular and academic literature.  In May, Fred Lockley, 

editor of Pacific Monthly magazine, penned a contradictory diatribe against South Asian 

immigration.  Though he argued that Indians “had not the faintest idea of sanitation,” he also 

favorably presented the views of British politician William Gladstone’s nephew, who held that 

“the Sikhs are scrupulously clean and I regard them as a very fine race of men.”  Yet Lockley 

reminded readers that India was a land cursed by “poison-breathing plague,” with air “filled with 

infected dust.”  India’s famines were followed by cholera, fever, smallpox, and plague, which 

“originate in the overcrowded and foul slums of India.”9       

The contradiction in Lockley’s assertions about South Asian hygiene and health 

demonstrates the paradox inherent in early twentieth century concepts of disease causation.  In his 

discussion of malaria and racial science in colonial Bengal, David Arnold shows that in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, British officials in India struggled to reconcile emerging 

medical knowledge about malaria with established hereditarian ideas about racial taxonomies.  

For 1902 Nobel prize-winning British physician Ronald Ross, Bengal’s enduring malaria problem 

explained the poor appearance of many Bengalis, and had, over several centuries, transformed a 

strong and healthy populace into “an ancient race outworn.”  Arnold explains that the association 

                                                      
9 Saint Nihal Sing, “Canada’s New Immigrant…” 388; Fred Lockley, “The Hindu Invasion: A New 
Immigration Problem,” The Pacific Monthly 17 (May, 1907): 592 and 595. 
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of malaria with racial typologies was at its height in India’s scientific community between 1890 

and 1920, when India’s physicians gave “scientific specificity” to European understandings of the 

perils of tropical climates, which previously had been explained as “fatal miasmas” and the 

impact of hot weather on Western dispositions.  There is no question that India underwent a series 

of disease outbreaks in the years preceding Lockley’s article; indeed, between 1890 and 1910, 

malaria, plague, cholera and kala-azar devastated many parts of the colony.10  Yet by 

characterizing an entire peoples as weak in the shadow of India’s great past, and by framing race 

as an inherent element of the epidemiology of malaria, Ross and others perpetuated the link 

between the Indian “races” and disease that endured despite recent advancements in the germ 

theory of disease transmission.   

  If, as Lockley had contended in his article, South Asians were indeed bringing cholera, 

smallpox, or bubonic plague to North America, it should follow that some of them would be 

dying of these fatal diseases.  Yet a survey of B.C. death records indicates that these diseases 

killed none of the Indians who died in the province in 1907.  Indeed, ten of the thirteen death 

records which list a cause of death identify such commonplace causes as old age, exposure to the 

elements, pneumonia, anemia, tuberculosis, or, in one well-reported instance, murder.  Further, 

immigration statistics reveal that only about fifty of the 2200 South Asians in B.C. were 

unemployed in early 1907, and none had sought public relief nor had been deported after landing.  

Only 125 were refused landing for medical reasons from January 1906 to February 1907.  Put 

another way, only 5% Indians attempting to enter Canada were rejected for medical reasons.11     

                                                      
10 David Arnold, “‘An Ancient Race Outworn’: Malaria and Race in Colonial India, 1860-1930,” in Race, 
Science and Medicine, 1700-1960, Walter Ernst and Bernard Harris, eds. (London: Routledge, 1999): 124-
126, 131-133, 136 and 140.   
11 See 1907 death records for “Albale Singh,” 1907-09-124898; Mangal Singh, 1907-09-083437; Thaker 
Singh, 1907-09-020487; Arjan Singh, 1907-09-124912; Hira Singh 1907-09-124920; Bagga Singh, 1907-
09-020499; Partap Singh, 1907-09-124943, and  Fattch Singh, 1907-09-124947.   All records at PABC.  
Also see Nayan Shah’s treatment of the homophobia-motivated murder of Partap Singh, in Shah, Stranger 



 

 86 

In late June, Vancouver’s Acting Mayor Geo Halse telegraphed Ottawa requesting a 

reduction in Indian immigration, despite the fact that only 500 South Asians had arrived since 

December.  This number was small compared to arrivals of Japanese immigrants; for example, 

twelve hundred Japanese arrived on a single vessel just a few weeks later.  Oliver later addressed 

the Asian immigration issue publicly in a trip to Vancouver that summer, announcing that he 

stood for “a white Canada,”12 a statement reflected his broad approach to immigration policy.  

Ninette Kelley and Michael Trebilcock explain that Clifford Sifton, Oliver’s predecessor as 

Minister of the Interior from 1896 to 1905, had emphasized immigration based not on race but on 

occupation and working ability.  Oliver favored a much more selective admissions process 

designed to ensure the assimilability of immigrants into Canadian society, and this was 

demonstrated in the unprecedented controls enshrined in his 1906 Immigration Act.  The authors 

add, however, that the Minister of the Interior was forced to delay legislation on Japanese and 

South Asian exclusion for fear of invoking hostility with Japan, an important British ally, and 

further for inflaming public opinion in India. 13   

John Price explains that the rise of Japan to “imperial status” after its triumph in wars 

with China (1894-95) and Russia (1904-05) strongly influenced Britain’s response to Japan’s 

lobbying for better treatment for Japanese immigrants in Canada.  The Meiji government’s 

serious lobbying for a re-drafting of Japan’s unequal treaties (in place since 1858) led to the 

Anglo-Japanese Treaty of Commerce and Navigation in 1894, which was a “major step” towards 

the termination of the unequal trade relationship between the two nations.  An important element 

                                                                                                                                                              
Intimacy, 21 and 30-34;  “Winston Churchill, Response,” United Kingdom Parliamentary Debates, 2nd 
Session 28th Parliament, Vol. 1, 18 Feb. 1907, 539. The 5% statistic is calculated by dividing the number of 
arrivals by the number rejected for medical reasons, using the number of South Asian arrivals in 1906 
(2193) from E. Blake Robertson’s above-mentioned report, housed in RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1.   
12 Geo H. Halse, Acting Mayor, Colonel Falk Warren, and A. S. Munro to Wilfrid Laurier, June 24 1907, 
RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1; World, July 25 1907; Province and World, August 14 1907. 
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of the treaty was that subjects of Japan and Britain were given “full liberty to enter, travel or 

reside in any part of the dominions and possessions of the other contracting party” after 1899.  

The Anglo-Japanese alliance treaty of 1902 further crystallized diplomatic relations between the 

two empires.  Japan’s subsequent victory in a war with Russia in 1904-05 “enhanced” Japanese 

imperial prestige, but this status became a “double-edged sword” in North America, as it 

“resuscitated fears of the ‘yellow peril,’ which Price defines as “an imagined Asian expansion 

through military might and mass migration that threatened white supremacy.”14       

Paromita Biswas points out that the late nineteenth-century roots of the Indian nationalist 

movement were in a small but influential group of “western educated intelligentsia” who, as K. 

N. Panikkar explains, initially hoped to reform India and remodel it to reflect the essence of 

Britain’s democracy, civil liberties, and economy.  Yet since the realities of living under British 

rule in the colony significantly “deviated from these principles upheld by the metropole,” these 

Indian thinkers began to disparage the flaws in colonialism and confronted British imperialism.  

Herein lay the “birth of the Indian national movement” and the 1885 creation of the Indian 

National Congress (INC), the colony’s initial political movement. By 1900, Bengal province in 

eastern India had transformed into a “hotbed” for nationalism, as the middle class increasingly 

resented colonial measures – especially the Ibert Bill, Calcutta Corporation Act of 1899, and the 

Partition of Bengal in 1905 –  designed to retain hegemony and profits in the hands of the 

governing white elite.15   

                                                                                                                                                              
13 Ninette Kelley and Michael Trebilcock, The Making of the Mosaic: A History of Canadian Immigration 
Policy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), 135-136. 
14 John Price, “‘Orienting’ the Empire: Mackenzie King and the Aftermath of the 1907 Race Riots,” B.C. 
Studies/ British Columbian Quarterly 156 (Winter 1907-08): 53-57. 
15 Biswas, 26-27. Biswas cites K. N. Panikkar, Culture, Ideology, Hegemony: Intellectuals and Social 
Consciousness in Colonial India (New Delhi: Tulika Press, 1995), 22.  The Ibert Bill (passed in 1883) gave 
some native civil servants some criminal jurisdiction over whites in rural areas, but Biswas explains that “it 
was seen as a challenge to the control of European capitalists over raw material and labor” which 
“provoked a white mutiny” from British civil servants; Viceroy Ripon modified the bill to “preserve the 
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Though Biswas correctly explains that this period saw the rise of “political extremism” in 

Bengal, including the use of boycotts and terrorism, these same activities occurred in Bombay 

(present-day Mumbai), Punjabis were of even more concern that Bengalis because the “mainstay” 

of India’s army came from the Punjab.  Pubjabis had fought in the Sudan and the Boxer uprising 

in China; in 1900 one quarter of the Punjabi soldiers were Sikh, although this proportion 

increased “dramatically” early in the new century.16  Therefore, the Indian government watched 

events in North America with growing concern, especially in September 1907, when a mob in 

Bellingham, Washington drove several hundred South Asians out of that city, and violent anti-

Asian riots erupted in Vancouver three days later.        

The September 4th Bellingham incident itself and its American consequences will be 

discussed in Chapter 6, but the event also had significant implications for Canada.  Within hours 

of the riot in Washington, Vancouver newspapers issued alarmist reports that hundreds of South 

Asian refugees were walking towards the Dominion’s border.  Vancouver World Editor L. D. 

Taylor initially seemed somewhat sympathetic to the men, chastising the American press for 

calling them black, and declaring that “there is more difference racially between the Hindoo and 

the negro than between the white man and the Hindoo.”  He also incorrectly predicted that the 

Asiatic Exclusion League’s (AEL) proposed demonstration on the 7th in Vancouver would be 

peaceful and “a better” method of protest” than “that adopted at Bellingham.”17           

Laurier declined Governor General Grey’s request for federal help for the men from 

Bellingham, explaining that the government’s attention was now fully occupied with “the 

abominable outbreak against the Japs which has just disgraced Vancouver.”  Laurier was 

                                                                                                                                                              
special status of European British subjects” which allowed them access to a jury that was at least 50% 
British or American. 
16 Biswas, 26-27; Jensen, 7-8.    
17 See Gerald N. Hallberg. “Bellingham, Washington’s Anti-Hindu Riot,” Journal of the West, 12 no. 1 
(January 1973): 163-175; Taylor’s editorial statements in World, September 6 and 7 1907. 
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referring to major riots in Vancouver which erupted on the evening of September 7th, following a 

demonstration by the newly-formed Vancouver chapter of the Asiatic Exclusion League (AEL).  

In what Chris Lee has called an “institutional failure that must be urgently rectified,” historians 

have traditionally downplayed or overlooked the Vancouver riots, although fortunately since 

2007 there has been a great resurgence in scholarly attention to the riot and its aftermath.  Price 

deconstructs the political consequences of the riot and of the resulting 1908 Hayashi-Lemieux 

Agreement to limit Japanese emigration to Canada.  He points out that the riots occurred “in a 

transnational context in which the British Empire faced increasing challenges,” especially from 

anti-colonial resistance in China and India and from the Japanese, German, and American 

governments.  The riots both mirrored and ushered in “a strengthening of race-based continental 

ties” with America and further assisted the evolution of “a racialized imperial coalition in Asia” 

that would have important ramifications in World War One and the interwar period.18     

Chinese and Japanese immigrants, not South Asians, were the primary targets of the 

Vancouver riot, which devastated Chinatown and damaged significant property in the city’s 

Japanese section, but Jensen has shown that rumors about the arrival of the Bellingham refugees 

swelled the number of participants in the demonstration that preceded the riot, and thus may have 

amplified the evening’s violence.  Not surprisingly, local newspapers largely downplayed the 

damage inflicted that night.  The World editorialized that while there had been a regrettable 

destruction of property in Chinatown, no Asian had been physically hurt; indeed, “tall Sikhs and 

little Japs passed among the crowd without molestation, even when the excitement was at its 

greatest.”  This observation failed to capture the intense racial hatred expressed that night, which 

later influenced a shift in Laurier’s approach to the Asian issue.  According to Jensen, the riots 

                                                      
18 Grey to Wilfrid Laurier, September 9 1907 and Wilfrid Laurier to Grey, September 10 1907, both in MG 
27 IIB2 Vol. 2, LAC; Price cites Chris Lee, “The Lateness of Asian Canadian Studies,” Amerasia Journal 
33 no. 3 (2007): 2; Price, 55-56. 
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demonstrated to Ottawa the degree of racial tension on the Pacific coast and further reminded the 

Dominion government that B.C. was “virulently anti-Indian.”  These factors “helped sway 

Canadian public policy” against South Asian immigration, and Jensen shows that the riots marked 

the turning point when the Canadian, British, and Indian governments began efforts to bar Indians 

from Canada.19  However, this explanation only partly accounts for the Liberal policy shift 

towards Indian exclusion, which was also rooted in the political fallout following the arrival of 

almost a thousand South Asians just four days after the riots.   

The S. S. Monteagle landed at Vancouver on September 11th with 914 South Asians, 149 

Chinese, and 114 Japanese aboard.  The vessel’s arrival drew further public focus to the South 

Asian immigration issue, and exacerbated tensions between city officials and the Laurier 

government.  When Dr. A. S. Munro cleared almost eight hundred of the South Asians for entry, 

the new mayor, Alexander Bethune, immediately asked Laurier for permission to house them at 

federal expense in the city’s Dominion Drill Hall.  When Laurier denied the request and stated the 

group could be deported as paupers, the mayor was forced to admit to Laurier that the men were 

not paupers but simply needed housing to rent.  The idea to request use of the Drill Hall probably 

came from a letter Bethune received from Taraknath Das, Secretary of the Vancouver Hindustani 

Association and a political activist, complaining that many of the Monteagle immigrants were 

forced to camp in unhygienic conditions.  Despite Bethune’s telegrams and Grey’s personal 

request for aid, Laurier merely dispatched Minister of the Interior Frank Oliver to B.C. to assess 

the situation.  In the meantime, Bethune created a private fund to send the immigrants to Ottawa 

by rail, and the World solicited reader donations for the fund.  A journalist for the paper 

compared the Indians waiting for housing to “sheep” awaiting a pasture, and developed the 

analogy by recalling that two hundred Monteagle South Asians had run “like hungry cattle after a 

                                                      
19 Province, September 9 1907; World, September 9 1907; Jensen, 66 and 68. 



 

 91 

load of hay” behind an employer’s wagon after receiving a job offer.  He concluded that, like an 

animal, “the Hindoo’s individualism is a negligible quantity.”20      

The Orientalism expressed in this assessment exemplifies Edward Said’s well known 

work on Western understandings of Asian-ness and the Asian mind.21  For the World journalist, 

the South Asian intellect was largely indistinguishable amongst Indian individuals.  There is no 

question that Vancouver’s Asian exclusionists consistently perpetuated a view of South Asians as 

“other.”  In the wake of the arrival of the S. S. Monteagle, a contingent of South Asians 

approached Dr. Frederick T. Underhill, Vancouver’s Medical Officer of Health, for help to 

improve living conditions and sanitation in their Vancouver housing.  Picking up the story, a 

World editorial dryly advised that Underhill should speak to the group in “their own language” to 

motivate them to clean up their camps; the editor suggested that, for this purpose, “an opinion that 

these unworthy ones deserve that wild asses shall walk on their ancestors’ graves or words to that 

effect, will probably help some.”  This depiction of South Asians as superstitious and illogical 

offers an excellent illustration in support of Doreen Indra’s findings on Vancouver press coverage 

from the years 1905 to 1914.  Indra’s comparison of Province and World articles shows that 

South Asians ranked second last to only Italians of sixteen national groups when it came to 

denigrating news stories about their status and social, moral, and religious customs.  Said’s 

assertion that Orientalism ‘has less to do with the Orient than it does with ‘our’ world,” explains 

how, as Indra points out, when the Vancouver press continually associated immigrants from India 

                                                      
20 (Telegram) Alexander Bethune to Wilfrid Laurier, September 11 1907; (Telegram) Wilfrid Laurier to 
Alexander Bethune, September 13 1907; (Telegram) Alexander Bethune to Wilfrid Laurier, September 13 
1907; Taraknath Das, Vancouver Hindustani Association, to Alexander Bethune, September 13 1907; all of 
the foregoing in MG 26-G C852 Vol. 478, LAC; Grey to Wilfrid Laurier, September 13 1907, MG 27 IIB2 
Vol. 2, LAC; Wilfrid Laurier to Alexander Bethune, September 13 1907, MG 26-G C852 Vol. 478, LAC; 
Province, September 9 1907; World, September 9 1907; Jensen, 66; Province, September 12 1907; World, 
September 12 and 13 1907.  
21 Said, Orientalism, 12. 
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with “immorality, dirt, disease and abhorrent cultural practices,” this association “clearly 

validated the social, cultural and ideological privileges” of Anglo Canadians.22    

The arrival of the S. S. Monteagle is particularly significant to the narrative of South 

Asians in Canada because Dr. Munro’s stringent medical examination of that ship’s Indian 

passengers signaled the start of Canadian “executive restriction” against South Asians.  Joan 

Jensen has proven that, years before the U.S. Congress legislated South Asian exclusion in 1917, 

American immigration officials rejected Indians for bogus reasons – medical or otherwise – to 

limit the entry of Indian nationals. 23  Though Jensen defined this process of “executive 

restriction” solely in an American context, the term also describes what happened in Canada 

before legislative restriction came into effect in early 1908.  After the vessel arrived in September 

1907, Munro telegrammed Oliver that “Hindus ex Monteagle subjected rigid physical 

examination all old men and those physically unfit rejected and ordered deported.”  Meanwhile in 

Victoria, Milne telegrammed Oliver to acknowledge receipt of the Minister’s instructions on 

South Asian immigration.  While the record of Oliver’s instructions no longer exists, a reading of 

Munro’s telegram appears to indicate that Oliver had ordered the doctors of both ports to 

zealously search for physical faults in all South Asian arrivals in order to limit the number of 

successful immigrants.24   

The Province, which described the Monteagle passengers as the “Hindu Eclipse of the 

Brownie Moon,” recalled that Dr. Munro, unaccountably assisted by Vancouver’s Medical 

Officer of Health Dr. Frederick T. Underhill, was able to reject only 103 of the 921 South Asian 

passengers for old age and various medical complaints, including “narrow chests with a possible 

                                                      
22 World, September 17 and 18 1907; Doreen Indra, 171-172.  Indra does not mention the World September 
18 editorial specifically.  Said, Orientalism, 12. 
23 Jensen, 113.  
24 (Telegram) A. S. Munro to Frank Oliver, September 14 1907 and (Telegram) G. L. Milne to Frank 
Oliver, September 14 1907, both in RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC. 



 

 93 

predisposition to tuberculosis.”  The journalist recalled that the men presented a healthy 

appearance, and the only thing detracting from the impressive spectacle of these “physically fit 

and handsome dark-eyed bronzed Romeo homebuilders” was “the absence of the heroine,” as 

“not one Juliet” was among the group.25     

In mid-September, Laurier confided to Governor General Grey that while he believed the 

ongoing negotiations with Japan would limit immigration from that nation, he felt that the South 

Asian situation was “far more serious.”  Indeed, “to speak frankly,” Laurier wrote, “I see no 

solution for it, except quietly checking the exodus from India.”  Laurier later added that the 

ongoing “rushing in of Hindoos” was preventing Vancouverites from forgetting the causes of the 

Vancouver Riot, as the South Asians were “an element to which the people of B.C. have a still 

greater aversion than to the Japs.”  On the 19th, Superintendent of Immigration W. D. Scott 

returned to the city, one year after his first trip to Vancouver.  Deputy Minister of Labour W. L. 

Mackenzie King confided to his diary that Scott was officially investigating the riot, but that the 

Superintendent had also been sent to find a way to end Indian immigration.  King wrote that 

though Laurier hoped to further restrict (not entirely end) migration from Japan and China, the 

Prime Minister had privately told King that “we would have to stop the Hindu immigration 

altogether.”  The Vancouver press heralded Scott’s visit, though with less enthusiasm than in 

1906, when immediate Dominion intervention had been expected.26     

                                                      
25 However, a later front-page illustrated story on the “Types of Hindu Men and Women” now “swarming” 
Vancouver” declared that some of the Indians’ faces “looked very, very much as if they were those of 
women.”  On the 16th, a Province reporter declared that the Maple Leaf house, which housed most of the 
new arrivals, was “dirty beyond imagination,” in part because there was only one basin, and also because 
“the steam from the over-worked cook stove floats heavily through the door to a high smelling mist that 
renders darkly indistinct the nut-brown bodies of the lithe Hindus.”  Province, September 12 and 16 1907.      
26 (Confidential) Wilfrid Laurier to Grey, September 16 1907, and Wilfrid Laurier to Grey, September 19 
1907, both in MG 27 IIB2 Vol. 2, LAC; Grey to Elgin, September 18 1907, MG 27 IIB2 Vol. 14, LAC; 
Province, September 19 1907; Diary of W. L. Mackenzie King, September 19, 1907, 262, available at 
www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/databases/king; Province, September 19 1907; World, September  23 and 25 
1907. 
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The 4th Earl Grey Papers at Durham University offer unmatched insight into Grey’s 

private correspondence on the Indian issue.  In a private and confidential letter to a friend, Grey 

observed, as had Laurier, that Indians were “still more unpopular than the Japs” in Vancouver.  

Grey later opined that the Monteagle and the Indians who had fled from Bellingham were 

reigniting the tensions in Vancouver that had caused the riot.  Writing on behalf of himself and 

Laurier, Grey confided to John Morley, India’s Secretary of State, that “the Hindu difficulty 

alarms us more” than Japanese immigration.  If the “Hindu inflow” was caused, not by vigorous 

campaigning by steamship companies, but by the “startling contrast” between the wages of India 

and B.C, the flood of South Asians would continue “until the people in their fear as to the results 

of this invasion raise the dykes against all Asiatics.”  He concluded that, “the only way out of the 

difficulty that I can see” was for India to “to take a leaf out of the book” of Japan and prohibit 

emigration without a passport.27   

Laurier continued to stall on the issue, hoping that India would soon restrict its own 

emigration.  In early October, reverting to the now well-established argument that South Asians 

were unsuited to Canada’s climate, he ordered the Immigration Branch to prepare a request that 

India limit passports for labourers.  Thomas R. McInnes, a secret agent for the Immigration 

Branch, echoed the climate argument in a confidential report to Oliver, which detailed the views 

of Dr. Munro and other officials, the AEL, and six resident South Asians, which the agent had 

collected during the agent’s recent visit to the coast.  According to Jensen, McInnes’ findings 

were “probably an accurate reflection of the prejudices of British Columbians toward Asians.”  

While he found that employers wanted more cheap labour, the American exclusionists currently 

in B.C., who were agitating against South Asians, increased McInnes’ (and Laurier’s) concern 

                                                      
27 (Private and Confidential) Grey to Colonel Sir Claude Macdonald, British Embassy, Tokio [sic], October 
1 1907, and Grey to John Morley, October 1 1907, 2, both in 4th Earl Grey Papers File GRE-B 210-7, 
Durham University Library. 
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that hostility towards South Asians could expand to the Japanese, who would fight back in the 

event of another riot.  Like Scott, McInnes opined that the South Asians were “physically unfit” 

for B.C.’s climate,” and added that despite press reports of Indian criminality, city records 

indicated that Indians were “remarkably inoffensive and peaceable, getting into trouble far more 

frequently with health officers than with the police.”28  

McInnes also reported Dr. Munro’s belief that many South Asians would die of 

tuberculosis over the winter, due to exposure to the cold and the lack of adequate food and 

clothing.  According to Munro, Filipino sawmill workers had brought the disease to Seattle four 

years ago, and over two hundred from that group had died from it; Munro forecast a similar fate 

for Vancouver’s South Asians.  McInnes thus recommended that Canada adopt a similar 

examination to the U.S. Vancouver office, which “subject[ed] all Hindus and Japanese to a very 

stringent medical inspection.” This would “prevent the steamship companies dumping the more 

squalid misery of India in increasing proportions upon our Coast.”  The suggestion was 

predicated on the idea that the Indian arrivals were either ill or weak.  However, McInnes himself 

admitted that U.S. officials passed 118 of 133 Indians who had applied to enter from Vancouver 

in the past three months.  If these men were indeed unfit to work, how could most have passed 

two inspections, one to first enter Canada, and another particularly “stringent” test to enter the U. 

S.?  Nevertheless, Jensen has shown that McInnes’ findings increased Laurier’s apprehension 

about the South Asian situation.  The report also convinced Grey of the desirability of South 

Asian exclusion; as he informed Laurier, he hoped that McInnes’ “apparently accurate diagnosis 

                                                      
28 See King’s recollection of Laurier’s views in Diary of W.L. Mackenzie King, September 28 1907, 2104; 
see also Wilfrid Laurier to Grey, October 1 1907, CO 42 Vol. 913, LAC; Wilfrid Laurier Memrandumo for 
W. W. Cory, October 1 1907, MG 26-G C-853, Vol. 482, LAC; Jensen, 71-72; (Very Confidential) Report 
of W. E. B. McInnes [pseudonym- writer’s real name was Thomas R. McInnes] to Frank Oliver, October 2, 
1907, 7, 9, and 15, RG 25 G1 Vol. 1138 File 1914 40 C, LAC.   
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of the whole situation” would finally convince India to restrict its emigration.29             

Erika Lee describes U.S. Chinese exclusion as an “institution” that legally affirmed racial 

categories.  As a general account of state gate-keeping against foreign nationals, this depiction 

offers a useful framework for understanding medical inspection ideologies and practices.  Lee 

explains that the institution’s principles and operational systems “dehumanized and criminalized” 

immigrants to America in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, by branding them 

“‘inassimilable,’” “‘undesirable,’” and “‘diseased.’”  The same process occurred in B.C., where 

popular discourse helped to crystallize these definitions and firmly anchor them to South Asians.  

After Munro in October deported two “indigents” back to India – the first South Asians to be 

deported from Canada – Rudyard Kipling, the famous British writer who was in Vancouver, 

stated that he had “come six thousand miles” to study Canada’s South Asian problem. Speaking 

extemporaneously, he opined that the B.C. climate likely made South Asians “more timid and 

weak than is their wont,” which appeared to justify Munro’s actions in deporting the men.30     

The S.S. Tartar, one of the last vessels to bring South Asians to Canada in large numbers, 

arrived at Vancouver on October 9th.  Before the ship anchored, Dr. Munro cabled Ottawa for 

instructions on how to examine the passengers.  There was still no official financial requirement 

for Indian immigrants, but Laurier personally instructed Scott, who was still in Vancouver, to 

assist Munro in rejecting Indians who might become public charges.  Accordingly, on Scott’s last 

day in Vancouver, he informed his superiors that Munro had rejected 75 of the 518 S. S. Tartar 

Indians for disease or physical unfitness, and another 106 for being likely to become a public 

charge.  It is very possible that many of the Tartar passengers rejected for physical reasons were 

                                                      
29 “Report of W. E. B. McInnes,” 9 and 15, RG 25 G1 Vol. 1138 File 1914 40 C, LAC; U. S. officials at 
Vancouver  reported to McInnes that from July 1 to July 24, 82 of 84 men applying to the U.S. had passed 
examination, while from July 25 to August 24, 131 out of 154 passed, and from August 25 to September 
24, 118 out of 133 passed; Jensen, 72; Grey to Laurier, November 16 1907, MG 27 IIB2 Vol. 2, LAC. 
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not ill but were merely recovering from the effects of a remarkably difficult ocean crossing.  As 

the World recalled, a strong wind during the voyage had delayed the vessel’s arrival in Vancouver 

by five days.  Further, the news article indicated that the men suffered from both from the cold 

and from seasickness, which likely explained their “worn and haggard appearance when they 

landed this morning.”31 

Pahan Singh, one of the S. S. Tartar passengers rejected because he was deemed likely to 

become a public charge because he lacked sufficient funds and was assessed to have a “defective 

physique,” launched a legal appeal against Munro’s decision to deport him.  Singh, who had 

arrived with $10, argued that Munro and Scott had not given him the chance to explain how he 

would avoid destitution.  A federal judge surprised the Immigration Branch by ruling that Singh 

had not been given a fair hearing, and he was released into Canada on a writ of habeas corpus 

three months later.  The father of Kartar Singh Ghag, a participant in Simon Fraser’s Indo-

Canadian Oral History Project, likely arrived on this voyage of the Tartar.  In his 1984 interview, 

Ghag recalled that his father had told him that the men in his group had felt particularly 

“harassed” by immigration officials when they arrived in Vancouver.  Immigration officials 

scrutinized the men carefully for trachoma, and later deported several for having the disease.32     

Kartar Singh Nawanchand’s autobiographical account offers a very different perspective 

on medical examination at Vancouver in 1907.  Nawanchand likely arrived with Ghag on the S.S. 

                                                                                                                                                              
30 Lee, 22; World, October 3 1907.  The two men were deported for being too old to work, and in the case 
of one man, for having an eye condition; Province, October 4 1907; World, October 5 and 7 1907.  
31 (Telegram) W. W. Cory to Wilfrid Laurier, October 5 1907 [repeats Munro’s telegram], and (Telegram) 
Wilfrid Laurier to W. W. Cory, October 5 1907, MG 26-G C-853 Vol. 482, LAC; Manitoba Free Press, 
October 7 1907;  (Telegram) W. D. Scott to W. W. Cory, October 10 1907,  RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 
Pt. 1, LAC; World, October 10 1907.     
32 MacDonnell, Henderson and Jones to A. S. Munro, December 3 1907, RG 76 Vol. 491 File 759510, 
LAC, and “Individual Cases regarding East Indian Immigration to Canada” (ND), 1, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 
536999 Pt. 4; “English transcript of Kartar Singh Ghag Interview (Interview in Panjabi), by Gurcharn S. 
Basran and B. Singh Bolaria, June 6 1984, B.C, Indo-Canadian Oral History Collection, Simon Fraser 
University, available at http://westbeyondthewest.ca (hereafter Indo-Canadian Oral History Collection, 
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Tartar.  In Hong Kong he bought a ticket to Vancouver because he heard that B.C. medical 

inspections were less strict than those at San Francisco.  Passengers were twice examined by the 

ship’s doctors, though some who failed still came aboard after bribing the vessel’s commanders.  

Upon reaching Vancouver, passengers wore their best clothing to the Immigration office at the 

pier, where a physician, most likely Munro, checked their eyes, and in some cases their clothing.  

After his inspection, Nawanchand was locked in a room, and since the interpreter had not arrived, 

he was enlisted to translate questions about diseases and Indian customs, including polygamy.  

The stenographer put medicine in his eyes and told him to get follow-up treatment in Vancouver.  

If he could not find a doctor, she instructed him to return to the port for a free treatment.  She 

asked him to keep in touch, and that he should come back to the pier if he needed her help.33                     

In October, a physician visiting Vancouver appeared to validate Dr. Munro’s medical 

rejection of an unprecedented number of Indians from the S. S. Tartar.  Wilfred G. Fralick, a 

Queen’s University-educated doctor whom the World called “one of the most noted New York 

physicians,” declared to a World reporter that poor health was the “greatest menace” of Asian 

immigration because of the Asian susceptibility to disease.  Fralick warned that Canada should 

bar Asians or, at the very least, strengthen inspections at B.C. ports.  The World neglected to 

mention Fralick’s highly unorthodox ideas on germ theory.  In 1901, Fralick had demonstrated a 

“new cure” for tuberculosis that “remove[ed] every trace of bacteria” from a person’s system.  A 

culmination of seven years of research, the cure called for injecting a “clear and colorless liquid” 

into a patient to flush out bacteria.  This method failed to produce significant results, despite 

Fralick’s declaration that it “must succeed, or the whole germ theory is false.”  Yet World editor  

Taylor championed Fralick’s 1907 assertions, adding that Asians were “impervious to modern 

                                                                                                                                                              
Simon Fraser University). 
33 M. Gundar Singh, ed., Amrik Vich Hindustanee (Vancouver: M. G. Singh Publisher, 1976), 42-45. Mr. 
Pooni of Vancouver orally translated this text for me from Gurmukhi.  Two Kartar Singhs came on the 
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ideas of sanitation” and carried “the oriental pestilence” of bubonic plague.34  

Taylor likely focused on plague because of a September outbreak of that disease in San 

Francisco.  Nayan Shah explains that San Francisco’s first plague outbreak ended in that city in 

early 1904, and was reportedly linked to an Asian carrier.  However, one of two Europeans with 

plague appeared to have reintroduced the disease a year after the city’s catastrophic 1906 

earthquake. This outbreak lasted over eighteen months and produced 78 (mainly white) 

fatalities.35  While this second epidemic did not originate with San Francisco’s Asians, or largely 

affect that group, in late October the province of B.C. legislated that ‘all sick Chinese, Japanese, 

Sikhs or other Orientals must send or give notice of their illness” to their district’s “Health 

Officer or Police Constable.”  This was the first provincial order on plague prevention.  

Interestingly, in late October, when Underhill initiated a search for plague in city wharves and 

Asian residences, his team began not by searching Chinatown, but with a visit to the Vancouver’s 

“Hindoo quarters,” where he found no trace of the disease.36   

After stalling on the issue for over a year, Frank Oliver finally moved to restrict South 

Asian immigration in October.  With the McInnes report in hand, Oliver asked Grey to approve a 

revision to the Immigration Act that would curb Indian immigration.  Oliver argued that the past 

fourteen months of South Asian immigration was causing “considerable alarm” for both the 

community’s health and its labour concerns.  In particular, he cited the following evidence from 

Scott’s first-hand report on the Tartar:    

 

                                                                                                                                                              
Tartar, which carried 536 South Asians. This number is very close to Nawanchand’s estimate.   
34 World, October 10, 15 and 17 1907; Pittsburg Press, August 31 1901; West Gippsland Gazette, 
November 5 1901; See also Wilfred G. Fralick, The Intravenous Infusion Method of Treatment for 
Tuberculosis (Chicago: Windermere Press, 1902).      
35 Shah, Contagious Divides, 150 and 153-155. 
36 “Regulations for Detection and Treatment of a Disease Known as Bubonic Plague,” Approved October 
24, 1907, B.C. Sessional Papers 2nd Session 11th Parliament 1908 (Victoria: Wolfeden, 1908), G 19; 
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The first obstacle in the way of these people is our climate. Last year    
some twenty-five of them died from exposure and this is likely to be  
repeated this year... Then their habits of living are such that they  
cannot be considered as desirable immigrants…people say to me 
that ‘as for the poor Hindoo it would be a mercy to keep him out.’37 

 
 

As I noted in Chapter 2, B. C. death records for 1906 indicate a total of seven South Asian deaths, 

not twenty-five, a maximum of three of which could have resulted from exposure to the elements.  

Despite Scott’s glaring miscalculation, Oliver used this report to recommend requiring all South 

Asians to show $500 upon entry.38      

It has been shown in the introduction that Grey, whose opinion held some influence for 

Laurier and his cabinet, decided to withhold recommending his approval of Oliver’s request until 

he had more information, and the Order was scrapped.  Deputy Minister of Labour W. L. 

Mackenzie King’s arrival in Vancouver in late October delayed this decision.  While King was in 

Vancouver investigating the riot, Laurier ordered him to also begin a Royal Commission inquiry 

into the causes of Asian migration to Canada.  King interviewed six South Asians at Vancouver 

who had been rejected and were awaiting deportation, one of whom became King’s first 

informant in his official report.  King also interviewed fifteen Indians in the Commission’s 

regular sittings, which began shortly after two South Asians escaped from the Vancouver 

immigrant detention hospital, embarrassing Dr. Munro and probably reaffirming to King the 

urgency of the situation.  These consultations confirmed Laurier’s suspicion that steamship 

companies were at least partly responsible for the recent South Asian influx, a point later 

confirmed in testimony recorded in the Indo-Canadian Oral History Project.  Gurbachan Singh 

                                                                                                                                                              
World, October 26 and 28 1907. 
37 Frank Oliver to Grey, October 27 1907, 1-2, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 2, LAC; Scott’s original 
report is missing, but it is quoted it in “Memorandum, W. D. Scott to W. W. Cory, November 23 1911,” 
RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 4, LAC.   
38 Frank Oliver to Grey, October 27 1907, 3-5, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 2, LAC.  
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Johal stated that his father sailed for Vancouver in 1907 because a man, presumably representing 

a steamship company, had come to his village in India, disseminating propaganda about B.C.  

This convinced over two hundred men from Johal’s village to go to Canada that year.39   

For the Laurier government, King’s most useful observation was that every South Asian 

who came to Canada changed ship at either Hong Kong or Yokohama because no direct passage 

from India existed.  Jensen explains that this seemingly small detail was what “provided the 

Canadian ministers with an idea for stopping Indian immigration.”  Indeed, only two months after 

King completed his investigation, Canada passed its first Order in Council that stopped Indian 

immigration by obliging all immigrants to arrive by continuous journey from their residence or 

country of origin.40   

As Vancouver officials awaited this exclusion order, Underhill continued to monitor 

South Asian housing.  The reports of his health inspectors indicate that many of the city’s Indians 

did live in unhygienic conditions.  One inspector’s summary of these 1907 visits offers valuable 

insight into the city’s extensive surveillance of Indian-occupied properties on Water, Main, 

Cordova, and Hastings Streets.  This undated report very likely details work conducted in early 

November, after the province’s enactment of special measures to prevent plague in Asian 

dwellings.  Underhill and his team of seven assistants found that many of the Indian-occupied 

dwellings had outdoor commodes, shoddy plumbing, and inadequate sites for food preparation, 

all infractions that were “a serious menace to Health.”  The worst locations were near the 

                                                      
39 (Secret) Grey to Elgin, November 11 1907, 1, RG 7 G10 Vol. 13 January to December 1907, LAC; W. L. 
M. King, Report of Royal Commission into the Methods by Which Oriental Labourers Have Been Induced 
to Come to Canada (Ottawa: King’s Printer, 1908), 11, 75, 76 and 80; World, November 3 1907; 
“Individual Cases regarding East Indian Immigration to Canada” (ND), 1, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 
4; Witness No. 1’ss age and finances indicate that he was the man described in World, November 3 1907; 
Transcript of Gurbachan Singh Johal Interview (English Translation), B. Singh Bolaria, January 1 1985, in 
Indo Canadian Oral History Collection, Simon Fraser University, available at http://westbeyondthewest.ca     
40 Jensen, 75; See W. L. M. King’s transshipment observation in Report of Royal Commission into the 
Methods by Which Oriental Labourers Have Been Induced to Come to Canada…, 11, 75, 76 and 80.         
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Carnegie Library on Hastings, where forty men resided in “indescribable” conditions, and on 

Main Street, where thirty more lived near old City Hall.  The inspectors evicted the latter group, 

forcing them to move to South Vancouver and Cambie Street, “where a goodly number” still 

lived at the time of the report.41           

The World publicized the results of the inspections in the front-page article “Hindoo 

Houses Were Unsanitary,” which praised the city’s health authorities for their “vigilance in 

connection with the bubonic plague scare.”  Two South Asians had been fined $10 plus expenses 

for violating health ordinances at the over-populated ‘Maple Leaf’ boarding house and at a 

Fairview house.  A health inspector reported that the men who lived at the ‘Maple Leaf’ “live[d] 

more as beasts than as human beings.”  Regardless of these living conditions, inspectors found no 

trace of bubonic plague in these or any South Asian residences in the city.  However, the 

inflammatory tone of this article exemplifies the type of panicked hyperbole that Grey described 

on the 11th to Lord Elgin, the Colonial Secretary in London.  According to Grey, Laurier feared 

that any new arrivals from India would put “a lighted match to a lot of explosive material – 

mainly of American manufacture, knocking about Vancouver.”  Grey secretly revealed to Elgin 

that he had delayed approving Oliver’s $500 requirement for Indians because it explicitly 

discriminated against a class of British subjects.  Though he believed that the men were “not 

suited physically” for Canada, he still hoped that India would preempt the need for Canadian 

legislation.  Grey later warned Elgin that the arrival of another ship of Indians would only 

heighten tensions in the city.42 

 Laurier, like Grey, had remained hopeful throughout 1907 that Canada and India could 

                                                      
41 “Report of Inspector J. Hynes, N.D.,” 1-2, City Records, Series 101, Health Inspectors ca 1895-1911, 
VCA. 
42 World, November 9 1907.  There is no record of bubonic plague in B.C. during this period; see Roy, A 
White Man’s Province, 35; Grey to Elgin, November 11 1907, MG 27 IIB2 Vol. 14, LAC and (Secret) 
(Telegram) Grey to Elgin, November 11 1907, RG 7 G10 Vol. 13, LAC; Grey to Elgin, November 14 
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find a diplomatic alternative to exclusion.  While such an arrangement would likely be better 

received in India than an outright exclusion measure, it would also resolve the problem Grey had 

mentioned to Elgin: unlike other Asians, South Asians were British subjects, which meant barring 

them solely on the basis of citizenship was nearly impossible.  After the British colony of Natal in 

South Africa in 1897 barred Indian workers, Australia’s 1901 Immigration Restriction Act had 

circumvented this imperial issue by forcing all prospective Asian immigrants, including South 

Asians, to pass a highly difficult dictation test, but it has been mentioned above that, since 1898, 

Laurier had vetoed a series of similar “Natal” acts with literacy clauses passed by B.C.’s 

legislature.  According to Jensen, Laurier’s initial reluctance to explore non-diplomatic options, 

which was evidenced in the fact that he had not asked Oliver for a draft exclusion bill until 

October 1907, stemmed from the fact that the main “keys” to his leadership style were “unity” 

and “caution in changes.”  Deputy Minister of Labour King and others who were “full of nervous 

reform energy” in Laurier’s administration “disapproved” of the Prime Minister’s careful 

approach, though by 1906 Laurier was slowly changing his position to reflect the fact that his 

Party had to appeal to the nation’s workers and trade unionists to stay in power.43  

Grey’s prediction to Elgin was realized in part, when, in December, the World decried the 

arrival of over one hundred more South Asians aboard the S. S. Monteagle in December, a 

number that would not have received front-page press coverage earlier in the year.  Enforcing his 

recent policy of executive restriction, Dr. Munro rejected 40 of the men for reasons of disease or 

insufficient funds.  However, not all of these men were sent away. As Peter H. Bryce, the 

Department of the Interior’s Chief Medical Officer, reminded Munro at the end of November, the 

Immigration Branch’s policy at this time was to allow prospective immigrants, including Asians, 

                                                                                                                                                              
1907, 2-3, MG 27 IIB2 Vol. 14, LAC. 
43 Kelley and Trebilcock, 147; Jensen, 60-61. 



 

 104 

to pay for the medical treatment of curable diseases in the Vancouver Detention Hospital.  Since 

some individuals left Asia healthy but were “accidentally affected on board ship during their long 

voyage,” Bryce felt that it would be unfair to deport those willing to pay for treatment.  This 

policy presumably allowed some South Asians to be landed after treatment, as several landed on 

the 16th.44  

The S. S. Monteagle was the last ship to bring South Asians to Canada in large numbers 

before legislative exclusion.  The Canadian Cabinet’s decision to enforce a rule that required that 

immigrants arrive via continuous journey from their homeland, initially ordered as a temporary 

measure, effectively barred Indian immigrants to a degree unmatched by legislation against any 

other Asian group.  Chinese immigrants could still pay a head tax, and a small number of 

Japanese were allowed to emigrate to Canada as part of an annual quota.  Though the South Asian 

immigration issue was raised twice in the House of Commons in December 1907,45 Indian 

exclusion passed with virtually no Parliamentary discussion on January 8th, 1908.  The father-in-

law of my informant number 3 arrived on the S. S. Monteagle just before South Asian exclusion. 

Since Indian nationals were not permitted to bring their immediate families to Canada until the 

end of the First World War, this immigrant, like many others, was forced to wait more than a 

decade to return to India to marry and bring his wife to Canada in 1921.46   

This chapter has shown how anti-Asian activism on both sides of the B.C.-Washington 

border in 1907, which was exacerbated in part by the arrival of almost one thousand South Asians 

aboard a single vessel in the same week of the riots, impelled the Canadian government to finally 

take drastic action on the “Hindu” issue.  Though Laurier had begun 1907 by opposing union 

                                                      
44 World, December 3 1907; P. H. Bryce to A. S. Munro, November 20 1907, RG 76 Vol. 331 File 330483 
Pt. 5, LAC; see December 16 arrivals from the Monteagle in Canadian Government Original Data 
Passenger Lists 1865-1935 Miscellaneous Publications T-479-T-14939.   
45 See Debates of the Canadian House of Commons, 10th Can Parliament, 4th Session, Vol. 1, December 4 
1907, 177, and Ibid, December 16 1907, 692. 
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accusations that South Asians were physically unsuited for Canadian labour and social 

conditions, by year’s end he realized the necessity of adopting the labour position.  Laurier, 

Oliver, Grey, and especially King used aspects of the now-popular health and climate arguments 

to justify exclusion, a position echoed and reinforced by B.C. federal representatives, press 

editors, and others who argued that South Asians could not assimilate into Canadian society.  The 

resulting Order in Council P.C. 920, which was originally introduced as a temporary measure to 

be used until Canada or Britain could convince India to limit passports to Indian subjects, 

virtually halted South Asian immigration and clearly indicated the Canadian position against 

Indian settlement in the country.  The next chapter demonstrates that, when this position was 

challenged several times over the next six years, Canadian officials continued to employ the 

health and climate arguments to maintain exclusion.  These efforts culminated in a secret plan to 

use non-standard health screening to answer a high-profile challenge to South Asian exclusion in 

1914.       

                                                                                                                                                              
46 “Transcript of Author Interview with Informant No.3,” 1, July 9, 2010, Vancouver, B.C.  
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Chapter 4  

   “Keeping Our Race Pure and Clean”:                                            
Legislating and Enforcing Exclusion, 1908-1914 

 
I do not feel like letting my children out of my yard.  Who can tell whether in their  

 childish innocence, they might not wander into the hovels of these people and   
 contract some fearsome disease?” 
                                                                                        - W.T. Campbell, February 16 1912.1  

 
 …although at first I was strongly prejudiced against them I lost this prejudice after 

 thousands of them had passed through my hands…I refer in particular to the Sikhs  
 and I am not exaggerating in the least when I say that they were 100 per cent cleaner  
 in their habits and freer from disease than the European steerage….   
                                                                                          - E. H. Lawson, M.D., Sept. 25 1913. 2  
 
  

On January 8th 1908, Wilfrid Laurier’s government finally excluded South Asian 

immigrants with P.C. 920, an Order in Council prohibiting the admission of any immigrant who 

had not arrived in Canada by continuous journey from their land of birth or citizenship, along 

with a second order which significantly increased the money qualification for Asian immigrants. 3   

The continuous journey regulation, which was impossible for Indian residents to meet, virtually 

ended South Asian migration to Canada.  This chapter explores the link between continuing anti-

Indian activism in B.C. and the government’s decision to maintain exclusion between 1908 and 

1914 in the face of several challenges to the legality and necessity of P.C. 920.   Though several 

hundred South Asians circumvented exclusion in 1908 and 1913 by finding technical flaws in the 

order, this legislation essentially remained in effect even after religious and community 

organizations in central Canada began petitioning the government in 1911 for a relaxation of 

                                                      
1 W. T. Campbell quoted in Vancouver Sun, February 16 1912. 
2 E.H. Lawson, MD, Highland, Alberta, Letter to the Victoria Daily Colonist, September 25 1913. 
3 “Government of Canada, Privy Council Orders 920 and 926, January 8 1908.”  The money qualification 
only applied to South Asians, as Chinese and Japanese were restricted by separate legislation.  Parnaby and 
Kealey explain that this “selective travel restriction” was “legally dubious, but politically sly.”  Jensen adds 
that it was “carefully worded to avoid express discrimination against British Indian subjects,” which gave 
Laurier time to work out a diplomatic arrangement with India.  Parnaby and Kealey, 224; Jensen, 75. 
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exclusion.  In 1914, the federal government defeated the most significant challenge to P.C. 920 

when a B.C. court maintained the exclusion of virtually all South Asians aboard the charter vessel 

S. S. Komagata Maru.  The popularly theorized link between South Asians and disease offered a 

convenient answer to this challenge and a means by which to uphold P.C. 920 for decades 

following its introduction.   

 Previous chapters have demonstrated that the South Asian disease thesis was rooted in 

community-centred notions of emergent and emerging understandings of racial hierarchy and the 

link between race and physical labour potential, the association between poverty and 

uncleanliness, and the notion that South Asians, like certain other immigrant groups, had left their 

home country to escape disease.  From the early arrival of Indian immigrants at B.C. ports until 

the group’s exclusion in early 1908, some immigration gatekeepers, including some medical 

inspectors at B.C. ports, genuinely believed that South Asians threatened population health or 

were physically unsuited to hard labour in a cold climate.  Others, however, and especially those 

in labour circles, merely used the disease thesis to mask racist sentiment or concern over South 

Asian labour competition.   Despite the fact that some questioned the argument’s legitimacy, its 

popularity among B.C. residents provided officials with a compelling reason for exclusion.  This 

chapter demonstrates that Immigration Branch officials, elected representatives, trade unionists, 

reporters, editors and others adopted, reinforced, and deployed this argument to justify 

maintaining exclusion and restricting the rights of resident South Asians, during the years 

between the enactment of P.C. 920 and the arrival of a major challenge to exclusion in 1914.  In 

so doing, the chapter explains how the continuing popularity and employment of the disease 

thesis maintained the theory that South Asians imposed a uniquely dangerous threat to the fabric 

of B.C. society.   

Chapters 2 and especially 3 have shown why South Asian immigration, and the resulting 
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theory of South Asian “otherness,” came at a critical juncture in the history of immigration to 

B.C.  The September 1907 riots in Bellingham and Vancouver had proven two things.  First, as it 

will be seen in Chapter 6, Britain’s negligible reaction to serious crimes against hundreds of 

Indians on September 4th when Bellingham residents (and officials) chased them from American 

soil indicated that the British and Indian governments would not protect the interests of South 

Asians in North America.  Second, official correspondence between Grey and others after the 

Vancouver anti-Asian riot revealed that British and Canadian federal authorities were seriously 

concerned that further immigration from India would increase agitation in B.C. against the 

thousands of Japanese residents of that province.  As Grey pointed out in a private letter to a 

colleague in November, “Sir Wilfrid is genuinely alarmed…[that more] Hindus [arriving] in B. C. 

either from across the Seas, or as refugees from oppression in the U.S., may precipitate another 

outbreak in Vancouver.”  Further, the Japanese, who had chased rioters out of their quarters in the 

Vancouver Riot of September 7th, might respond with even greater force in the event of a second 

anti-Asian riot in the city.  Since the result of another riot could “bring on trouble between 

Canada and Japan,” Grey and Laurier agreed that it was necessary to stop South Asian 

immigration in order to preserve good relations with the Japanese.4 

Herein lay the need for P.C. 920, which carefully excluded South Asians without 

affecting the token Japanese immigrant quota Laurier’s government also put in place in 1908 to 

appease Japan’s government.  The near-absence of documentation on the evolution of P.C. 920 

makes it difficult to prove that it was specifically introduced to bar Indians.  However, 

retrospective statements made by Minister of the Interior Frank Oliver and others offer 

compelling evidence that South Asians were the legislation’s intended target.  In April 1908, 

                                                      
4 Grey to Elgin, November 11 1907 and November 14 1907, MG 27 IIB2 Grey Vol. 14, LAC; see also 
(Secret) Grey to Elgin, November 11 1907 (different letter from above), RG 7 G10 Vol. 13 File January to 
December 1907, LAC. 
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Oliver informed a British official that because popular opinion in B.C. regarding Asian 

immigration was “aggravated and had to be dealt with,” both P.C. 920 and 926 had been drafted 

in late 1907 “to keep out as many of those we do not want as possible.”  Similarly, in a 1914 

article, Superintendent of Immigration W. D. Scott stated that the legislation was passed because 

“the counsels of the advocates of ‘A White Canada’ finally prevailed.”  Finally, Henry Herbert 

Stevens, the federal Member of Parliament for Vancouver, candidly revealed in 1923 that “this 

Order-in-Council was passed some years ago to prevent Hindus coming to Canada from Hong 

Kong and other Asiatic points.”  First elected in 1911, Stevens was not involved in the 1908 

Order’s passage, but his deep involvement in Asian immigration issues would have made him 

privy to the rationality behind it.5      

The first South Asians ordered deported under the continuous journey regulation arrived 

from Fiji in mid-February 1908.  Oliver, anticipating more on other vessels destined for B.C., 

wired both Drs. Milne and Munro requiring Indians to have through tickets, and ordering that 

provisions for exclusion for “helath [sic] or character are to be rigidly enforced” on all South 

Asians.  Matters were complicated when B.C passed its most recent ‘Natal Act’ requiring Asians 

admitted to Canada to pass a language test.  160 South Asians who arrived on the S. S. Monteagle 

in late February were the first to face this test, after first being held at William Head quarantine 

station near Victoria because a Chinese passenger had smallpox.  After all the Indians were 

cleared, Munro released those who could show through tickets from Calcutta, and under the 

provincial Natal Act these men were immediately held without bail in the provincial courthouse.  

The Immigration Branch ordered the other Indians deported; Grey informed Elgin that while 

Laurier regretted this development, he “realizes the consequences of an attack upon Hindu 

                                                      
5 Frank Oliver to Lord Strathcona, April 8, 1908, 1-2, RG 25 Vol. 200 File 117-93 to 119-95, LAC; W. D. 
Scott, “The Immigration By Races” (1914), reprinted in Thorner and Frohn-Nielson, 83; H. H. Stevens to 
Mrs. M. Barber of the Anti-Asiatic League, February 7 1923, 1, MG 27 III B 9 Vol. 191 File Oriental 
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arrivals by Van rioters would be still more serious.”6     

The practical application of the continuous journey provision was initially tricky, as 

officials struggled to apply it to all ethnic groups.  Indeed, in January, Munro rejected a German 

immigrant traveling from Australia.  Laurier later admitted in Parliament that this rejection was 

“carrying a good principle a little too far.”  Secret agent Thomas R. McInnes, who advised 

Laurier that Europeans arriving from Japan had also been denied entry, similarly opined that the 

Order “was never intended to be enforced in this absurd manner.”  In Britain’s Parliament the 

opposition thrice forced Secretary of State Winston Churchill, and Secretary of State for India 

John Morley, to admit the order’s failings, including its general application to all nationalities.7    

Grey privately asked Morley to keep Indians out of “our icebox” by agreeing to withhold 

Indian passports.  Grey argued that exclusion was necessary because “the law of common 

humanity like that of the public health must prevail!”  In the meantime, McInnes warned Oliver 

that steamship companies might soon begin selling through tickets from Calcutta to circumvent 

exclusion, a prediction shared by Vancouver’s press.  A noteworthy editorial cartoon portrayed 

Laurier as Canute, the 11th Century English King who tried to stop the ocean’s tide with his 

words.  In the cartoon, “King Canute Laurier” held a stick with “Order in Council” written on it 

and asked a wave depicting the “Hindu Invasion” to “keep back.” The caption read: “But the 

Cruel Waves Rolled On.”8     

                                                                                                                                                              
Immigration 1923. 
6 World, February 12, 15, 25, 27 and March  3 and 5 1908; Province, February 26 1908 and March 3 1908; 
Frank Oliver to L. M. Fortier, February 18 1908, and L. M. Fortier to G. L. Milne, February 18 1908, RG 
76 Vol. 474 File 729921 Pt. 1, LAC; Frank Oliver to G. L. Milne, February 28 1908, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 
536999 Pt. 2; Grey to Elgin, March 3 1908, MG 27 IIB2 Vol. 14, LAC. 
7 Debates of the Canadian House of Commons, 10th Parliament, 4th Session, Vol. 3, March 24 1908, 5490; 
(Personal) W. E. B. McInnes (pseudonym for Thomas R. McInnes) to Wilfrid Laurier, March 24 1908,  
MG 26-G C-860, Vol. 511, 1-2, LAC and McInnes to Wilfrid Laurier, March 25 1908, CO 42 Vol. 918, 
LAC; Jensen, 77-78; United Kingdom Parliamentary Debates 3rd Session, 28th Parliament Vol. 4 March 23 
1908, 1050; United Kingdom Parliamentary Debates…, March 24 1908, 1206 and March 25 1908, 1404. 
8 (Private) Grey to John Morley, March 23 1908, 2, 4th Earl Grey Papers File GRE-B 210-7, Durham 
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Shortly after a B.C. Supreme Court justice declared B.C.’s Natal Act invalid in March 

and freed 18 South Asian provincial prisoners, the Court ruled that the continuous journey order 

was worded imprecisely and was thus technically inoperative in its current form.  The 

Immigration Branch was forced to liberate over 150 South Asians in the Dominion detention 

shed, and Oliver responded by immediately introduced a revised version of the Order in the 

House of Commons.   The Vancouver press was largely skeptical of the new bill, which was very 

similar to the first version.  A Province editorial cartoon depicted a turbaned head coming 

through a wall into the province, pushing out the broken planks of the ‘Order in Council.’  After 

Ontario Conservative John Graham Haggart, the only Member to oppose the bill, warned against 

drawing “a colour line,” Vancouver’s R. G. MacPherson ended the debate by stating that “I 

would rather draw the colour line now than draw it fifty years later.”  American history had 

shown that it could take “years of fighting” and millions of dollars to resolve a race issue.9      

  That the Indian issue had become Canada’s own race problem shows the pervasiveness of 

B.C.’s anti-Indian racism by 1908.  Timothy Stanley explains that ideologies like racism “can and 

do” become organized into “social practices and material arrangements,” which then “make the 

logics of these ideas appear all then more convincing and self-evident.”  Michel Foucault and 

others define this process as a “discursive formation,” yet Stanley expands the term to include 

“material consequences and arrangements” and also “symbolic processes of representation and 

the circulation of meanings.”  Staney thus magnifies the “discursive formation” of anti-Asian 

racism in B.C. to prove that it became “a texture of life.”  In her review of this approach and 

Stanley’s overall argument, Paula Hastings affirms the validity of Stanley’s interpretation of 

                                                                                                                                                              
University Library; (Confidential) McInnes to Frank Oliver, March 14, 1908, 2, CO 42 Vol. 918, LAC; 
Province, March 18 1908. 
9 World, March 13 1908 and Province, March 14 1908; World, March 24 1908; Province, March 25 1908; 
Debates of the Canadian House of Commons, 10th Parliament, 4th Session, Vol. 3, April 8 1908, 6431-6435, 
6436, and 6441-4. 
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racism as a key “social configuration” within B.C.’s “explicitly European (and largely British) 

masculinist project to establish dominance within the province.”10  By expanding Stanley’s 

discursive formation theory of racism to South Asians, it can be shown that Canada’s legislative 

South Asian exclusion was the direct outcome of a sustained and highly vocal two-year campaign 

built upon the principle of South Asian racial “otherness.”11   

A majority consensus of both the ruling Liberal and opposing Conservative parties 

resulted in the codification of the second continuous journey Order on April 10th 1908, which 

required immigrants to come direct from the land of their “nativity and citizenship.”  A version of 

the provision remained in the Immigration Act until 1947.  The new act widened the 

government’s exclusionary power to bar, for example, a prospective immigrant of Indian ancestry 

born in Hong Kong.12  Laurier could not have anticipated the astounding success of the 

continuous journey legislation – indeed, only about one hundred Indians entered Canada between 

1908 and 1915 – yet he continued to hope for a diplomatic answer to the issue.  In January he 

sent Deputy Minister of Labour W. L. Mackenzie King on a secret mission to Washington D.C.  

In his biography of King, R. MacGregor Dawson explains that in this trip, U.S. President 

Theodore Roosevelt made the highly unusual request that King act as Roosevelt’s emissary in 

London, to ask Britain to convince its Japanese ally to restrict emigration to America.  Roosevelt, 

                                                      
10 Paula Hastings, “Review of Contesting White Supremacy,” Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History, 
13 no. 1 (Spring 2012), 1-2. 
11 This fact necessitates an expansion of Timothy Stanley’s recent argument on B.C.’s anti-Chinese racism, 
which Stanley argues was so widespread and enduring in the province in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries that it became a “texture of life,” a term Stanley borrows this phrase from Hannah Arendt’s 
description of the way in which Nazi Germany’s anti-Semitism pervaded “day to day interactions and 
practices.”  Timothy Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy: School Segregation, Anti-Racism, and the 
Making of Chinese Canadians (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2011), 5-6. 
12 While Kelley and Trebilcock incorrectly state that 2,623 South Asians arrived in Canada in 1908- in fact, 
only 354 came in that year, mostly in the gap between Orders- the authors astutely note that the continuous 
journey provision, in tandem with a renewed Asian requirement of $200, had an instant and profound effect 
upon Indian immigration.  Kelley and Trebilcock, 149; 47 came in January, 10 in February, 275 in March 
and 5 in April, Canadian Government Original Data Passenger Lists 1865-1935 Miscellaneous Publications 
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fearing diplomatic and even military conflict with Japan over the issue, further suggested that 

King advocate a shared Anglo-American policy of excluding Japanese labourers from the U. S. 

and Canada.  Laurier agreed to the plan, despite his reservations about its diplomatic impropriety.  

Since, according to Dawson, Canada “could not possibly announce that King was going to 

England at Roosevelt’s request,” Laurier sent King to London under the guise of conducting a 

royal commission into the causes of Indian immigration.13 

 Even before King left Ottawa, at least one senior Cabinet member believed that the trip 

was pointless.  In his diary, King recalled meeting with Agriculture Minister Sydney A. Fisher, 

who had told him that “as to the India question and Canada, it was doubtful what could be 

accomplished.”14  Fisher rightly predicted that King could not convince India to restrict the 

emigration of its subjects, and thus the Deputy Minister’s subsequent report on his mission 

upheld the need for Canada’s continuous journey order.  The report described his interviews with 

Elgin, Morley and other British and Indian representatives, and India’s assurances that Canada, as 

a self-governing British colony, was justified to control its own immigration.  King’s meetings 

also affirmed the popular Canadian belief that immigrants of Indian extraction were unsuited to 

Canada’s climate, and further had “manners and customs” that would prevent their assimilation.  

In King’s own words, the Canadian position “met with the hearty co-operation of the authorities 

                                                                                                                                                              
T-479-T-14939.  Both Orders underwent court challenges in 1910 and 1914, but the Government re-passed 
them with slight revisions.  
13 R. MacGregor Dawson, William Lyon Mackenzie King: A Political Biography, 1874-1923 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1958), 157-160.  
14 Some scholars have disputed Dawson’s contention that King was royally commissioned to visit London 
because “an ostensible reason for the trip had to be found.”  Most recently, John Price contends that Laurier 
sent King to London in March 1908 in order to influence British and Indian government policy on Indian 
emigration.  The wide scope of King’s meetings on the Indian issue and the breadth of his report suggest 
that Price’s view is the correct one.  Price, 23.  King also failed to achieve Roosevelt’s goal, as Price points 
out that a “hermispheric arrangement on exclusion proved elusive,” because Britain felt that Japan would 
see through and resent Anglo-American policy alignment on the matter.  See also Diary of W. L. M King, 
March 3 1908. 
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in Great Britain and India,” although he received no help on the matter.15    

The B.C. press reception of King’s spring trip to London was mixed.  After prematurely 

announcing King’s success in April, Vancouver World editor L. D. Taylor declared that press 

dispatches gave “B.C. little assurance” that King had accomplished anything.  Possibly for the 

first time in a Vancouver editorial, Taylor admitted that King’s use of the climate argument 

would not work “for the very good reason” that it was “not altogether true.”  Indeed, though 

Bengalis “suffer[ed] terribly” in cold weather, “stories of the evil effects of the climate”  would 

not discourage emigration since virtually all of B.C.’s Indians were the “hardier races from the 

hill country” of the Punjab, and appeared to survive “under conditions of clothing and shelter 

which would put the average white man in hospital.”16  

Despite Taylor’s candor in this instance, his newspaper continued to propagate the notion 

that Canada should bar South Asians for health reasons.  An April cover story publicized an 

ardent warning from R. Aylmer Winearis, a British visitor who was notable to the paper as a Boer 

War veteran from a Canadian regiment.  After the war he had worked as a Transvaal health 

inspector in Durban, where he investigated two bubonic plague outbreaks around 1903.  In this 

capacity Winearis had realized “the serious menace that lurked in the Hindoo immigration.”  One 

outbreak “was traced directly to the Hindoos,” while the second was attributed to blankets 

imported from India.  Durban’s South Asians would not report deaths, which made it “a difficult 

matter to keep a close watch on them,” and “their unsanitary living conditions” spread the 

disease.  Winearis cautioned World readers that since ‘‘India from end to end is reeking with 

disease,” “for your own good they should not be allowed here.” He added that “clever” and 

“cunning” Indians could also overpopulate Canada and control its economy, if given the 
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opportunity.17   

This sentiment appears to have at least partly influenced Winearis’ diatribe against South 

Asian immigration to Canada, as he told the World that “the Indians at that time [1903] 

practically owned the whole of Durban and their hoarded wealth could only be guessed.”18 

Rudyard Kipling made similar observations during his own visit to Vancouver.  Synthesizing one 

of Kipling’s travel diaries from recently published excerpts in Colliers Weekly, the World 

reported that Kipling attributed the South Asian presence in B.C. to “restlessness occasioned in 

India on account of the plague.”  In the full version of his diary entry, which detailed his late 

1907 trip to the Pacific coast, he remarked it would take only “the least little care and attention” 

to make the men excellent workers, although he felt that “Some one ought to tell them not to 

bring their old men with them.”  Another entry, which described his encounter with a group of 

Indian arrivals, recalled they came from Punjab, which the plague had entered “by every road.”19                  

The assumption that the push factor of disease had brought South Asians to B.C. ignored 

the major pull factor of Canadian wages.  Scholars have established that financial prospects 

attracted the vast majority of Canada’s first-wave South Asian immigrants.  Punjabi labourers 

could earn up to $2 a day in the province, ten to fifteen times what they could earn at home.  

                                                                                                                                                              
16 World, April 7 and 9 1908. 
17 According to Maynard Swanson, South Africa’s “sanitation syndrome” of plague prevention in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries asserted that African and Asian urban settlement threatened public 
health.  In the 1870s, Durban unsuccessfully strove to erect a cordon sanitaire between its white and South 
Asian populations, in order to contain what a local paper called Indian ‘breeding haunts and nursery 
grounds of disease, misery and discomfort.’  The city retried in the 1890s to attain, in the mayor’s words, 
“‘the isolation with better hopes of cure of this our social leprosy.’” Swanson argues that the “metaphoric 
equation of ‘coolies’” with disease and poverty “became a steady refrain of white opinion and a 
preoccupation of police and health officers in the South African colonies” well before 1900.  South Asians 
were a “special target” of sanitation efforts, because initially they were the most “obvious intrusive group.” 
World, April 6 1908; Maynard Swanson, “The Sanitation Syndrome: Bubonic Plague and Urban Native 
Policy in the Cape Colony, 1900-09,” Journal of African History, 18 no. 3 (1977): 387-410 and 390-1. 
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Journal of Southern African Studies 21 no. 1 (March, 1995): 19-38; World, April 6 1908.  
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Interviews with descendants of some of these migrants showed that they came to Canada to make 

money, not to flee disease.  One interviewee stated that “opportunity” was the reason his 

grandfather came to Victoria in 1906, while the relative of one of Canada’s current Members of 

Parliament also came for “economic opportunity.”  Period news reports widely publicized this as 

the reason for Indian immigration, including during Kipling’s visit to B.C. in the fall of 1907.20 

Why, then, did Kipling assume that South Asians came to B.C. to escape plague?  

According to medical historian Morton Beiser’s “Sick Immigrant Paradigm,” the notion that 

immigrants were diseased was a prevailing assumption in North American public health discourse 

before the mid-twentieth century.  As it has been shown in the introductory chapter, the theory 

further held that immigrants were the “least well-integrated and perhaps least competent” of their 

home societies, and that Asians and Southern Europeans were the primary culprits of disease 

importation and transmission.  The disease thesis was based on the fact that Europeans had 

brought smallpox, cholera, measles, and other diseases to continent after the 15th century.  Sylvia 

Reitmanova adds that in Canada, as in the U. S., “it was assumed that diseases are often the 

reason which forces immigrants to leave their homelands.”  This assumption, along with the 

belief that migrants routinely carried contagions, “motivated many anti-immigrant public 

policies” in Canada, particularly the 1869 Immigration and 1872 quarantine acts, which legislated 

unprecedented medical scrutiny of immigrants.21        

 Small numbers of South Asians, mainly return visitors, arrived in 1908 despite exclusion.  

In May, Peter H. Bryce, Chief Medical Officer of the Department of the Interior, informed Scott 

that 10 South Asians had been detained for observation in Vancouver along with other Asians.  

Although by June the Vancouver detention hospital no longer treated any immigrants, those with 
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minor illnesses could still pay for private treatment.  During Bryce’s visit to the hospital in June, 

the only patient was one South Asian who had been reported sick by city authorities. After two 

weeks in hospital, the patient was reported to be dying, not from infectious disease, but “probably 

from some internal cancerous growth, or general blood condition.”  Munro later reported to Scott 

that, despite the closure of the hospital, Indians continued to cause “considerable trouble” by 

“constantly coming to the office” for information and help “of every kind.”  Munro may have 

exaggerated the frequency of these visits, as he used them to justify requesting a pay raise to Dr. 

Milne’s level.22  

Throughout the summer, Canadian and British bureaucrats debated the propriety of South 

Asian exclusion from Canada.   J. Obed Smith, Canada’s Superintendent for Emigration in 

London, wondered if the Dominion was “intent upon proving that the only value it sets upon the 

Empire is the obtaining for itself of [Indian] commercial preference?”  Smith opined that 

exclusion might affect Canada’s Imperial trading relationships.  Lionel Curtis, an Oxford-

educated lawyer based in Johannesburg, informed a friend that “there is a certain amount of 

hypocrisy” in Canada’s use of the climate argument.  “On the whole,” he added, “I suspect that 

the Asiatics from the tropics can acclimatize themselves to colder regions better than Europeans 

to tropical regions.”  However, he supported exclusion, arguing that “what we are refusing the 

Indians is the right to the vacant portions of the British Empire;” according to Curtis, “if the 

British Empire means handing over the balance of the habitable globe to Asiatics, it is a vast 

mistake.”23       

                                                                                                                                                              
21 Morton Beiser, “The Health of Immigrants,” S31-S32; Reitmanova, 74-75.  
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In late August, the Province reported that Dr. Munro had begun “a campaign to rid 

Vancouver and New Westminster of sick and indigent Hindus before the advent of winter.”  

Fifteen had already been deported, and ten more were waiting to leave; many of these were 

consumptives whose exposure to the cold of the previous winter had made them “easy victims to 

tuberculosis.”  In reality, only 13 were deported in 1908; some of these left voluntarily, while 

others were expelled as public charges or for entering Canada illegally.  Unfortunately, 

Immigration Branch records offer no clue about whether some, or indeed any, of these men had 

tuberculosis or other diseases.  However, by fall, B.C.’s continuing anti-Indian sentiment 

impelled the Dominion to consider deporting the entire Indian community.  Joan Jensen points 

out that in 1907, Canada had investigated transplanting B.C.’s Indians to Hawaiian sugar 

plantations.  This idea fell through after a sugar company employee met with Indians on the 

Pacific coast; Jensen posits that company officials likely realized that Indians would not be happy 

with Hawaii’s lower wages.24  The same issue caused a similar plan to fail the following year in 

British Honduras.            

In September 1908, Brigadier General Eric Swayne, the Governor of British Honduras, a 

colony that is now Belize, suggested to British officials that B.C.’s Indians could solve Honduras’ 

labour shortage.  When he arrived on Canada’s Pacific coast, Swayne found that only around 

three thousand South Asians remained in B.C. after many had left for the U.S.  Swayne was 

concerned that the Indians remaining in the province were earning much more than they could in 

India, and had also been exposed to the west coast labour movement’s socialist and anarchist 

doctrines.  Indeed, Jensen notes that Emma Goldman, the anarchist leader of the Industrial 

Workers of the World, addressed a South Asian audience before Swayne’s arrival.  These factors, 
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and their possible effect on India’s political situation, affirmed Swayne’s decision to pursue the 

plan.  Swayne also fatefully recommended that Canada hire Indian government secret agent 

William Charles Hopkinson.  In his career at the Dominion’s Immigration Branch from late 1908 

until his assassination in Vancouver in 1914, Hopkinson was responsible for monitoring the 

activities of Pacific coast Indians.  Andrew Parnaby and Gregory S. Kealy explain that Hopkinson 

was born of a British Indian army officer and a Brahmin mother; after moving to Canada, his 

fluency in Panjabi and Hindi, plus his intelligence experience in Indian police forces, quickly 

propelled him into a key role as Canadian Immigration Inspector in B.C.  Hugh Johnston and 

Richard Popplewell offer the fullest accounts of his career, although Hopkinson’s Pacific coast 

surveillance reports comprise enough material for a full-length biographic monograph that 

remains to be written.25     

In October 1908, Hopkinson, along with Frank Oliver’s private secretary J. B. Harkin and 

two of B.C.’s South Asians, travelled with Swayne to Honduras to investigate Swayne’s proposal 

of a voluntary mass relocation.  Before the scouting team even arrived in Honduras, some 

members of B.C.’s South Asian community already opposed the move, likely because provincial 

labour conditions were improving.  For example, a large sawmill company in mainland B.C. 

announced that it would soon hire a thousand men.  However, after Swayne’s company landed in 

November, Grey strongly advised Laurier that Canada go ahead with the plan and pay for the 

mass relocation, which would “postpone for another generation the conflict between the White 

and Asiatic races.”  Further, the plan would help India’s government, as some South Asians in 
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B.C. were propagating anti-Imperial sedition.26   

J.B. Harkin’s report on the mission offered a glowingly positive account of its success.  

However, when he travelled to Vancouver to present his findings in December, he found the 

community was unwilling to go to Honduras.   On December 8th 1908, Grey privately informed 

the Earl of Crewe, Elgin’s successor in London, that political activist Teja Singh had come to 

Vancouver from New York for the express purpose of stopping the Honduras plan.  Singh was 

now “being watched” on the coast.  The World warned readers that Singh had purchased a 

$40,000 industrial property for a “Hindoo Colony” in North Vancouver, and had thus “not only 

dealt the death-blow” to Honduras scheme, but was also hiring all of the city’s unemployed South 

Asians.  Singh later published a newspaper advertisement offering work to any Indians struggling 

to survive the winter, and his emergence as leader of his community dominated press reporting in 

December.  For example, a full-page illustrated Province article explored the “Mystery and 

Power of Teja Singh.”27 

 The Laurier government was forced to declare the Honduras plan a failure in November.  

The climate argument that held that Indians were more comfortable in a tropical setting had fallen 

flat; as Grey privately observed to Elgin, “[although] we have used the climate of Canada as a 

reason for prohibiting Hindu emigration,” this “will not apply to the Sikhs, who have slept in the 

snows of the Himalayas.”  For this reason, he doubted Canada could continue to bar Sikhs 

“without tasting trouble.” The Governor General’s opinion demonstrates the difficulty Canada 

faced in finding and maintaining a non-racial rationale for keeping South Asians out of the 
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Dominion.  Indeed, Grey suggested that Canada might justify continuing Indian exclusion by 

arguing that it would maintain “the Purity of Race” by keeping “each colour to its own zone.”28        

Several scholars have shown that theories of the pitfalls of race mixing dominated 

Canadian popular and academic discourse at the turn of the century.  Since societies require 

‘clear’ delineations between races to “justify and sustain” racism, race mixing poised an 

uncomfortable challenge to existing racial binaries.  Sherene Razack argues that the colonial 

rulers of nineteenth century B.C. constructed clear racial “boundaries” between whites and others.  

Since these boundaries blurred with native intermarriage with Asians, blacks and Europeans, 

colonial administrators and religious leaders worried that “the crossing of racial and sexual 

boundaries” would “confuse the racial hierarchies they were constructing.”  Miscegenation could 

introduce “undesirable” offspring who would obstruct the “illusory goals of a homogenous and 

respectable white settler society.”  If a mixed-race person could “pass as white,” he or she could 

“disrupt Euro-Canadian dominance” by attaining white rights of franchise and citizenship.  After 

B.C. joined Canada, the “imposition of racial distinctions” and the “policing of sexual and spatial 

boundaries” became vital to the “project” of nation-building on the Pacific.29   

When South Asians arrived in B.C. in the early twentieth century, Dominion authorities 

had already distinguished between white and other, exemplifying what David Goldberg describes 

as a state’s typical two-step reaction to threats to the racial or social status quo.  First, the state 

will “conceptualize order anew,” and will then “reproduce spatial confinement and separation in 

renewed terms.”30 This helps explain Grey’s concern with maintaining the “purity” of the white 

race and the spatial separation between Europeans and Asians.  Many others in Ottawa espoused 
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Grey’s views, some more publicly than others.  After Oliver openly called for total South Asian 

exclusion in a speech at Nelson, B.C. in November, Laurier expressed dismay that his Minister of 

the Interior had forgotten Canada’s imperial ties by “commit[ing] himself to this policy of blind 

exclusion.”  Yet W. L. Mackenzie King’s diary indicates that Laurier privately shared Oliver’s 

position.  King opined that Laurier was taking a “narrow view” on the issue, as he often did on 

“matters of foreign policy and relations.”  This was partly because he was “surrounded by narrow 

men,” but King also believed that Laurier “fears little from the Orient, and recognizes little or 

nothing in the way of Imperial obligation.”31 

King further confided to his diary that the Prime Minister, and all Canadians, should 

understand that “if we are to have the protection of the British flag, we must share in the 

obligations its protection affords.”  Grey wanted King to visit India after his upcoming diplomatic 

trip to China, to meet with officials, publicize his 1908 Royal Commission report, and generally 

promote good feeling between Canada and India.  King believed that his visit could smooth 

tensions in India, where “troublous (sic) times” are ahead;” he thus concluded that Canada should 

help India because “thank God we are part of an Empire or we would cease to be a country.”32  

Unsurprisingly, King reversed his support for limited Indian immigration when he became Prime 

Minister thirteen years later, even when Opposition leader Arthur Meighen supported such a 

policy.     

Jensen explains that King’s visit to India in December 1908 was “largely a goodwill 

tour.”  Any Indian government resentment of Canada’s Indian exclusion had ended by the time 

King met with officials in Calcutta, and Indian officials told John Morley that they “raised no 

objection” to King over exclusion and “did not intend to” in the future.  Thus, though King had 
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failed earlier in the year to compel India to restrict its own emigration, Canada’s Orders in 

Council had effectively precluded the need for further discussion of the matter.  The continuous 

journey provision had been immensely successful, as almost all of the 350 South Asians who 

entered Canada in 1908 had arrived in the period of legislative limbo before the continuous 

journey provision was re-instated.  Though a few arrived at east coast ports in the summer, none 

arrived after August.33       

 In February 1909, J. H. MacGill, a Vancouver-based immigration inspector, reported to 

Scott that he had made “no progress” in deporting indigent South Asians.  Teja Singh’s hiring of 

jobless Indians had resulted in 100% South Asian employment in the city, and since November, 

no Indians had visited the office to request help in finding work, evidently because community 

leaders had instructed the group to stay away from the authorities.  Nevertheless, Scott instructed 

MacGill that all new Indian arrivals were to be excluded if they had not come on a through ticket 

from India; Scott added that “it is particularly desired that the Law should be strictly enforced 

with respect to immigrants of this class.”  All B.C.-based immigration inspectors were already 

following this policy, however, as only two South Asians were landed at any B.C. port in the 

whole of 1909.34  

 Public discourse in 1909 continued to perpetuate the idea that South Asians were 

constitutionally unfit to live in Canada.  In his 1909 book Strangers Within Our Gates, social 

activist James Shaver Woodsworth, future founder of the Co-operative Commonwealth 
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Federation Party, argued the South Asian physique and diet prevented Indians from adapting to 

Canada’s “rigorous climate.”  Further, Indians could not compete industrially because they were 

slow and incapable of “hard, continuous exertion.”  According to Woodsworth, “opinions differ 

as to the cleanliness of these Sikhs,” as though they were “punctilious” in their “ablutions,” after 

arriving in B.C. “they have lived herded together in the most wretched fashion.”  Their refusal to 

give up their turbans gave the men a “grotesque” appearance.   Overall, Woodsworth contended 

that “however estimable they may be in India, they are sadly out of place in Canada.”  His 

emphasis on assimilation embodied what Richard Day terms the popular “design theory of 

identity” that dominated early twentieth-century nation-building, wherein the Dominion generally 

strove to exclude or deport non-British immigrant “classes.”  In 1904, Professor Maurice Hutton 

famously delivered an Empire Club address extolling the necessity of race “blending” to promote 

civilization, yet most Canadians, including academics, continued to champion the preservation of 

ethnic and cultural homogeneity through assimilation.  Woodsworth and others proscribed the use 

of socialization (by whites) to “convert Foreign Others into Anglo-Saxon selves.”35   

The South Asian immigration issue was already slipping out of public focus by the time 

Woodsworth’s treatise arrived in bookstores.  After the introduction of legislative exclusion, the 

existing Indian population of B. C. had steadily declined as many migrants left for the U.S.  Only 

3500 remained in 1909; of these, about half were in the greater Vancouver area, while the rest 

lived on Vancouver Island, in the farming areas around the Fraser, or in Mission or Golden in the 

interior.  Most were sawmill workers, though others worked on farms, cleared land, or laboured 

in logging camps and railway construction sites.  Norman King, the only non-South Asian 

participant in the Simon Fraser Indo-Canadian Oral History Project, recalled as a child seeing 
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close to fifty Indians working at a mill in Golden by 1910.  King recalled that these men lived in 

boarding rooms and shared communal meals, using foodstuffs they bought from King’s family.  

All but one kept their turban, and generally were “above average in size and tall, husky looking 

men.”36   

With the important exception of Hopkinson’s ongoing community surveillance, federal 

involvement with B.C.’s South Asians largely ceased after exclusion.  Indeed, the Canadian 

Review of Public Affairs for 1909 eruditely recalled that compared with 1908’s dramatic 

exclusion of South Asians and failed Honduras scheme, “Canada’s touch upon India was but 

slight during this year.”37  This trend continued in 1910, although the year saw important 

community organization, especially in Vancouver.  The vast majority of the settlers from India 

were Sikh, but some were Muslim or Hindu, and members of these religions treated the newly-

established Vancouver Sikh temple as a “secular rallying point” where they engaged in regular 

religious meetings and social events.  Others met at the Swadesh Sewak Home on Fairview 

Street, a hostel and Gurmukhi-language newspaper office established in 1908 by writer and 

activist Guran Ditt Kumar.  In April 1910, Kumar collected signatures for a petition to the India 

Office protesting against legislative exclusion.38   

 Despite ongoing protest from the Indian community, the continuous journey provision 

was far too successful for Prime Minister Laurier to abandon.  In May 1910, Oliver renewed P.C. 

920 and P.C. 926 and, after the Immigration Branch learned that the Canadian Pacific Railway 
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(CPR) might reintroduce South Asian immigration through direct ticketing from Calcutta, Scott 

privately suggested to Oliver that “as the question of subsidies for the CPR Pacific” would soon 

come up, “I think this would be a good time” to confer with the company on the issue.  This 

supports Donald Avery’s contention that the Dominion government’s “strong pressure” 

discouraged the company from establishing a direct passenger service between Calcutta and 

Vancouver.39                       

An average of only 22 immigrants from India arrived annually over the next five years, 

 (most with previous Canadian residence), and just five arrived between 1911 and 1913.  In 

contrast, an average of 610 Japanese and 4464 Chinese immigrants entered each year in the same 

period.  B.C.’s South Asian population continued to shrink as its members left for the U, S. or 

returned to India.  Virtually all left voluntarily, although one South Asian was ejected in June 

1910 for having tuberculosis.  With the exception of an immigrant sent back to India at his own 

request in 1908, this patient was the only South Asian to be deported for having tuberculosis, 

though W. C. Hopkinson reported to Ottawa in 1910 that G. D. Kumar was also hospitalized for 

the disease.  While Hopkinson predicted that the Indian political activist would soon pass away, 

in early 1911 Kumar surprised Hopkinson by fully recovering from what the Inspector now 

realized was appendicitis.40  In the same year, the Immigration Branch made Hopkinson a 

permanent Inspector in order to continue monitoring Indian nationals, a full three years after 

exclusion had ended further South Asian immigration.  This demonstrates the extent to which 
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Immigration Branch officials prioritized the surveillance of the province’s small number of South 

Asians.41    

South Asians did gain some friends among the province’s population in 1911.  Victoria’s 

“Friends of the Hindu” organization brought together like-minded white and South Asian 

individuals opposed to the Dominion’s policy of Indian exclusion.  In May the Friends petitioned 

the Imperial Conference in London on the issue.  The Friends also realized that married South 

Asians missed their wives, and that single men were unable to marry due to the lack of potential 

marital partners in Canada.  Most lived with other South Asian men.  Phanga Singh Gill, an 

informant for the Simon Fraser Indo Canadian Oral History Project, recalled that his cousin had 

coped reasonably well with communal living on farms near Surrey and Richmond in that year, 

but by 1911 he, like many others, missed family members.  Thus, in June the Friends wrote Grey 

to ask that the married South Asians in B.C. be allowed to bring in their wives and children.42     

Despite the efforts of the Friends, most B.C. residents opposed further immigration from 

India, and 1911 saw a revitalization of the now well-established public health-based arguments 

against the South Asian presence in Canada.  Three main factors explain this.  First, American 

journal articles, especially sociological studies of South Asians in the Pacific coast states, 
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supported the main lines of the argument.  Second, Immigration Branch officials continued to 

report on the public health threat of South Asians; while many of these reports were private, they 

helped buttress the purportedly scientific justification for political posturing on the issue, which 

was the third reason for the resurgence of the disease argument.  Dr. G. L. Milne in Victoria 

articulated these sentiments in July in a confidential report to Scott, in which he opined that:       

 

 The Hindu it is true has made some money since coming to British   
Columbia but he has failed to assimilate himself with the Europeans  

 especially his mode of living and etc…Nor are they a race fitted for a  
wet climate such as portions of British Columbia or the cold climate  
of eastern Canada. One Hindu went home on the last Empress and  
another is sought to be deported by Victoria City authorities, both  
of these for tuberculosis. Taking all in all they are not the best sort  
of immigrants for this country.43 

   

 Milne’s observations came shortly before the wife and child of local resident Hira Singh 

were rejected and slated for deportation at Vancouver, because they had not arrived by 

continuous journey from India.  After Laurier later cancelled the deportation as an “act of grace,” 

Hopkinson reported to Scott that many of Vancouver’s South Asians were “flooding” the city’s 

C. P. R. office with requests to buy tickets for their own family members.  As Hopkinson noted, 

this case was “not supposed to be a precedent,” and indeed no more family members were 

allowed to enter Canada until the end of World War One.44 

Peter Ward argues that, like the province’s Chinese community, South Asians were only 

“marginally integrated” into B.C. society at this time.  Although labour connected the new 

immigrants with whites in “a network of formal, impersonal relationships,” and although South 
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Asian residences were never as segregated as were Chinese houses in Chinatown, Ward avers that 

“hosts and guests shared no significant bonds.”  Yet the personal accounts of some B.C. residents 

indicate that this was not universally true.  Norman King of Golden recalled that in the first 

decade of the century, his parents had a friendly relationship with the Sikhs working at the 

Duncan mill.  Every King family member visited the small Sikh temple the workers had built in 

the town by 1910, and when the mill closed down, some South Asians gifted the Kings with 

Punjabi clothing.  In a Canadian Broadcasting Corporation interview, Ellen King of Union Bay 

recalled that when she was a child during this period, she and others interacted with South Asian 

labourers, some of whom even taught the locals “Hindu” (probably Panjabi) words.45           

Ward is correct, however, that most British Columbians at this time resisted Indian 

integration into their communities.  It has already been shown that this popular opposition, while 

rooted partly in “fixed assumptions” from earlier Asian arrivals, does not explain the enduring 

South Asian stereotypes.  Ward shows that the “distinct Indian image” widely held by B.C. 

residents drew heavily from popular constructs of India as an overpopulated servant nation that 

was plagued by dirt, disease and “exotic, peculiar customs” that firmly anchored the populace to 

an archaic way of life.  Importantly, the presumption that the Indians were diseased – a charge 

that Ward calls a “well-established Oriental stereotype” – continued to dominate media coverage, 

popular sentiment, and official discourse well after Indian exclusion.46   

The Orders in Council affecting Indian immigration remained on the books in Canada, at 

least in part, because of the Immigration Branch’s strong opposition to Indian immigration.  In 

late 1911, Superintendent of Immigration W. D. Scott informed his supervisor, Assistant Deputy 

Minister of the Interior W. W. Cory, that “personally I do not look with favour upon the 
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immigration of Hindus,” and reasoned that “it would be a great mistake” to reopen Canada’s 

gates to South Asians.  Scott was given significant power over regulating South Asian admission; 

for example, in November he decided not to provide Indians with certificates proving their 

previous domicile in Canada, which essentially dictated whether or not an immigrant could re-

enter the country.47   

Prime Minister Robert Borden adopted Laurier’s policy on South Asian immigration after 

his Conservative Party ousted the Liberals from office in October 1911.  Donald Avery explains 

that Borden, like Laurier before him, “had to find a course through the perilous shoals of 

provincialism and racism,” though Borden ultimately maintained his Party’s position, in effect 

since 1907, that B.C. should remain white.48  Borden’s two Ministers of the Interior – Robert 

Rogers until October 1912, then William James Roche until 1917 – maintained Oliver’s Orders in 

Council barring South Asians.  Yet the Party’s most vehement Asian exclusionist was Henry 

Herbert Stevens, the new Member for Vancouver City.  Most historians have overlooked Stevens’ 

widely-circulated 1912 pamphlet “The Oriental Problem,” in which Stevens strongly 

recommended against relaxing the Orders to allow entry to the families of resident South Asians.  

Stevens dismissed the notion that keeping South Asians from their wives could cause immoral 

behavior, and instead argued that it would be worse to allow B.C.’s Indian population to grow.  

“The Hindu is in every way is different from us,” he asserted, including in his “race,” “morals” 

and “physical attainments;” he further alleged that all Sikhs in B.C. were liars, a quality that was 

“so deep-rooted” that it was impossible to “shake them in this ingrained deceit.”49   
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Enakshi Dua explains that white Canadian and South Asian males at this time largely 

sexualized South Asian women and the effect their presence would have in the province.  Instead 

of being pioneers, economic migrants, or nation-builders, these women were thought of as wives 

of South Asian men and/or the “creators of ethnic communities” through their reproductive 

potential.  Whites and South Asians alike also expected that bringing women to Canada would 

maintain the purity of both the South Asian and white races.  The Indian nationalist Ghadr and 

Hindustanee newspapers, both of which circulated widely within the province’s small Indian 

population, frequently referenced a “fear of interracial sexuality in Canadian society,” and made 

the case that allowing the wives into Canada would help retain and perpetuate racially 

homogenous ethnic populations.  Yet if some South Asian men asserted that Indian women in 

Canada would help keep the races separate, western labour unions held a very different position.  

According to Goutor, union leaders advocated total Asian exclusion as “a much more 

straightforward view” of how to preserve the country’s white homogeneity.  David Goutor adds 

that white labour unions vehemently opposed the entry of women from India because they 

believed that these migrants would only further entrench South Asians into society.50          

 In early 1912, young Immigration Branch officer Frederick C. Blair arrived in Vancouver 

to investigate the possibility of allowing South Asian wives to enter Canada.  Blair’s well-

publicized mission was the Immigation Branch’s sixth official inquiry into Indian immigration, a 

remarkable number considering the small size of B.C.’s South Asian population.  After meeting 

with the mayor, city health authorities, the Board of Trade, and others, Blair predicted that 

Canada would not reverse exclusion.  He opined that South Asians would never assimilate, and 
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that it did not matter if “a Hindu has fought for the Empire and the flag in India,” because, for       

B. C., “it is enough that the Sikhs are not white.” He added that any South Asians missing their 

families should simply return to India.51   

 Blair is best remembered today for his anti-Semitism as Assistant Deputy Minister of 

Immigration in the 1920s, and especially while he served as Immigration Director after 1936.  

Indeed, Irving Abella and Harold Troper show that Blair’s famous 1939 statement that “none is 

too many” for Canada to accept typifies his larger approach to the Jewish refugee crisis.  The 

authors point out that Blair’s personal anti-Semitism heavily influenced Canada’s acceptance of 

very few Jews desperate to escape Europe around the time of the Holocaust.52  Yet Blair is less 

known for the important position he took against South Asian immigration in the earlier years of 

his career.  In Chapter 5 I show that Blair’s personal conviction that Indian nationals could never 

assimilate into Canadian society was a key reason why PC 920 and 926 remained on the books 

until after World War II.  

Blair submitted his private report on his Pacific coast mission in January 1912.  While he 

acknowledged that “their habit of living” allowed the men to save their earnings, and admitted 

that “in some cases they are well housed and live under sanitary conditions,” Blair asserted that: 

 

The Medical Health Officer of Vancouver says that these people live  
under conditions…which are a disgrace to any human being, that they  
are uncleanly in their habits, are afflicted with tuberculosis, are addicted  
to drink and that the City cannot enforce its health regulations in many 
instances.53     
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Blair added that Indian social custom would prevent “good women” from immigrating, 

and that “moral conditions” were “infinitely worse” in India, a nation with high rates of “sodomy, 

buggary [sic] and prostitution.”  Finally, if Sikh loyalty to the British empire was reason enough 

to let in Indians, how could Canada bar Sudanese warriors, South African Hottentotts, or 

Australian aborigines, all of whom were also British subjects?  Blair concluded that he “would 

not recommend an immediate decision as to open the door.”54  Unlike King’s 1908 Royal 

Commission report, Blair’s memorandum was never published.  This was probably at W. D. 

Scott’s insistence, as the Superintendent of Immigration informed his superiors later that year that 

“there are things in it which I think should be carefully kept from the public.”55     

Most British Columbians, however, shared Blair’s general anti-Indian sentiments, and 

would have been happy with his conclusions.  A Vancouver Province editorial cartoon in 

February 1912 depicted a man with “B.C.” on his hat, sitting on a log with “The Hindu Problem” 

written on it.  The man held a snake and was playing a flute like a snake charmer, while a nearby 

beaver said “The suspense is awful!”  In the same month, the new Vancouver Sun newspaper 

described in detail the anti-Indian declarations made at a recent meeting of Vancouver’s Ward 

Seven Conservative Club.  The meeting’s consensus was that the city’s “white women and 

children” would be at risk from infectious disease if more Indians were allowed in B.C.  Many of 

the city’s South Asians lived within the Ward, and some whites who lived close to them opined 

that “the filth and squalor of the colony is worse than that existing in the slums of London.”  

Ward member James Reid, President of the local taxpayer's association, impugned the argument 

that allowing in South Asian wives would improve their husband’s living conditions.  Reid asked 
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that “if such was the case how do we account for the inherent filth of the men?”  He reasoned that 

“if in nature they were cleanly, they would be so under any circumstances.”  Another resident 

declared that he avoided letting his children play close to South Asians, because “who can tell 

whether in their childish innocence, they might not wander into the hovels of these people and 

contract some fearsome disease?”56         

Other Pacific coast groups made similar assertions.  While the Victoria chapter of the 

Council of Women wanted the Dominion to allow some South Asian women into Canada, the 

organization’s Vancouver chapter sided completely with H. H. Stevens and F. C. Blair.  A 

Province article about the lack of women in Northland, B.C., offers an interesting example of the 

double standard inherent in this opposition.  The paper reported sympathetically that many men in 

the remote Cariboo county were “Ready and Willing to Marry” but had not “seen ten white 

women in thirty years.” Instead of expecting the men to move to the cities, residents campaigned 

to bring women to the men.57  It seems that whites earning their living in the remote interior were 

entitled to want companionship, but Indians who had travelled to Canada for similar economic 

reasons did not merit the same privilege. 

In the B.C. provincial legislature in February 1912, Richard McBride declared that South 

Asians could not assimilate with whites in Canada, and that in Canada’s “complete change of 

environment” the men had proven to be poor workers.  A few days later, H. H. Stevens told the 

Toronto Women’s Canadian Club that the South Asian presence in Canada demonstrated the a 

mistake symptomatic of Canada’s “careless” national policy, the “evil effects” of which could be 

seen in the cities, which were being taken over by Southern Europeans.  Stevens further stated 

that South Asians were undesirable because they refused to assimilate and would “establish a 
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‘little Asia’ wherever they go.”  Further, Stevens noted that he had once served as chairman of 

Vancouver’s civic Health Board, where he had seen for himself that Indians lived in the “most 

revolting conditions.”  He contended that any further Indian immigration would be a mistake, and 

that the issue represented a struggle for “the establishment of a race, morality and tradition fit to 

carry on the great work” of nation-building.  Canada could only be built, he argued, “by keeping 

our race pure and clean.”58   

   Nayan Shah asserts that Stevens saw the campaign supporting the immigration of South 

Asian wives as “the opening salvo in full-thronged demands for social, legal, and political 

equality in Canada.”  If this concession was granted, immigrants from India would levy 

residential rights into the “political rights” of voting and holding public office.59  Stevens’ private 

correspondence from February certainly reflects this fear.  Acting well outside his capacity as a 

junior Member of Parliament, he wrote the Attorney General of New South Wales, Australia, 

asking for information about that colony’s White Australia Policy, and suggesting the possibility 

of a conference between Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa to draft a joint policy 

on immigration from India.  The conference never materialized, although Stevens publicized the 

idea in his speech to the Toronto Women’s Canadian Club.60   

The issue was finally decided on February 27th 1912, when Frank Oliver asked Minister 

of the Interior Robert Rogers to clarify the government’s position of the admission of South 

Asian wives.  Using only Blair’s January report to justify his position, Rogers finally announced 

to the House that he would not relax the immigration regulations to allow any of Canada’s 2500 
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remaining South Asian men to bring in their wives.  Rogers identified Blair only as “a special 

officer” and paraphrased all of Blair’s key conclusions, including his estimation that the police 

found many of the South Asian men in B.C. “troublesome,” and, perhaps more significantly, that 

Vancouver’s health officers found them undesirable.  These arguments appeared to be enough for 

Oliver.  He changed the topic, and the House did not revisit the issue until 1923.61   

The fact that Borden’s government defended its policy of maintaining South Asian 

exclusion using just one agent’s unsupported generalizations about South Asians demonstrates 

two things.  The most obvious point to be taken is that the Canadian executive continued to 

subscribe heavily to racial stereotypes, and translate these into gatekeeping policies designed to 

maintain a particular vision for Canadian society.  Yet by deferring to the arguments that South 

Asians uniquely threatened the nation’s health and morality, and that the introduction of Indian 

wives and children would exacerbate this threat, the federal government also reinforced and 

affirmed the widespread belief in B.C. that South Asians were inherently (and immutably) apart 

and below from other races in Canada, including the Chinese and Japanese.  While some Chinese 

and Japanese residents won access to their families through the head tax and quota provisions that 

allowed a certain number of their wives and children into Canada, South Asians, because of their 

very nature, did not.  This fact demonstrates the need for a major course correction in scholarship 

on nativism in B.C. and Canada generally in the pre-war period.  While the established view is 

that Chinese and Japanese immigrants were the major victims of nativist portrayals of Asians as 

racially inferior and diseased,62 by the year 1912 South Asians were in fact more popularly 

vilified for these reasons than any other group.  Further, existing scholarship has entirely 

overlooked the several times in which the government used the “Hindu disease” argument as a 
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tool for meeting challenges to exclusion between 1912 and 1914. 

               In late 1910, Minister of the Interior Frank Oliver created what would become the most 

important Immigration Branch file pertaining to the early twentieth century public health aspects 

of South Asian immigration in Canada.  Titled “Prevalence of Hook Worm Among Hindus 

Applying to the U.S.,” the file’s focus shifted soon afterward to the Canadian situation.  The 

dossier is an invaluable gold mine on the public health aspects of South Asian immigration after 

1911.63  Oliver originally opened it to monitor the American response to the 1910 discovery that 

many South Asians landing in California had hookworm, a contagious parasitic infection 

affecting the small intestine.  This finding, which supported the case for the executive exclusion 

of South Asians in the United States, had a smaller impact in Canada, where Indians had already 

been barred for two years.  Yet Canadian officials seized upon the discovery to both justify 

maintaining exclusion and to build a contingency plan in the event that South Asians could 

circumvent the continuous journey provision.  Drawing from the hookworm file and other 

sources, this part of the chapter explores how public health became inextricably embedded in 

official and popular discourse on South Asian immigration in the period immediately preceding 

the 1914 Komagata Maru incident.64 

It has been shown that the perception that South Asians were unsanitary and diseased had 

become a key ballast in the argument against further Indian immigration.  For Oliver and his 

medical inspectors at B.C. ports, the American discovery of hookworm in South Asians 

confirmed that Indians carried parasites, a key tenet of early twentieth century tropical medicine 

which Alexandra Stern explains was “deeply connected to the production of colonial and racial 
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difference.”  Shortly after Dr. M. W. Glover at Angel Island found hookworm ova in the stool of 

several South Asians, Oliver ordered that his Immigration Branch officials working at American 

entry points should reject Indians with hookworm.  Further, since the disease was also thought to 

be “prevalent among the Negroes of the US,” inspectors were to reject all African-Americans 

with anemia or related symptoms.65   

Nayan Shah, the only historian to discuss at any length the testing of South Asians for 

hookworm in the American context, explains that the American use of “biopolitical techniques” 

like hookworm testing enabled the Immigration Service (IS) to ascertain physical fitness by 

calculating “purportedly objective knowledge of the future of the body” as “worker,” “citizen,” 

and state “dependent.”  Early twentieth century bacteriological testing enabled inspectors to 

decipher the body using both “its visible signs of capability” and “its wastes and products.”  Here 

the immigrant body “could be prejudiced by its racial and ethnic identity [and] constructed 

through its linkages with family and kinship systems.”  Since the body’s future had implications 

for “the national social and political body, metaphorized either in terms of future utility or as a 

parasite,” these factors “underscored the state’s assertion of sovereign power over human bodies” 

and affirmed the propriety of using “the body’s past and present to determine its future destiny.”66  

Following the visit of Peter H. Bryce’s, Chief Medical Officer of the Department of the 

Interior, who came to B.C. after Glover’s discovery to investigate the possibility that South 

Asians had already brought hookworm to Canada, Victoria’s G. L. Milne advised that agents 

check Indians for hookworm, a step that Oliver had already ordered in October 1910.  Bryce 
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congratulated Milne for the fact that “so early in the history of this immigration from India,” he 

had “drawn the attention of the Department to what might become, at any rate a menace to the 

other Hindus in Canada” if more South Asians immigrated.  Bryce believed that Indian hygienic 

conditions were comparable to those of African-Americans in the U.S. South, where hookworm 

was prevalent.  This, he argued, “very naturally leads one to suppose that the Hindus coming to 

Canada” could carry hookworm, which they might spread if they lived under similar conditions 

as they had in India.  Indeed, U.S. IS officials stationed in Victoria and Vancouver were now 

rejecting South Asians from crossing into Washington for this reason.67 

However, after leaving the coast, Bryce attended an American Public Health Association 

conference, where he learned that hookworm could only be transmitted under direct exposure to 

infected fecal matter, a condition unlikely in North America.  This led him to believe that the 

American rejection of Indians from B.C. “is taken, I imagine, rather with a view to finding some 

new reason for excluding the Hindus from the U. S., than from any actual evidence” that “Hindus 

coming to Canada” had the disease “to a large degree.”  Yet he conceded that “be these reasons 

for the American notion right or wrong,” Canada should also verify that any South Asian arrivals 

did not have hookworm, and permitted Milne to order a microscope and other equipment for the 

“careful examination of the bowel contents in Hindus or other immigrants whom you may deem 

suspicious.”68         

Since P.C. 920’s requirement that immigrants arrive by continuous journey had 

essentially stopped South Asian immigration in 1908, the hookworm matter rested until 1912.  In 

April of that year, immigration agent W. C. Hopkinson received the information that a large 

                                                      
67 G. L. Milne to P. H. Bryce, November 14 1911, and P. H. Bryce to G. L. Milne, December 28 1911, RG 
76 Vol. 584 File 820636, LAC. 
68 P. H. Bryce to G. L. Milne, Ibid, 1-2.  See conference summary in G. T. Swarts, “The Havana Meeting of 
the American Public Health Association,” Journal of the American Public Health Association 1 no. 12 
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number of South Asians were crossing the Pacific en route to Canada; three to four hundred had 

apparently left Bombay on the S. S. Orterio, and planned to disembark at B.C. ports at an 

unknown date.  Since the vessel was travelling direct from India, P.C. 920 would not prevent the 

passengers from landing.  Hopkinson telegrammed W.W. Cory, the Interior Department’s 

Assistant Deputy Minister, suggesting that “medical officers at both ports be instructed 

confidentially to examine for hookworm,” as this had been “effective in rejecting hundreds of 

East Indian applicants from US Pacific ports.”  Cory approved and ordered Scott to alert his B.C. 

agents to make “a special medical inspection” to ensure Indian arrivals were “carefully 

examined.”  Cory added that “it is important that this matter should be kept private.”69   

Scott’s resulting instructions to both Milne in Victoria and Malcolm J. Reid, head of the 

Vancouver Immigration Branch, show that this order was to apply only to South Asians.  His 

cable read: “Request Medical Inspector examine Hindu passengers “Orterio” specially for 

hookworm. This is confidential.”  Milne used the occasion to renew his request for a microscope, 

which he had not received despite Bryce’s orders, and Reid replied that his own office was 

preparing for the tests. However, a week later Reid informed Scott that the S. S. Orterio’s 

passenger agent had disproven Hopkinson’s information by explaining that no Indians were 

aboard the vessel.  Yet it is very revealing that the Immigration Branch was prepared to secretly 

employ microscopic examination – an unprecedented level of medical inspection at B.C. ports – 

to find the smallest reason to keep South Asians out Canada.70   

Soon after the S. S. Orterio scare, Bryce travelled from Ottawa to Montreal to find Milne 

a “first class” microscope to use in future cases of Indian immigration.  After choosing the best 
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available microscope of the type “used by most of the Montreal men,” Bryce arranged for a friend 

at McGill University to select “perfect lenses” for it.  With Cory’s approval, the microscope was 

sent to Milne by the month’s end.  The equipment cost $99, a significant expenditure roughly 

equivalent to an inspector’s monthly salary.71        

 Meanwhile in January 1912, Vancouver health inspector Robert Marrion delivered a 

special report to the Health Committee detailing local sanitary conditions.  He described cleaning 

up Chinatown and other areas, and recalled finding overcrowding and unhygienic conditions 

among Asians and impoverished whites.  In his discussion of the city’s South Asians, he declared 

that “from a sanitary point of view I consider them worse than the lowest class of Chinamen.”  He 

added that “it is impossible to conceive a more filthy condition that the manner in which these 

men live in any old dilapidated building they can manage to rent.”  The Vancouver Province used 

the headline “Declares Hindus Are Filthiest” to summarize all of Marrion’s findings, despite the 

fact that most of Marrion’s report criticized Chinese and Italian domestic hygiene, and only 

devoted two sentences to South Asians. 72         

This news item demonstrates how the well-established argument that South Asians were 

unsanitary and diseased, popularly theorized since the initial influx of Indian immigration, 

continued to dominate discourse on B.C.’s South Asian issue.  Alexandra Stern explains that the 

continued association between race and disease was actually “counterintuitive” in terms of the 

century ideas of disease transmission.  Late nineteenth century Germ Theory, and the subsequent 

development of bacteriology, had shown that “microbes and their vectors happily transgressed all 
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72 Robert Marrion to F. T. Underhill, Vancouver Medical Health Officer, January 9 1912, 1-2, published in 
Vancouver Health Report for 1912, PDS 11,VCA; Province, January 29 1912. 
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social and national lines.”  Yet colonial theory maintained the race-disease association, even after 

the shift from miasmatic to germ theory, because “assumptions of the backwardness and 

pathology of colonized peoples remained largely intact,” now understood as “the result of unclean 

habits and even genetic propensity for infection or immunity.”  Overall, Stern asserts that the 

“biases” of tropical medicine, “already tethered to social Darwinism and Victorian 

anthropology,” became rooted in “the race betterment movement during its incipient formation” 

and “eventually le[ft] imprints on eugenics, especially in the American west.”73      

In B.C., as in the Pacific coast states, Asians encountered widespread (though varying) 

levels of resistance and hostility to their presence.  Yet India’s colonial status, and the continued 

association of South Asians with disease, situated popular and official discourse on the “Hindu” 

issue at the cross-roads of colonial theory, Orientalism and what Alan Kraut calls “medicalized 

nativism.”74  In this context, charges of unsanitary habits and genetic shortcomings also 

frequently spilled over into other more sensational areas.  A few months after Marrion’s report, 

Victoria’s Mayor John Beckwith stated to reporters that B.C.’s South Asians were “immoral” and 

a “source of trouble.”  These remarks inflamed tensions on the coast, and incited a flurry of letters 

to newspapers.  One writer declared that “every one knows they are very peaceable, law-abiding 

and industrious,” while a South Asian writer accused the mayor of libel and threatened legal 

action if he did not retract his statements.  When Beckwith refused, a group of Victoria’s South 

Asians launched a libel suit; as immigration agent at Vancouver Malcolm J. Reid remarked glibly 

to reporters, “You have to be careful what you say about immigrants into Canada these days.”75     

 Mayor Beckwith’s statements, like those of Member of Parliament for Vancouver H. H. 

                                                      
73 Stern, 46-47. 
74 Kraut, 3. 
75 John Beckwith quoted in Toronto Daily Star, November 15 1912; “Fair Play” and “Kumar Singh” letters 
in Victoria Daily Times, September 6 1912; “Hindus Are Touchy: Mayor of Victoria Being Sued For 
Remark He Made,” Ottawa Citizen, September 13 1912.    
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Stevens in 1911 and 1912, offer an interesting example of official opinion in the province in the 

pre-war period.  Angus McLaren has shown that the rise of Canadian eugenics, like the spread of 

Francis Galton’s hereditary theory in the U.S. and Britain, “symptomized a shift from an 

individualist to a collectivist biologism” by those wishing to prevent societal “degeneration.’”  

Many exclusionists who argued a link between social degeneracy and the “undesirable” 

immigrants currently meeting B.C.’s labour demands, supported their position with “a virulent 

mix of nativism [and] racism.”  Intellectuals like J. R. Conn, who argued in the Queen’s 

Quarterly that Canada should bar immigrants representing the “lower types of life,” also pointed 

to America’s experience in importing criminal and immoral immigrants.76  These sentiments 

reflected popular thinking among a wide swath of society, including workers, small business 

owners, and others who did not directly benefit from Asian labour.   

In 1913, the B.C. Royal Commission on Labour investigated the province’s labour 

conditions by interviewing stakeholders from a range of occupations.  Commission testimony, 

preserved in British Columbia’s Archives, shows that anti-Indian sentiment prevailed across all 

fields and levels of labour.  Commission Chairman H. G. Parson and his associates spent much of 

1913 travelling the province and compiling testimonials.  Several scholars have explored this 

documentation, which offers invaluable insight into labour conditions in the immediate pre-war 

period.  The Great Strike of 1912-1914 in the coal mining industry, which John Hinde calls 

Vancouver Island’s “most violent and protracted labour dispute,” largely shaped the study’s 

focus, and thus Hinde, David Bercusen and other labour historians have drawn from union 

member testimony.  Few historians of Asian immigration have reaped the rewards of the 

collection, although Patricia Roy looks at the Commission’s evidence of white resistance to 
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Chinese and Japanese sawmill operators.  Yet scholars have never explored the nineteen 

testimonials addressing South Asians.77     

I group these testimonials into categories of “Business Owner/Manager,” “Union 

Representative,” and “Other.”  Four of the eleven Business Owner/Managers speaking on the 

topic found South Asians “pretty intelligent” and “satisfactory workers.”  Two others favored 

South Asian workers over other Asians and many whites; one Chilliwack mill owner declared 

that “I should hardly say it but as a matter of fact we find Hindus worth as much as the white 

men, and in some instances worth more.”  Another mill owner stated that though he felt a “good 

white man” made a better citizen than a “good Hindu,” he added that “I think if anything they are 

a little more cleanly than the whites in their personal habits.” “Of course,” he added, “if you get a 

bunch of Hindus together they have an odor, but I suppose they can notice an odor from us too.”  

He also found that “When the Hindus get a dose of liquor in their system they can’t control 

themselves any better than the whites,” which showed that “they are adopting our vices.”  To 

overcome this, he had placed one South Asian on the “Indian list” (prohibiting alcoholic 

purchases) the previous year, and reported that the same man was “staying sober this summer.”78 

 Not surprisingly, all five “Union Representatives” firmly opposed Asian immigration and 

                                                                                                                                                              
of Canadian eugenic theory, and quotes J. R. Conn, “Immigration,” Queen’s Quarterly 8 (1900): 119 and 
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77 See the file GR 0684 (B.C. Royal Commission on Labour, 1912-1914), PABC. Testimony began January 
1913, and the Report of the Royal Commission on Labor (Victoria: W. Cullin, 1914), was submitted to 
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1913, 298, Box 2 File 3; Testimony of Charles D. Rodgers, Owner of Canyon City Lumber Company, 
Creston, Date Unknown, 161, Box 2 File 10; Testimony of R. H. Alexander, Manager of Hastings Mill, 
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labour, and B.C. Federation of Labour leader James McVety specifically targeted South Asians in 

his testimonial.  Ian McKay explains that McVety was a “well-known” Socialist Party of Canada 

member at this time, and had edited the Western Wage Earner.  McKay adds that though 

McVety’s later B.C. Federationist editorial during the Komagata Maru incident was somewhat 

sympathetic to the vessel’s passengers, McVety generalized that South Asians were “the most 

useless of all the Asiatics who are here.”  This statement echoed his 1913 remarks to the Labour 

Commissioners: 

 

The poor Hindu is more to be pitied than blamed…His body is in  
no way suited to the rigours of this northern plane…They are  
longer [than Chinese] yes.  I would not say bigger. Probably the  
worst objection to them outside of the fact that they are physically  
unfit for this country and are subject to tubercular complaints, is  
the fact that they have some very objectionable religious beliefs  
and some of the moral offences to which they are addicted are quite 

 unmentionable. 79   
 
 McVety’s use of the climate argument, and his assertion that South Asians were 

especially susceptible to tuberculosis, merely parroted the earlier statements of G. L. Milne, 

Vancouver’s Medical Officer of Health Dr. Frederick T. Underhill, and others.  However, 

McVety’s connection between South Asians and immorality, which echoed Victoria Mayor 

Beckwith’s statement the year before, reflected the ongoing evolution of B. C. popular opposition 

to Indian immigrants.  Nayan Shah has shown that during this period, western labour advocates, 

and newspaper editors began to assert that Indian immigrants were particularly likely to engage in 

sexually deviant behavior.   This contention emerged, at least in part, because South Asian 

populations in B.C. and the Pacific coast states were almost exclusively male until after the First 
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World War.  However, Shah asserts that racist sentiment was a major reason why the contention 

endured in popular discourse.80  Like the argument that South Asians threatened public health, the 

purported concern that South Asians were given to vice was often a guise for labour concerns 

about South Asian workforce participation.   

            Respondents to the Royal Commission who fall under the “Other” category were neither 

representatives of capital nor labour.  Eight decidedly opposed all Asian immigration and labour.  

An accountant for a Salmon Arm mill opined that “personally I don’t like the idea of Chinamen 

or Hindus.”  Barber C. F. Burkhart went further, declaring that “I would go without any clothes at 

all before I would have a Chinaman wash them.”  He stated that “lots of them have leprosy,” 

recalling that two whites had contracted the disease from Chinese laundries in Los Angeles; 

Burkhart was likely referring to what Natalia Molina explains was an unproven case of leprosy in 

Santa Ana in 1906.81  One respondent who had lived in India observed that males in that colony 

had several wives and interrelated children; he cautioned that “that’s the custom they’re bringing 

in here.”  “If they’re allowed to come,” he added, “it will be just the same as if the Pacific Ocean 

overwhelmed the whole of Canada. We will be submerged.”  Duncan’s mayor Kenneth Duncan 

also reasoned that South Asians caused societal decay and dominated industry.  In the past year, 

Vancouver Island’s small Indian community had controlled Victoria’s dairy sales because South 

Asians could operate farms more cheaply than other farmers.82   

 E. Lukin Johnston, editor of the Cowichan Leader, delivered the final and most 
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philosophical criticism of the South Asian presence in B.C.  Lukin achieved a modest level of 

provincial fame later in life, both for editing the Vancouver Province and also for being lost at sea 

in 1933, shortly after privately interviewing Adolf Hitler.  In his 1913 testimony, Johnston opined 

that Indian immigration was detrimental to the Empire, because the return of South Asians from 

Canada to India would “undoubtedly” destabilize British control over India.  After arriving in 

Canada, South Asians realized that white men there did not have the same “pride of a Britisher.”  

Johnston, who forwarded similar ideas in a 1929 Canadian Magazine article, informed the 

Commissioners that this pride, an Indian “pride of race,” was in fact “the whole thing that keeps 

India in subjection at all.”  Johnston was the only informant to discuss the South Asian 

immigration issue within its wider imperial context.83  

 Victoria-based political scientist E. R. Gosnell took a different approach in his 1913 

article in the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science.  Gosnell, like 

Johnston, opposed further Indian immigration, but did not feel the same obligation to support the 

British rule over India.  Gosnell believed that B.C. was within its rights to demand that whites and 

Indians remain “within [their] own biological spheres,” as the “ultimate result” of intermixing 

would be “disaster to one or both races.”  Gosnell’s application of American sociologist Edward 

Ross’s theory of “race suicide” exemplifies the interconnectedness of Pacific Canadian and 

American exclusionist theory in the pre-war period.  Similarly, in his 1911 American Economic 

Review article, Harry Millis maintained that a strong binational link existed in responses to the 

shared South Asian “problem.” In 1913, the Vancouver Sun’s editor also looked beyond the 49th 
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parallel in declaring that the South Asian was “not the proper settler for this hemisphere,” as he 

would never integrate into the “social and political fabric” of North America’s Pacific coast.84      

Canadian editorializing on the issue was largely moot by early 1912, as after immigration 

agent Frederick C. Blair’s travelled to B.C. to study the possibility of admitting the families of 

resident South Asians, the Dominion made no move to reconsider South Asian exclusion.  

However, the Immigration Branch still intervened when local papers published unflattering 

criticisms of Canada’s treatment of Indian nationals.  After the Vancouver Sun published G. D. 

Kumar’s 1912 editorial “The Hindu Grievance” on local anti-Indian racism, and the Vancouver 

Province printed Kumar’s rejoinder to a speech by H. H. Stevens, Stevens personally instructed 

Malcolm J. Reid, who owed Stevens his job as head of Vancouver’s Immigration branch, to see if 

“some of these stories could be nipped” from city papers in future.  Reid accordingly met with the 

editors of the Province and the Vancouver News-Advertiser, the two papers “friendly” to the 

Immigration Branch, who both promised not to publish any more of Kumar’s letters.  The News-

Advertiser’s editor even agreed to screen future editorials for letters by other South Asians whom 

Reid and W. C. Hopkinson considered trouble-makers.85                    

 Reid and Hopkinson’s interference with the Vancouver press offers an excellent example 

of Hugh Johnston’s assertion that 1913 was an important year for the government’s surveillance 

of South Asian activities.  Indeed, Johnston points out that, especially in the later months of the 

year, “Hopkinson’s watch on the Pacific coast appeared more important than ever” to Dominion 

authorities, who allowed the immigration agent to travel extensively between B.C. and the Pacific 
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coast states gathering information.  The province’s South Asian population continued to dwindle 

from the under 3,000 noted in the 1911 census, but the small community kept attracting attention 

by lobbying for better treatment in Canada, especially in June 1913, when a delegation travelled 

to India to petition India’s government in favour of reversing Canadian legislative exclusion.86     

Liberal Senator Hewitt Bostock, founder of the Vancouver Province and a staunch 

defender of B.C. interests, criticized this mission to India during a Senate debate, declaring that 

exclusion was actually positive for Indians, because the 1908 W. L. M. King report had showed 

that they could not handle the climate and were not “suitable” for Canada.  In contrast, Liberal 

Senator James Douglas of Saskatchewan, opined, as he had in 1908, that “the reception they have 

met with in B.C. was unworthy of the Dominion as a whole.”  After meeting an Indian delegation 

in 1910, he sympathized with the group, whom he called “a vigorous race,” and felt they would 

leave on their own if they could not cope with the cold.  Directly addressing what he felt was at 

the core of resistance to South Asian immigration, he reasoned that “climate is one thing,” and 

“probably the view that they are pagans” was significant too, but “the real question at issue is the 

labour problem.”  After Indians found jobs in B.C., he pointed out that “the more work they got to 

do, the more was said against them.”  He ended by stating that “we have made a great mistake in 

the way we have treated the Sikhs,” and “the fact that they have done the same thing in the US is 

no reason why Canadians should have followed a bad example.”87 

 Senator Douglas, however, was in the political minority on the issue, just as he had been 

in 1908.  In a July 1913 address to Vancouver’s Canadian Club, H. H. Stevens declared that 
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South Asians in Canada could not expect better treatment because they were “subjects, but not 

citizens, of the Empire.”  He added that South Asians had “done nothing for civilization.”  Two 

Anglo-Indian visitors to the city shared these sentiments.  J. M. G. Davis, the son a Calcutta bank 

owner, and personally notable as a survivor of the recent S.S. Titanic disaster, told the Province 

that “Canada made a serious mistake when it ever permitted Hindus” to enter Canada.  Davis 

opined that Canada “should lose no time in adopting a policy of exclusion like the Australian 

Commonwealth and New Zealand.”  Major. W. J. Ottley, husband of a “well known Vancouver 

girl,” and himself a combatant in the Indian army’s 34th Sikh Pioneers, told the Vancouver World 

that after commanding South Asian army contingents for years, he found that when a South Asian 

left India and “disciplinary influence of the army” he became “lazy” and “a very unsatisfactory 

citizen.”  If Britain left India, “the virile races of the North” would conquer “the effeminate 

people of the South,” causing the nation to devolve to where it was when Britain first assumed 

leadership.88   

 Ottley’s assertion of Indian effeminacy was firmly rooted in colonial concepts of India, 

which held that a marked difference in skin color and cultural norms between the peoples of the 

north and south appeared to prove a dramatic divide in inherent physical characteristics, including 

sexuality.  Using an adapted version of Said’s theory of Orientalism, Richard King shows that 

white colonials in India in this period argued the “passive, feeble and generally ‘unmanly’ nature 

of the Indian.”  King offers the example of a late- nineteenth century text used by white Indian 

Civil Service trainees, which claimed that “the physical organization of the Bengali is feeble even 

to effeminacy…His mind bears a singular analogy to his body: it is weak even to helplessness for 

purposes of manly resistance…”  Here, King argues, “we can see the ways in which notions of 
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gender race and nationality impinge upon each other in the colonial context.”  As Kalpana Ram, 

Veena Das and Rosalind O’Hanlon argue, Western observers often asserted a close resemblance 

between Indian males and Western females.  King adds that “just as the myth of India has been 

constructed as the ‘Other’ (i.e. as ‘not-West’) to the West’s own self-image, women have been 

defined as ‘not-male’ or other in relation to normative patriarchal paradigms.”  Within the 

colonial context, the very arguments that omitted ‘the feminine; from the “realms of rationality, 

subjectivity and authority’ were also employed ‘to exclude the non-Western world – in this case, 

India – “from the same spheres of influence.”89  Outside of the Indian subcontinent, concepts of 

Bengali effeminacy were often transformed into a generalized theory of Indian effeminacy.      

Major Ottley’s remarks to the World more generally demonstrated what Donald Avery 

explains as the province’s attitude towards “the prospect of further immigration from the Indian 

subcontinent” at this time.  This protest heightened significantly in 1913, when a report surfaced 

that a steamship company planned to offer direct passage from India to Canada.  H. H. Stevens 

quickly advised Minister of the Interior W. J. Roche to enact an Order in Council that explicitly 

barred Indians, and Roche reassured his colleague that if the steamship rumor was true, 

“something will have to be done by way of amendment to the Act to prevent this state of affairs.” 

Indeed, in late August, Prime Minister Borden issued P.C. 2218, an official communication to the 

Indian government that stated Canada’s opposition to the establishment of direct passage from 

India.  Any Indians arriving by “a regular service, or by individual and occasional boats” would 

“greatly excuse and even inflame public opinion in important portions of this country.”  Canada 

could not allow entry to Indians as a “race, unfitted alike by their constitution, temperament and 

habits,” but Borden hoped that India would intervene before Canada was forced to enact further 
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(more direct) legislation that might embarrass India.90   

  Superintendent of Immigration W. D. Scott further elucidated official Dominion policy 

in a fall 1913 letter to John H. Clark, an American IS agent in Montreal responsible for 

monitoring Canadian immigration issues.  Scott explained that many B.C. residents believed that 

South Asians, who were not house servants like many Chinese, and had not adopted Western 

dress and habits like many Japanese, were socially “objectionable” and untrustworthy in business 

affairs.  The Immigration Branch’s E. B. Robertson letter to T. T. Rutherford, a Canadian 

Immigration official stationed at Ellis Island, offered a more candid view of the Immigration 

Branch’s position.  After Rutherford allowed nine South Asians to proceed from Ellis Island to 

New Brunswick, Robertson sternly remonstrated him for failing to enforce the continuous 

journey act.  Robertson stated that “the attitude of the Department” was “so well known” that he 

could not believe that he had not realized that “all restrictive regulations against Asiatics are 

supposed to be rigidly enforced.”91             

 At summer’s end, Scott advised his superiors in Ottawa that he was no longer confident 

that P.C. 920 and 926 could keep South Asian immigrants out of Canada.  The recent mistake at 

Ellis Island indicated that a general Order was needed in the event that direct passage from India 

became viable.  Moreover, since Rutherford had admitted the passengers at Ellis Island on the 

grounds that they were British citizens from Jamaica, it was highly probable that Indians from 

Hong Kong, another British colony, would enter Canada using the same grounds.  Scott also 
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pointed to the fact that a few South Asians had recently been admitted at Victoria, which further 

proved the urgent need for a new law.  Scott was referring to nine passengers who had arrived in 

August on the S. S. Sado Maru.  Hopkinson reported that all had carried pre-paid tickets 

purchased in Victoria in 1912, which meant that they complied with the continuous journey 

legislation.  The four who could show previous domicile were admitted after examination, but the 

remaining five – a woman and her two children, and two male adults – were in Canada for the 

first time and planned to join their families in B.C.  Although Hopkinson admitted that these five 

had “fully complied” with the Immigration Act, he confidentially informed Cory that “they are 

being detained there a day or so at the Immigration Hall with a view to a strict medical 

examination- more especially for “Hookworm.”  In detaining the group for this reason, 

Hopkinson followed W. W. Cory’s secret order from April 1912 to check for hookworm in all 

Indians arriving at B.C. who otherwise satisfied all immigration requirements.92       

 This correspondence was carefully kept private, but in late September 1913, Alberta 

physician E. H. Lawson drew public attention to the related matter of South Asian health, which 

he felt a “phase of the Hindu question,” on which “the majority of the public seem to hold most 

erroneous opinions.”  As he informed the editor of the Victoria Colonist, Lawson, having served 

as ship’s surgeon on the Canadian Public Railway (CPR) vessels S. S. Monteagle and S. S. Tartar 

during the height of Indian immigration to Canada, had personally inspected most of the Indian 

immigrants landing at B.C.  Lawson recalled that he had made a “thorough medical examination” 

of each of these men at Hong Kong, and found that:  

 

…although at first I was strongly prejudiced against them I lost  
this prejudice after thousands of them had passed through my hands  
and I had compared them with the white steerage passengers I had  
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seen on the Atlantic.  I refer in particular to the Sikhs and I am not  
exaggerating in the least when I say that they were 100 per cent  
cleaner in their habits and freer from disease than the European  
steerage passengers I had come into contact with. The Sikhs  
impressed me as a clean, manly, honest race.93 

 

Lawson recalled that his recent medical work with white workers in mining camps, which 

were “rife” with immorality, had “increased my respect for the Sikhs.”  He concluded that he had 

“not yet seen one good reason why they should not be permitted to bring their families in as 

freely as the European immigrants.”  At least one Colonist reader took exception to Lawson’s 

statements.  Robert Rose, presumably of Victoria, replied to the editor that “when Dr. Lawson 

speaks of the cleanly habits of the Hindus,” he likely had only inspected each Sikh when he was 

fresh from “a nice hot bath and when he perchance [was] on his best behavior.”  Rose added that 

Lawson had unfairly compared the cleanliness of Sikhs on a vessel with miners who could not be 

faulted for living in unhygienic conditions.  The Editor followed the letter by closing the subject, 

commenting “we do not see that any good can result from continuing this discussion.” 94     

 A Prairie farmer brought Lawson’s letter to the attention of the Prime Minister’s office 

the following year.  Saskatchewan resident David Ross, upon hearing a rumor that a group of 

South Asians would be arriving on the S. S. Christian Michelson, declared that western farmers 

urgently needed 60,000 workers to harvest their grain crops.  He asked Borden to “let Western 

farmers sample the Sikhs, I beg of you. Let the coming ship-load of East Indians land after 

thorough physical inspection.”  While Ross admitted that anti-Indian racism existed in B.C., 

many farmers knew the strengths of South Asians, and would “jump at the chance of getting 

them.”  Ross had tried, but failed, to find ten Indian workers from Vancouver for his farm, after 

personally seeing Sikhs in Southern California removing heavy stone from fields.  Emphasizing 
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that “There are no finer men in Canada to-day than the Sikhs,” Ross quoted from Lawson’s letter 

to the Colonist to show that, “in regard to their cleanliness,” most South Asians were suited for 

life in Canada.95  

Lawson’s testimonial has completely escaped contemporary scholarly attention.96  

Applying internal criticism to the document, there appears to be no reason why the physician 

would fabricate his statements.  When he penned his letter he had already switched careers, and 

no longer worked on passenger vessels.  Had he written it before 1908, when the CPR was still 

conveying large numbers of South Asians to Canada, he might have been striving to promote his 

company’s interests.  Had he written it during or shortly after 1908, he could have been accused 

of protesting, on the company’s behalf, the Dominion’s subsequent pressure on CPR officials not 

to circumvent the continuous journey requirement.  Granted, the CPR had mines in western 

Canada at this time and it was very possible that he was still on that company’s payroll in 1913; 

nevertheless, he only called for the admission of families of resident Indians, which would 

generate a fairly modest amount of revenue for the Company.  But overall, the evidence discussed 

in previous chapters, especially the causes of South Asian deaths in B.C. during 1906 and 1907, 

appears to support Lawson’s findings that the South Asians now in B.C. were largely healthy. 

In his discussion of pro- and anti-alienism in the British medical system in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Bernard Harris explains that several physicians like 

Lawson challenged Social Darwinist conceptions that certain groups were especially prone to 

disease or genetic flaws.  While the popular association of Jews with disease “provided a rich 

hunting ground” for those opposing Jewish immigration, physicians across Europe and in the 

                                                                                                                                                              
94 W. H. Lawson, Ibid; Robert Rose, Letter to the Editor of the Colonist, September 27 1913. 
95 David Ross to Robert Borden 28 July 1914, 1-3, MG 26 H (Borden Papers) 1 (a) Vol. 40, LAC.  
96 Lawson’s statements were briefly mentioned in a 1914 article in philosopher Annie Besant’s Theosophist 
magazine - this is the only published source to mention them.  See Hamilton R. Mohler, “The Hindu 
Problem in Canada,” Theosophist Magazine (August1914), 632.    



 

 156 

United States countered the stereotype of the diseased Jew by presenting evidence indicating that 

the group had a health status similar to other groups.  Harris points out that one physician testified 

at the 1881 Social Science Congress in Melbourne that Jewish immigrants had lower rates of 

typhoid, tuberculosis, and other contagious diseases than other groups.  An 1895 article showed 

that fewer Jewish immigrants in New York died from liver conditions and pneumonia than other 

groups.  Finally, a 1912 study on health among Jewish and Christian Europeans found that Jews 

had the lowest mortality rate in a fixed period.97  These illustrations show that Lawson’s treatise 

on South Asian health was by no means unique in the wider relationship between medical 

practitioners and immigrants.   

  Shortly after Lawson’s letter was published, the issue of South Asian health once again 

captured news headlines.  In early October, Peter H. Bryce, Chief Medical Officer of the 

Department of the Interior, told reporters in Ottawa that though U.S. immigration officials now 

screened Asian immigrants for hookworm, “few Hindoos, who are the principal carriers of the 

disease, are now coming to Canada.” 98  Yet in B.C. just weeks later, immigration officers quietly 

began to test the South Asian passengers of the newly-arrived S. S. Panama Maru for the disease.   

The arrival of the S. S. Panama Maru at Victoria on October 17th 1913 triggered a brief 

crisis which, in the pre-war narrative of South Asian immigration, was perhaps second in 

importance only to the 1914 Komagata Maru incident.  Hugh Johnston describes the events 

leading up to the S. S. Panama Maru affair.  He explains that W. C. Hopkinson initially approved 

only 17 of the ship’s 56 South Asian passengers as returning residents, while the agent rejected 
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the rest for failing to meet P.C. 920.  The rejected passengers successfully appealed the Board of 

Inquiry decision to deport them, using a small loophole in the technical interpretation of the 

Immigration Act.  Once the case reached B.C.’s Supreme Court, Chief Justice Hunter ruled on the 

24th that P.C. 920 and 926 contained language that did not adhere to the specific wording of the 

Act.   Hunter also overturned the general deportation order, and all of the Panama Maru South 

Asians, save for five rejected for medical reasons, were freed.99                   

News of the affair dominated provincial newspaper coverage for weeks, and alarmist 

articles questioned whether the vessel was the harbinger of a larger plan to circumvent the 

Canadian Immigration Act.  For example, the Vancouver Sun reported H. H. Stevens’ suspicions 

that the ship’s arrival might be “part of an organized attempt” to coordinate large-scale migration 

from India.  What never made the papers, however, was that within a week of the vessel’s arrival, 

a medical officer stationed at Victoria initiated testing on the detained passengers for hookworm.  

After the Board of Inquiry at Victoria rejected 39 passengers for failing the continuous journey 

provision, Hopkinson reported to Ottawa that “a further medical examination for Hookworm will 

be made in each case by Dr. Rogers.”  Indeed, though Dr. Milne and his assistant Medical 

Inspector, Dr. H. B. Rogers, had failed only five of the passengers for “ordinary diseases,” Milne 

began fecal testing and telegrammed Ottawa for permission to hire a tropical disease expert.100    

After W. D. Scott obtained Ministerial approval of the request on November 8th, Dr. 

Rogers sent local specialist Dr. W. P. Walker of Victoria a fecal sample taken from passenger 

“Jewalla Singh,” who was almost certainly the 35 year-old “Jowalla Singh” described in the 
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Immigration Branch’s passenger manifest.  Ten days later, Walker replied that while there were 

no mature hookworms in the stool sample, he had found “numerous segmented non-opercular 

ova,” “most probably” from the parasite.  However, Walker could not be sure of these results, 

adding that a mature worm specimen could only be passed from the body after the patient had 

taken an anthelmintic solution like thymol, a natural derivative of the herb thyme.  Walker 

therefore recommended that Milne and Rogers administer this remedy before taking another fecal 

sample, in order to determine the ova’s origin.  In 1911, U.S. government pharmacologist Dr. W. 

H. Schultz had publicized its effectiveness in treating hookworm at the American Medical 

Association’s conference.  However, Milne’s staff never had the chance to use thymol to prove 

that Singh had hookworm, as Chief Justice Hunter’s ruling on the Panama Maru came only a few 

days after Dr. Walker submitted his initial report.  The immediate release of the vessel’s 

passengers – paired with the fact that four out of five of the men with other medical issues 

escaped from detention before deportation – deprived the specialist of the opportunity to re-test 

the patient. 101     

 Two weeks after Justice Hunter’s decision, the Dominion Government effectively 

reinstated South Asian exclusion in December with P.C. 2642, which barred  non-farming 

“artisans and labourers” from landing at all but one B.C. port.  In an important letter to W. D. 

Scott, G. L. Milne penned his concerns that the new Order would fail to bar South Asians, as he 

had recently been forced to admit twenty South Asians claiming to be farm workers and not 
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labourers.  Milne’s letter offers unparalleled insight into his personal viewpoint as a gatekeeper of 

Dominion public health.  He opined that “the more I consider the question of Asiatic immigration 

to this coast, the more am I convinced that the only really effective restriction would be obtained 

by thorough examination for hookworm disease.”  Yet in order to test future South Asian arrivals, 

Victoria’s detention quarters would require facilities for ensuring that passengers could be 

monitored during defecation.  During the S. S. Panama Maru crisis, when he failed to secure a 

positive diagnosis from Jowalla Singh, he had been unable to obtain fecal samples from the 

vessel’s other passengers because “the Hindus were rather rebellious, and it was rather difficult 

for us to segregate them.”  Milne’s staff had secured Singh’s sample only because he had been 

detained separately from the others while he recovered from a cold.102        

 Milne further stated that he had discussed Asian immigration issues with Anthony 

Caminetti, the new U.S. Commissioner General of Immigration, when the IS chief visited 

Victoria in early December.  Caminetti had stated that U.S. authorities along the Pacific coast 

were now checking every Asian immigrant for hookworm, and were finding the parasite in about 

90% of all cases.  Milne advised that, if Canada adopted the same practice: 

            

  I have no doubt that we would find 90% of Asiatics, and particularly  
Hindus, infested with this disease...You will, therefore, see that if we  
were to proceed on these lines, and were able to reject 90% of these  
people, the object of the Government would be attained.  The rejection  
of immigrants under this cause would not be followed by so much  
criticism by the general public; in fact, on the other hand, it would  
appeal to them strongly as a measure for the protection of the public  
health… the U.S. authorities have proved this to be the most  
effectual way of keeping these people out of the Country.”103 

 Milne also sent Scott a circular on hookworm which Caminetti had dispatched to all of 

                                                      
102 W. D. Scott allowed G. L. Milne to admit 20 South Asians from the S. S. Chicago Maru on the 28th, 14 
of whom were new to Canada and almost all with less than $50; W. D. Scott to W. W. Cory, November 28 
1913, RG 76 Vol. 385 File 536999 Pt. 8, LAC.  P. C. 2642 reversed this policy.  G. L. Milne to W. D. 
Scott, December 12 1913, 1, RG 76 Vol. 584 File 820636, LAC.  



 

 160 

his inspectors in November.  The bulletin paraphrased information from the newly released 

Rockefeller Sanitary Commission’s Annual Report for 1913-14, which described hookworm 

infection in the world’s tropical and semi-tropical regions.  Along with statistics on other nations, 

the Commission estimated that 60 to 80% of Indian’s population had hookworm, a point which 

Caminetti specifically asked his officers to “carefully peruse and consider.”  Scott requested more 

copies so he could “send them on to our Coast Agents” in B.C, and replied to Mine that, “in view 

of the importance of the subject,” Milne should continue to test South Asians for the disease.  If 

in future, the doctor found that “any” of these had hookworm, then it would be “in order to hold 

up every individual Hindu until his case can be decided.”  Scott also informed Malcolm J. Reid 

that Milne was “watching the matter” and would “take the first available opportunity” to make “a 

thorough examination” of a few cases. 104  

 Nayan Shah explains that the discovery of the parasite in the stool of South Asians at 

Angel Island dramatically influenced inspection policies at that quarantine station.  In the midst 

of a crisis over station management, the high rate of infection among a sample of South Asian 

arrivals enabled PHS officials to use bacteriology as a means of “sidestepping other strategies of 

border control and exclusion.”  Official “confidence in hookworm’s predictive value was 

dubious,” as infection was possible in those displaying no outward symptoms of the disease.  Yet 

inspectors at Angel Island – the last U.S. Pacific port accepting South Asian arrivals before 

Glover’s discovery – “emphasized the unassailable expertise of the medical examiner’s 

diagnosis.”  As I show in Chapter 7, most Asians at Angel Island were tested for hookworm after 

Glover’s discovery; however, South Asians became particularly subject to deportation with a 
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positive diagnosis.  Unlike other Asians, who could pay for treatment at the station and enter the 

U.S. if otherwise admissible, Indian labourers, who comprised the vast majority of South Asian 

arrivals, were largely denied the same opportunity, despite the fact that no legislation yet barred 

their entry along national or racial lines.105        

 In Canada, the hookworm issue reached the highest levels of government when, in early 

November, H. H. Stevens informed reporters in Ottawa that he planned to ask Cabinet to hire a 

bacteriologist to study the “many serious diseases” of the Asian immigrant arrivals on the Pacific 

coast.  Stevens, after consulting significant “medical authority,” had found that Asians were 

“infested with several bacterial diseases which they are likely to introduce into Canada.”  These 

included hookworm, lung fluke, liver fluke, and blood fluke, all of which had existed in Asia for 

hundreds of years.  Though, he asserted, Asians had developed immunity to these diseases and 

seldom developed symptoms, transmission in Canada would bring “dire results” to Canadians.  

Overall, he asserted that “the health side of the Asiatic problem is just as important as the 

industrial, racial and social,” and consequently he planned to meet with Scott and W. D. Roche, 

the new Minister of the Interior, for a formal investigation into Asian immigrant disease.106   

 Immigration Branch records negate Stevens’ contention that Asians were bringing 

hookworm to Canada.  While U.S. authorities had been finding the disease in some Asians at 

Angel Island since 1910, the only evidence of the disease in Canada was Milne’s inconclusive 

findings on Jowalla Singh.  No further bacteriological examinations took place at this time, 

despite the fact that a visiting medical consultant advised that Chinese arrivals at B.C. ports be 

inspected for hookworm.  Reid, realizing that the issue could become a “political football,” 

forwarded the suggestion to Scott, who took no action on the issue.  Stevens’ Cabinet meeting 
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also never occurred, or at least not in 1913; after spending a month in Central Canada, he 

informed reporters that he still planned to raise the inspection issue.  Immediately upon his return 

home he met with Caminetti, who was in Vancouver to “investigate the Hindu problem from the 

Canadian standpoint.”  The two men discussed “the Hindu menace” in what the Province called 

“a mutual exchange of ideas.”  Reid, who also met Caminetti in this visit, later advised the 

Commissioner-General about the new P.C. 2642, writing that: “of course it is needless to inform 

you that this is directed against the Hindus, although it appears on the face of it to include all 

nationalities.”107        

The India Office responded to the new Order by admonishing Canada for continuing to 

bar the families of resident South Asians.  An India Office staffer declared that South Africa’s 

continued discrimination against its Indian population had produced tensions in India that were 

“already so grave,” and that would be aggravated by Canada’s refusal to grant concessions to its 

South Asian community.  Ontario writer Isabella Ross Broad also protested against the policy, 

suggesting that the Dominion’s treatment of Indians was “un-Christian.”  Another Ontarian, 

Agnes Laut, published a 1913 pamphlet dealing with Indian immigration after Saturday Night 

Magazine sent her to B.C. to study labour problems in the wake of a 1912 railway worker strike.  

Mark Leier, editor of a recent re-print of Laut’s leaflet, explains that though Laut purported to be 

an objective observer of B.C. race relations, she largely “justified anti-Asian sentiment based on 

stereotypes and notions of the ‘essential nature’ of Asians,” employing views on racial hierarchy 

that “reflected the world view of many Canadians who supported the British Empire.”108   
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It is difficult to isolate Laut’s personal opinions within the text, for she interspersed her 

own conclusions with her summary of B.C. sentiments on the “Hindu” issue.  Overall, however, 

her discussion was strongly anti-Indian.  Alhough Laut called the continuous journey legislation 

“a sort of subterfuge…rigged up in our immigration laws to keep them out,” she also argued that 

Canada should not have to accept India’s “‘teeming millions.’”  The notion that South Asians 

would adapt to local conditions was “no reason for Canada’s accepting as her burden the heritage 

of another country’s cess-pools of crime.”  The local social environment, she argued, “hasn’t yet 

modified the negro.”  Though an Anglo-Indian living in B.C. had told her that “the Hindu is the 

negro problem multiplied by ten plus craft,” Laut argued that Indians were also particularly 

dangerous because they were “intellectual and spiritual as well as crafty and sensuous.”  

According to a B.C. mill owner, these qualities derived from “generations of vice” and “birth 

from immature mothers.”  Laut concurred, adding that even “Chinese vices” were not “a stench to 

Heaven as the Hindus.’’”  Addressing South Asians as a whole, she concluded that “what we do 

fear, and we are determined to shut out are your Asiatic vices.” She added that “we are sorry for 

you, just as we are sorry for any plague-stricken region; but we do not welcome the plague among 

us because of that pity.”109  

Many provincial residents supported Laut’s assertions.  A November 1913 Vancouver 

Sunset editorial decried Eastern Canada’s “maudlin sympathy” for the South Asian in B.C.; 

parroting the statements of Victoria mayor John Beckwith in 1912, the editor declared that the 

South Asian “takes to trouble” just as “a newly-landed Irishman takes to politics in New York.”  
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The difference between the two was that Indians could never become citizens.  Referring to the 

major Asian groups in B.C., he asserted that:   

 

Of the three races the Hindu is the greatest drinker and they indulge in  
orgies and debauches such as I have never observed among either Chinese  
or Japs.  The Hindu is crafty, unscrupulous [and] only fear of the whites  
will keep him straight in his relations to them.110 
 

A few weeks later, the New Westminster News declared that “Nothing tickles” a South 

Asian “quite so much as an opportunity to project his smelly carcass into the limelight where he 

will be the centre of public gaze…”  At a Vancouver community meeting, Stevens argued that 

Indian “civilization is unproductive of good to the human race as a whole.”  For Stevens, 

allowing any further Indian immigration would invite intermarriage between the two races.  If 

Britain was to maintain a positive influence on India, then “its ‘heel’ on Indians must not be 

softened by the admixture of alien blood amongst the people to produce lower types of humanity 

than the lowest of either race intermarrying.”  Stevens’ correspondence files show that at least 

some of his constituents shared this opinion.  For example, a financial broker in Vancouver 

informed Stevens that having lived for eight years in India, he was one of Steven’s “strongest 

backers” in the Vancouver M. P.’s efforts “to eliminate entirely the immigration of the Hindoo.”  

The writer asserted that the South Asian was “undesirable and one of the most dangerous 

weapons to have in our midst in connection with Empire matters.”111   

 In January 1914, six weeks after the continuous journey and $200 requirement were 

overturned, Robert Borden’s Cabinet reinstated both Orders under different names.  The ruling 

Conservatives passed the Orders with no debate, although W. L. M. King confided in his diary 
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that he had “urged that the Liberals” debate what he saw as the ruling government’s “incapacity 

to handle” imperial diplomacy.  After passing the Orders, Borden again denied India’s request 

that Canada allow South Asian wives and children into Canada.  In a letter to the India Office, the 

Prime Minister justified this position by stating that Indians had a lower standard of living than 

whites and could not assimilate; however, the “susceptibility of this class of people to 

tuberculosis” and “inability to withstand the rigors of the climate” meant that exclusion was also 

in the interests of the South Asians themselves.  These statements were directly taken from E. 

Blake Robertson’s briefing note that conflated ideas from King’s 1908 report, Robertson’s own 

1906 memorandum linking South Asians with tuberculosis, and F. C. Blair’s 1912 affirmation of 

the tuberculosis argument.112     

  While Borden perpetuated the delusive link between B. C.’s South Asians and 

tuberculosis, Immigration Branch staffers in B.C. still struggled to prove a definite link between 

Indian immigrants to Canada and hookworm.  In late January, Dr. Peter H. Bryce asked his 

supervisor W. D. Scott for permission to visit the Pacific coast to investigate the hookworm issue 

again first-hand.  Quoting Milne’s explosive December 12th 1913 memo verbatim, Scott 

originally rejected this proposal in his recommendations to W. W. Cory, stating that the memo 

showed that Milne was already well-apprised on the situation.  Further, every B.C. agent had 

Caminetti’s circular on South Asian hookworm.  However, the Superintendent of Immigration 

quickly changed his mind after receiving W. C. Hopkinson’s report that several South Asians in 

Yokohama were purchasing through tickets for steamship passage to Vancouver.  Chapter 5 

shows that, from the timing of this report and the follow-up correspondence on the matter, it is 

                                                      
112 P.C. No. 23, Jan 7 1914 replaced P.C. 920 of 9 May 1910.  P.C. No 24 of January 7 1914 replaced P.C. 
926 of 9 May 1910; Diary of W. L. M. King, January 14 1914, 2420, 14, 8.  R. L. Borden to Duke of 
Connaught, January 19 1914 and E. Blake Robertson Memorandum, “Re: Wives and Children,” January 5 
1914, both in RG 25 G1 Vol. 1138 File 1914 40 C, LAC.  In the same file, Minister of the Interior William 
H. Roche hand-wrote “I heartily concur with the above memo’s views.”    
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virtually certain that the vessel in question was the S. S. Komagata Maru.113             

The preceding pages have explored how the polyvalent deployment of both the climate 

and especially the disease theses continued to influence both popular and official responses to 

South Asians in the period immediately following legislative exclusion.  For white B.C. residents, 

the federal government’s decision to halt South Asian immigration appeared to confirm what 

local residents had been saying since 1906 – that South Asians had no place in Canadian society.  

When B.C.’s small South Asian community refused to move en masse to Honduras, which 

largely negated the climate theory that South Asians were inherently more comfortable working 

in a tropical setting, Pacific coast politicians, labour leaders, press editors and others renewed and 

expanded the association between South Asians and disease.  Statements made by Rudyard 

Kipling and other high-profile international visitors to Vancouver, who purported to have first-

hand knowledge of the racially or culturally inherent characteristics of the group, appeared to 

affirm the legitimacy of the argument, even when an expert on the state of health of  South Asian 

arrivals before exclusion publicly challenged this view.    

 The chapter has also explained how the disease argument influenced policy in two 

specific ways during the period following 1908 legislative exclusion.  First, in 1911 the ruling 

Conservatives used Immigration Branch agent Frederick C. Blair’s conclusions on the hygiene 

and health of resident South Asians to justify the decision not to allow the families of the men to 

immigrate.  Second, by drawing from a previously unexplored government file, it has been shown 

that immigration officials, acting with Ministerial approval, used 1910 American findings on 

hookworm to justify testing the small number of South Asians who had managed to circumvent 

                                                      
113 P. H. Bryce to W. D. Scott, January 26 1914; WD Scott Memo to WW Cory, Feb. 2 1914, and W. D. 
Scott Memo to WW Cory, Feb. 19 1914, all in RG 76 Vol. 584 File 820636, LAC.  Hopkinson’s report and 
Cory’s January 28 memo is described in W. D. Scott Memorandum to W. W. Cory, February 10 1914, RG 
76 Vol. 584 File 820636, LAC.  In The Voyage pages 25-26 and 33, Johnston shows that Gurdit Singh was 
soliciting passengers and securing the vessel at this time, and later picked up passengers at Yokohama. 



 

 167 

exclusion.  In anticipation of a high-profile challenge to exclusion, officials began to develop a 

plan to use this testing method to ensure the rejection of several hundred South Asians on board 

the S. S. Komagata Maru.  The next chapter illustrates further details about this plan, and builds 

an argument that the overwhelming government opposition to South Asians, which was based in 

part on popular and official assertions that the group endangered public health, ensured the 

continuity of legislative exclusion during World War One, the early interwar period, and beyond.
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Chapter 5 

Komagata Maru and Beyond:                                                       
Hookworm and the Guise of Public Health Protection 

 
I may say that were Sikhs or Hindus allowed free access into western Canada there  
would arise in cities like Vancouver and Victoria native quarters filth and bestiality  
that would put the worst slums of Chinatown into the shade. 
       - Charles Flick, Lt-Col. Comdg. No 3 Batt, Karachi, Canadian Forces, 1919. 1  

 
…I cannot work up my mind to view with favor the situation of the franchise to a  
body of men 90% of whom are low caste Hindus, filthy, morally and physically and  
entirely ignorant with respect to our political ideas and with no ‘vision’ as Canadians. 

              - Charles Herbert Dickie, Federal Member of Parliament for Nanaimo, B.C., 1921. 2 

 

As we approach its centennial, the Komagata Maru incident continues to dominate the 

historical and political narrative of the twentieth century South Asian experience in Canada.  

Between May and July 1914, Canadian Immigration Branch officials prevented most of the S. S. 

Komagata Maru’s 376 South Asian passengers from landing in Vancouver.  Although this action 

was challenged in court, the B.C. Court of Appeal upheld the decision and affirmed the validity 

of the newly reinstated Orders in Council P.C. 23, 24 and 897, the three acts of legislation 

maintaining South Asian exclusion.  The Canadian naval ship H. M. S. Rainbow escorted the S. S. 

Komagata Maru from Canada on 23 July.  Upon the vessel’s arrival in Calcutta, twenty 

passengers were killed by the Indian military in Budge-Budge, India, when they resisted a plan to 

transport them directly to the Punjab.   

 This chapter begins by demonstrating how, in anticipation of the arrival of the S. S. 

Komagata Maru, Immigration Branch officials prepared a contingency plan to test the passengers 

for the curable disease of hookworm, which in the previous chapter is described as a bacterial 

                                                      
1 Charles Flick’s letter printed in the Vancouver Sun, June 22 1919. 



 

 169 

parasite that affects the small intestine and causes lethargy and anemia, but which the 

Immigration Act did not classify as an excludable disease.  The chapter then explores the role of 

the public health issue in debates over granting the franchise to South Asians in the interwar 

period, and finally shows how Dominion officials suspended all hookworm testing and reversed 

Immigration Branch policy on the threat of hookworm only after it became clear that the 

government would not re-open Canada’s borders to more South Asians.   

Scholars have discussed the Komagata Maru incident in greater detail than any other 

chapter in the story of South Asian immigration to Canada.  Hugh Johnston’s 1979 study is the 

classic text on the topic, but other historians have subsequently discussed the event within the 

wider contexts of politics, immigration, labour, and Indian nationalism.  Peter Ward points out 

that event showed the “deep and permanent racial cleavage” between Asians and a white 

majority.  Ian McKay describes the incident as “a play, in large part, about race,” which “threw 

into sharp relief the paradoxically fluid identities of Canadians in 1914.”  Many felt that Canada 

was still strongly connected to the empire, but the physical and cultural characteristics prevented 

South Asians from being regarded as imperial equals.  McKay asserts that “the constructed image 

of the ‘Hindu’ was that of a harbinger of a monstrous wave,” that threatened to “sweep all the 

cherished things of everyday British life into a vast tsunami of disorder and ruin.”  Ali Kazimi 

adds that the incident “set a precedent” for Canada’s refusal in 1939 to offer asylum to almost one 

thousand European Jewish passengers on the S. S. St. Louis who were attempting to escape the 

Nazi pogroms.3  Missing from these important accounts is an understanding of how medical 

                                                                                                                                                              
2 Charles Herbert Dickie to Arthur Meighen, September 25 1922, MG 26I Vol. 98, LAC. 
3 See Johnston, The Voyage; Ward, 92-93; McKay, Reasoning Otherwise, 613-616; Ali Kazimi, 
Undesirables: White Canada and the Komagata Maru: An Illustrated History (Toronto: Douglas and 
McIntyre, 2012), 8. 
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scapegoating – a dominant current in the tide of anti-Indian racism on the Pacific coast – had by 

1914 become inextricably embedded in immigration policy and public discourse on South Asians.          

Prime Minister Robert Borden’s correspondence with Vancouver residents during the 

summer of 1914, when the vessel sat anchored in Vancouver’s harbor, shows that many locals 

strongly supported the government’s refusal to admit the passengers.  Shortly after the vessel first 

arrived, an anonymous Vancouver writer informed the Prime Minister that: 

 

 I admire the firm stand you have taken in connection with the Hindus,  
as do all other true Canadian citizens.  The Hindus are an immoral, and  
here I speak from personal experience, ‘evil-smelling’ lot.  In traveling  
in the cars, one has either to remove or have them removed to the other  
end of the car.  I presume their condition is due mostly to the fact they  
mostly live in small shacks and seldom bathe.4 

        

This is an extreme example of the local opposition to South Asians, yet many municipal 

politicians made similar observations.  While the vessel was anchored off Vancouver, North 

Vancouver’s councilors petitioned Borden suggesting that “unsanitary conditions” in Indian 

camps made it “impossible for any one [sic] with any self-respect to live with them.”5   

 In fact every city council in the Vancouver area petitioned Borden on the issue.  When 

Vancouver mayor T. S. Baxter called a public meeting on June 23rd to discuss the crisis, twelve 

hundred city residents crammed into a local auditorium to hear speeches by Baxter and federal 

Members of Parliament H. H. Stevens and Ralph Smith.  The Vancouver Sun reported that the 

crowd was “unanimously” in favor of sending the ship away, and Joan Jensen points out that 

“feelings ran so high at the meeting” that U.S. immigration officials stationed in Vancouver were 

predicting the possibility of another riot in the city.  McKay shows that, only days before a 

                                                      
4 Anonymous, Vancouver, to Robert Borden, June 2 1914, MG 26 H 1 (a) Vol. 40, LAC.  
5 J. Farmer to Robert Borden, Enclosing “Meeting Minutes of Council of North Vancouver, July 16 1914,” 
MG 26 H 1 (a) Vol. 40, LAC. 



 

 171 

representative of the vessel issued a legal challenge to government exclusion, mayor Baxter and 

many other Vancouver citizens did not actually want a court challenge, as they were “not really 

sure that the law would back them up.”  Instead, Baxter believed that the men should simply be 

(unlawfully) barred before having the opportunity to access the courts, which had ruled favorably 

for some South Asians in the past.   Meanwhile, Vancouver General Hospital’s board of directors 

sent Stevens a memorial to resolving that they “view[ed] with alarm the proposal to admit more 

Hindus into Canada,” since the hospital had not received payment from several South Asians 

from previous treatments.  The Vancouver Sun later explained that local South Asians refused to 

pay these bills because at home the government of India paid their medical fees.6        

 Like most of Vancouver’s 200,000 white residents, some Canadians living outside of the 

area were also concerned about the vessel anchored at Vancouver.  A Quebecer asked Borden if it 

could be “arranged that these people be segregated on some island in the Pacific or even sent to 

the W. Indies,” where an Indian government official could “be placed in charge of them” until 

“this problem be definitely settled by the several Imperial dependencies.”  The writer also 

suggested seeking advice from men like Rudyard Kipling, who were “well versed in handling the 

peoples of the Indian Empire,” to help “impress upon” Indians that “their own Country and 

Climate is best suited to their needs.”  The Vancouver Province reported that former 

Vancouverite William Waterson, who now lived in Johannesburg, had “watch[ed] that cargo of 

Hindus with great interest” and was “glad” that Ottawa had excluded them.  He added that South 

Asians were “an absolute pest once they get a footing in a white man’s country.”7      

                                                      
6 “Minutes of a Public Meeting Held in Dominion Hall, Vancouver, June 23 1914,” MG 26 H 1 (a) Vol. 40, 
LAC; Vancouver Sun, June 24 1914; Jensen, 133.  Jensen cites John H. Clark to Anthony Caminetti, June 
30 1914, RG 85 File 52903, NARA; McKay, Reasoning Otherwise, 605.  McKay cites a Sun article from 
June 23 1914.   Dr. Malcolm T. MacEachearn, Vancouver Gen Hospital, to H. H. Stevens, June 23 1914, 
MG 26 H 1 (a) Vol. 40, LAC.  
7 C. H. N. Lester, Westmount, Quebec, to Robert Borden, June 15 1914, MG 26 H 1 (a) Vol. 40, LAC; 
Province, July 8 and July 22 1914. 
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When the press picked up a rumor in July that a shipping company planned to transport 

South Asians to Halifax via the Suez Canal, Borden personally asked his Minister of Justice, C. J. 

Doherty, to investigate the plan.  Borden warned that South Asian immigrants brought direct to 

Canada’s East coast “could not be excluded under existing Orders-in-Council.”  The Prime 

Minister’s reasoning was correct.  Under current legislation, Canada would have to land all 

healthy South Asian immigrants who arrived by continuous journey, providing they could show 

$200; the recent Order prohibiting unskilled workers and artisans only applied to B. C.8  The Suez 

plan never materialized, but Borden’s response to the rumor demonstrates that his government 

firmly opposed any further immigration from India. 

As it has been shown in Chapter 4, Immigration Branch officials began preparing to test 

South Asian arrivals for hookworm shortly after American officials discovered in 1910 that many 

South Asian arrivals at Angel Island carried the disease.  As Joan Jensen and Nayan Shah explain, 

American officials subsequently used hookworm testing to facilitate what Jensen calls the 

“executive restriction” that was already in place at American ports – a stringent, often 

questionable interpretation of legislation – before Congress finally legislated Indian exclusion in 

1917.  In Canada, where hookworm was never formally classified as a “dangerous, loathsome or 

infectious disease” under the Immigration Act, the Immigration Branch employed the recent 

American finding on hookworm to anticipate and potentially plug loopholes in the Canadian 

legislative exclusion that had been in place since 1908.  Chapter 4 has shown that, to this end, the 

Branch prepared for hookworm testing on South Asians passengers of the S. S. Orterio in April 

1912, tested South Asians from the S. S. Sado Maru in July 1913, and initiated testing on the S. S. 

Panama Maru’s passengers three months later in October.   

                                                      
8 Robert Borden to C. J. Doherty, Minister of Justice, July 22 1914, MG 26 H 1 (a) Vol. 40, LAC. Borden 
referred to a Halifax Chronicle article of July 13 1914.  
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Shortly after the Komagata Maru arrived in May 1914, the Vancouver Sun published 

Saskatchewan physician H. G. Sutherland’s solution for the developing crisis in Vancouver.  

Sutherland opined that the “attempted Hindu invasion of Vancouver” could be halted with a 

simple hookworm test.  Quoting the Rockefeller Sanitary Commission’s estimation that 60 to 

80% of the population of India had the disease, the physician argued that Canada should emulate 

the U.S. Immigration authorities at San Francisco, who were using hookworm tests to reject large 

numbers of Asian arrivals at that port.  He reasoned that “if this shipload of Hindus showed as 

widespread infection” as they did at Angel Island, "they could be turned back as undesirables 

without further question.”9  Unbeknownst to Sutherland, Dominion immigration authorities had 

secretly entertained this idea earlier that spring when agent W. C. Hopkinson first reported that 

South Asians in Japan were purchasing tickets for the Komagata Maru’s journey to Vancouver.10                

In early 1914, Superintendent of Immigration W. D. Scott resumed the Immigration 

Branch’s secret hookworm plan (in place since 1912) by instructing medical inspector at Victoria 

G. L. Milne to “pay special attention” in screening the incoming South Asians for hookworm, and 

to hire a tropical disease expert if needed.  Scott approved Milne’s November 1913 request for “a 

properly equipped place” to detain immigrants for defecation.  Scott also advised his supervisor, 

W. W. Cory in Ottawa, that “in view…of the probability of a number of Hindus applying for 

admission to Canada at Vancouver,” B.C. inspectors could use a specialist to “detec[t] the 

parasite or ova of the Hook-worm in the case of Hindus or other immigs from India.”  Cory, 

acting on behalf of Minister of the Interior Robert Rogers, approved of these actions, and Scott 

authorized Malcolm J. Reid, head of the Branch’s Vancouver office, to employ his own medical 

                                                      
9 See “Could Enable Authorities to Keep Hindus Out of Dominion on Purely Sanitary Grounds,” 
Vancouver Sun, May 29 1914. 
10 W. D. Scott to P. H. Bryce, January 24 1914; P. H. Bryce to W. D. Scott, January 26 1914; W. D. Scott 
to W. W. Cory, February  2 1914, and W. D. Scott to W. W. Cory, February 19 1914, all in RG 76 Vol. 584 
File 820636, LAC.  Hopkinson’s report and Cory’s January 28 memorandum on the vessel are both 
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authority on hookworm.  Scott also warned the British Consulate at Yokohama, a port of landing 

for the vessel, that many Indians on board might have the disease.11  

Scott’s instructions came despite a recent memorandum from B.C.’s Provincial Board of 

Health, which advised the Immigration Branch that the province had received no complaints that 

resident South Asians had or were spreading hookworm.  The Department of the Interior’s Chief 

Medical Officer, Dr. Peter H. Bryce, made a similar report after returning to Ottawa from his B.C. 

mission in March, where he had interviewed the medical teams of both G. L. Milne and A. S. 

Munro, and a physician attached to Vancouver’s U.S. Public Health Service branch.  Repeating a 

sentiment he first expressed to Milne in 1911, Bryce asserted that while hookworm infection was 

a serious health risk in India, where people often went barefoot and lived without proper 

sanitation, he found that:          

 

…it does not follow that we are to be satisfied that these are reasons why  
immigrants from these infected countries should be excluded from Canada  
unless it can be shown, that similar habits of life will be followed here and  
that therefore the dangers through contamination through the spread of the  
disease are similar.12   

 

Bryce explained that the chance of cross-infection was in fact very low in Canada, where 

even “foreigners” lived generally hygienically.  He added that none of the “prominent physicians 

in Vancouver and Victoria” he had spoken with had heard of any Asian with symptoms that could 

be “reasonably attributed to this disease,” such as sallow complexion, anemia, or abdominal 

tenderness.  Since almost no research had been done on hookworm in Canada, Bryce 

                                                                                                                                                              
described in W. D. Scott’s February 2 1914 letter to Cory. 
11 W. D. Scott to W. W. Cory, February 10 1914, 1-2; W. D. Scott to G. L. Milne, February 10 1914, and 
W. D. Scott to British Consulate General, Yokohama, February 26 1914, all in RG 76 Vol. 385 File 536999 
Pt. 8, LAC; W. D. Scott to Malcolm J.  Reid, March 2 1914; H. E. Young to W. J. Roche, February 21 
1914, both in RG 76 Vol. 584 File 820636, LAC. 
12 H. E. Young, Provincial Secretary and Acting Secretary of B.C. Board of Health, to W. J. Roche, 
February 21 1914, and P. H. Bryce Memorandum to W. J. Roche, March 25 1914, 1-4, both in RG 76 Vol. 
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recommended that the Dominion investigate the disease in a Commission modeled after the 

recent work of the Rockefeller Sanitary Commission.   Ninette Kelley and Michael Trebilcock 

explain that Bryce, Chief Medical Officer until 1921, espoused an almost unprecedented 

appreciation and respect of cultural difference throughout his career.  These qualities made him 

“a harbinger of modern multicultural policy,” because he “adhered to the view that society was 

enriched by the presence of those with different, in Bryce’s own words, ‘manners and customs.’”  

Bryce appears to have demonstrated this philosophy when he set aside the question of race in 

order to consider the real likelihood that South Asians would cause a hookworm outbreak.13  

Soon after Bryce argued that hookworm infection was insufficient grounds to exclude 

South Asians, the Immigration Branch reversed its policy and abandoned its plans to test the 

coming Komagata Maru passengers for the disease.  Bryce’s conclusion likely played no role in 

this decision, as Scott still intended to seek Ministerial approval for wide-scaling testing a full 

week after Bryce submitted his report, and Reid reported that, given the lack of detention space in 

Vancouver, Milne in Victoria was already preparing to test “two immigrants at a time” from the 

vessel for hookworm, though he could do more.  It appears instead that three other factors 

quashed the plan.  The first of these was its cost.  Milne could collect stool from patients and do 

some microscopic work, but his failure in November to give Jowalla Singh thymol before 

obtaining a sample showed that the doctor did not have the expertise to analyze the test results 

himself.  Dr. W. P. Walker in Victoria was the natural choice for the project, in part because he 

had tested Singh’s sample, and further because he was a friend of G. H. Barnard, Victoria’s 

federal M. P.  When, in anticipation of the Komagata Maru, Reid asked Walker for a quote for 

                                                                                                                                                              
584 File 820636, LAC.  
13 P. H. Bryce Memorandum W. J. Roche, March 25 1914,  and P. H. Bryce to G. L. Milne, December 28 
1911, both in RG 76 Vol. 584 File 820636, LAC; Kelley and Trebilcock, 162.   However, Angus McLaren, 
in “Stemming the Flood of Defective Aliens,” Immigration and Racism in Canada, Barrington Walker,ed.  
(Toronto: Canadian Scholars Press, 2008), 192, argues that Bryce was in fact a “hereditarian” who argued 



 

 176 

testing the vessel, he replied that “the proposed examination of Hindu or other immigrants from 

India” for hookworm would cost $2.50 per case for fifty passengers or more.  At $2.50 for each 

of the vessel’s 374 passengers, the cost would be almost $1000, close to what W. C. Hopkinson 

earned in an entire year.14      

Walker may have inadvertently given the Immigration Branch a second reason not to 

pursue the hookworm strategy.  In conversation with Reid before the vessel’s arrival, Walker had 

admitted that passengers could cheat a hookworm test by taking thymol while en route from 

Hong Kong.  Since the timing of the dose meant that hookworm ova would cling to their 

intestines in a later test, even an immigrant with a severe infection could disguise his condition.  

While there is insufficient evidence to prove that this point actually influenced policy, it appears 

that a third factor definitely did cause the Immigration Branch to abandon its plan to screen the 

Komagata Maru’s passengers for hookworm.  Two weeks after forwarding Bryce and Reid’s 

reports to Cory for Ministerial approval, Scott advised Reid on April 14th that the Immigration 

Branch had decided that “the provisions of P. C. 897 would appear to be sufficient to dispose of 

this matter for some time.”  On March 31st, Robert Borden’s government had renewed P.C. 1914-

897, which in December (as P.C. 1913-2642) had banned all “artisans and labourers” from 

landing save at the B.C. port of Alberni.  Borden tellingly reissued this Order the day after his 

government learned that the S. S. Komagata Maru had left Hong Kong for Canada.  The 

Immigration Branch later followed this exact course and used P.C. 897, along with the newest 

incarnations of the continuous journey legislation and the requirement that South Asians have 

                                                                                                                                                              
that some of Canada’s worst immigrants came from Britain. 
14 See (RUSH) Malcolm J. Reid to W. D. Scott, March 31 1914, 1-2; W. P. Walker, Victoria, to Malcolm J. 
Reid and W. D. Scott, March 30 1914; W. D. Scott to W. W. Cory, 1 April 1914; all of the foregoing in RG 
76 Vol. 584 File 820636, LAC.  Though it later increased, Hopkinson’s original salary in 1909 was $1200; 
see W. W. Cory to W. D. Scott, February 26 1912, RG 76 Vol. 561 File 808722 Pt. 1, LAC, and Johnston, 
“The Surveillance,” 16. 
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$200 upon entry, to exclude the passengers.15       

When the vessel anchored off the coast of Vancouver on May 23rd, Canada’s 

Parliamentarians, still in session in Ottawa, voiced their dismay at its arrival.  The outcry 

extended across party lines, as members from the ruling Conservatives and the Liberal opposition 

alike agreed that Canada should reject the passengers.  Minister of the Interior W. J. Roche 

reassured Parliament that “we are going to stand by the immigration law in its fullness,” though 

in June, Frank Oliver criticized him for being slow to resolve the situation using the Immigration 

Act.  Oliver stated that since the South Asians would “hamper and deter” the nation’s “ideals of 

civilization,” it was “under those principles that, for my part, I desire to see this law 

administered.”16  This reaction typified Oliver’s pseudo-eugenic approach to immigration, which 

he had implemented as Minister of the Interior between 1905 and 1911.  His 1906 Immigration 

Act dramatically increased immigrant health requirements, and expanded the definition of an 

“undesirable” immigrant.  However, his precept that South Asians were completely at odds with 

Canadian society reflected the wider bipartisan viewpoint on Parliament Hill in 1914.     

This mode of thinking, which lay at the heart of all social, economic and political 

arguments against further South Asian immigration in general and the admission of the S. S. 

Komagata Maru passengers in particular, offered perhaps a near-perfect demonstration of Edward 

Said’s now-classic theory of Orientalism.  Said argues that Europeans saw and treated Asians 

from a firmly Western perspective because of the self-perpetuation of a pervasive “ontological 

                                                      
15 (RUSH) Malcolm J. Reid to W. D. Scott, March 31 1914, 1-2; W. D. Scott to W. W. Cory, April 1 1914; 
and W. D. Scott to Malcolm  J. Reid, April 14 1914; all in RG 76 Vol. 584 File 820636, LAC; (Telegram) 
Sir Francis May, Governor of Hong Kong, to Duke of Connaught, March 31 1914 and April 6 1914, RG 25 
G1 Vol. 1138 File 1914-40c, LAC.  For the legislative history of P.C. 897-1914, see Bruce Ryder, “Racism 
and the Constitution: The Constitutional Fate of British Columbia Anti-Asian Immigration Legislation, 
1884-1909,” Osgoode Hall Law Journal 29 no. 3, 670. 
16 Debates of the Canadian House of Commons 12th Parliament 3rd Session Vol. 5, May 26 1914, 4214, and 
Debates of the Canadian … May 27 1914, 4295; see also Debates of the Canadian…May 30 1914, 4533; 
Debates of the Canadian… June 11914, 4562 and 4565.   
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and epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident.’”  

By arguing that South Asians were inassimilable, Oliver and his colleagues perpetuated an 

imagined demarcation between white society and what Said describes as the ‘Oriental’ “people, 

customs” and above all, the ‘‘mind,’” which early twentieth century politicians and theorists 

interpreted as an intractable philosophical affront to the values of Western civilization.17    

Returning to the standby rationalizations of public health protection, Roche replied to 

Oliver in June that the passengers had been “undergoing a very critical medical examination” and 

“a good many of these” had trachoma and other eye diseases.  Roche later reported that ninety 

men had been rejected for physical reasons, which Johnston explains was in most cases trachoma.  

There is no record of medical examination of the passengers, since none were allowed to debark, 

save for the ship’s physician, his family, and twenty returning immigrants.  Without this 

documentation it is difficult to ascertain the health of the men when they arrived.  Norman 

Buchignani, Doreen Indra, and Ram Srivastiva have stated that the government’s discovery of 

trachoma at Vancouver was “an old trick,” designed to “make deportation certain” by “finding 

non-existent disease in prospective immigrants.”  However, the authors offer no evidence to 

support this claim.  Overall, despite the fact that Munro may have found that some passengers had 

trachoma, disease was not a determining factor in the rejection of the men.  This is shown both in 

the July B.C. Supreme Court ruling in the case of Munshi Singh, whose appeal case represented 

all on board, and in the Dominion’s November report on the claims of the deported passengers.18           

                                                      
17 Said, Orientalism, 2-3. 
18 Debates of the Canadian …June 1 1914, 4565 and June 6 1914, 4954-55; Johnston, on page 44 of The 
Voyage of the Komagata Maru, states that 77 of the 88 men rejected for physical reasons had trachoma; 
Debates of the Canadian…June 8 1914, 5026; Johnston, The Voyage, 36-37; Vancouver News-Advertiser, 
May 22 1914; Shah, Contagious Divides, 61-63; Buchignani, Indra and Srivastiva, 44; “Regarding Munshi 
Singh (July 6 1914), 20 B.C.R. 243 (B.C. Court of Appeal),” and H. C. Clogstoun, Canada. Commission to 
Investigate Hindu Claims Following Refusal of Immigration Officials to Allow Over 300 Hindus Aboard 
the S. S. Komagata Maru to Land at Vancouver (Vancouver: Government of Canada, 1914). 
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The majority of the vessel’s passengers remained generally healthy throughout the 

incident.  On June 1st, the Vancouver Sun reported that one Santa Singh, a “Consumptive Hindu” 

in “Dying Condition,” was transported to Vancouver General Hospital to undergo treatment; his 

death record indicates that he died four days later.  Yet this appears to have been an isolated case, 

as there were no further reports of passenger disease.  Given the cramped and unsanitary living 

conditions onboard, in July the Sun declared that “it is a wonder that she has had so little sickness 

aboard.”  When the vessel had first arrived, a Vancouver Province reporter declared that the men 

“seemed in good health,” “were certainly clean, and were, “as a body, a particularly fine looking 

lot of men.”  However, the ship’s facilities prevented them from staying clean, as the vessel had 

been equipped to bring them to Canada, not house them for two months after their arrival.  The 

Province illustrated this in a June editorial cartoon that depicted the men as dirty, sweaty and 

disheveled, while the Sun described the ship as a “fragrant marine home” for its “unwashed 

humanity.”  However, that paper later demonstrated its hypocrisy in criticizing the men’s 

hygiene.  When the men were preparing to re-cross the Pacific in late July, a journalist ridiculed 

them for asking for a barrel of hair oil and a gross of toothbrushes and combs for their journey.  

He described them as “Hindu dandies” and “simpering popinjays” for being “particular about 

their personal appearance” and requesting these goods.19   

The Komagata Maru debacle continues to command significant public attention as a 

defining element of the twentieth century South Asian experience in Canada.  The past decade 

alone has seen its commemoration in a documentary film, radio play, and collaborative website.  

The incident has also repeatedly resurfaced in recent Parliamentary debates.  Soon after the 

House of Commons passed a Liberal motion for a government apology for Canada’s actions at 

                                                      
19 Vancouver Sun, June 1 1914; “Death Certificate for Santa Singh,” died in Vancouver, June 5 1914, 
Registration Number 1914-09-139730, PABC; Province, May 23 and June 2 1914; Vancouver Sun, July 7 
and 17 1914. 
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Vancouver in 1914, on August 3rd 2008, Conservative Prime Minister Stephen Harper apologized 

for Canada’s handling of the affair.  Since many Sikh Canadians felt cheated that Harper 

apologized in Surrey, B.C. and not in the House, the Liberals called for an in-House apology in 

2010.  The late Sun chain columnist Peter Worthington argued that it would be pointless for 

Harper to grant this request, as “most Canadians haven't a clue why an apology is necessary” for 

an event “so long ago that only history books remember.”  In my reply to the editor of the Ottawa 

Sun, I called attention to the fact that most Canadians were ignorant of the incident and its 

significance; I added that “Worthington has shown [that] we as Canadians need more education 

about Indo-Canadian history and the consequences of racial prejudice.”20   

In May 2012, the New Democratic Party renewed the request for an in-House apology.  

In the ensuing debate, Jasbir Sandhu astutely observed that the Komagata Maru affair cannot be 

remembered simply as an isolated racist incident, because the continuous journey legislation 

remained in effect for 39 years.  Indeed, the incident and the legislation were deeply 

interconnected within a broader, long-term federal policy framework designed to exclude South 

Asians.  After protracted debate the motion was defeated by a vote of 147 to 118 in the 

Conservative-controlled House on May 28th 2012.  In my interview with one M.P. who opposed 

the motion, the M. P. reported coming from a long family tradition of work in Canadian industry, 

where the first family member in Canada was among a group of others who faced resentment, and 

in some instances only escaped harassment by working longer hours and living at their 

workplaces.  In his own political career decades later, he encountered some racialization before 

being elected, as citizens of his riding sometimes assumed that he had radical beliefs or were 

                                                      
20 See Ali Kazimi (Writer, Director and Producer) “Continuous Journey,” TV Ontario, 2004, and Sugith 
Varughese, “Entry Denied,” (Radio Play), Canadian Broadcasting Company Radio, 2002; See also 
“Komagata Maru,” a Simon Fraser University and Citizenship and Immigration Canada Website, at 
http://komagatamarujourney.ca; Ruby Dhalla’s motion in Debates of the Canadian House of Commons, 
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surprised he spoke English.  Besides the obvious propriety of following party policy, it seems 

likely that my informant’s family and personal experience in overcoming socio-cultural obstacles 

to success has influenced the desire to leave the Komagata Maru incident in the past.21   

Yet the fact that the debate continues even after an apology demonstrates that the 

Komagata Maru incident represents much more than the deportation of a few hundred South 

Asians a century ago.  For many, the affair remains a shared yet deeply personal reminder of the 

significant challenges Indians faced in Canada.  Ali Kazimi compares the event in 1914 with the 

2010 arrival of the S. S. Sun Sea, which brought almost 500 asylum-seeking Tamil migrants to the 

same city.  Kazimi contends that the Canadian “moral panic” over that landing empowered the 

Conservatives to draft and pass a version of Bill C-49, which targets human smugglers but also 

allows the imprisonment of some refugees, including minors, for months pending a review of 

their claim.22  It is important to note also that the Sun Sea affair triggered a redirection of federal 

resources for international surveillance and collaboration under a suite of policies ostensibly 

designed to curb human smuggling and refugee “queue jumping.”  While Parliamentarians were 

debating the Komagata Maru apology in 2012, the National Post reported that the government 

had stopped a plan to help Sri Lankan migrants stranded in Togo come to Canada.  Eighteen 

people were arrested in Ghana after a tip from Canadian intelligence officers, who had been 

“aggressively tracking suspected international migrant smugglers” to “prevent another influx of 

boat people arriving on Canada’s shores.”23            

 

                                                                                                                                                              
40th Parliament, 3rd Session, Entry 49, May 26 2010, Peter Worthington, Ottawa Sun, April 12 2010 and 
Isabel Wallace to Ottawa Sun, 15 April 2010.        
21 Debates `of the Canadian House of Commons, 41st Parliament, 1st Session, Vol. 146, No. 127,  May 18 
2012, 1005. The record of the motion’s May 28th 2012 defeat is at in Debates…No. 128; This Member  of 
Parliament has requested anonymity; interview conducted April 12 2010 on Parliament Hill. This interview 
took place before the 2012 motion for an in-House apology.  
22 Kazimi, Undesirables, 11.     
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                                      Beyond Komagata Maru: 1914-1924 

 

The remainder of this chapter explains how anti-Indian logics and policies established 

early in the movement of South Asians in Canada, and confirmed in 1912 with the federal 

government’s decision to use hookworm screening to plug emerging gaps in exclusion, continued 

until the very end of the first wave of South Asian immigration.  While significant Indian 

emigration to Canada largely ended by early 1908, I define the end of first-wave period as ending 

with the arrival of the last family members of resident South Asians after World War One.  In 

chapter 3 I demonstrated that Dr. Frederick T. Underhill, Vancouver’s Medical Officer of Health, 

was the first to claim a link between South Asians and lung disease in 1906.  Though this 

assertion was inaccurate, W. D. Scott’s assistant, E. Blake Robertson, warned his officers that 

Indians were especially prone to tuberculosis, while Thomas McInnes made similar assertions in 

1907, as did inspector Frederick C. Blair – another Immigration Branch agent with no medical 

expertise – five years later.  Blair’s report had a direct impact on federal policy.  In 1912 the 

Minister of the Interior used Blair’s assessment of South Asian health conditions to justify barring 

the families of South Asian residents.  In the aftermath of the Komagata Maru incident, Scott also 

used health concerns to defend this policy.  In a 1914 article, Scott declared that “pneumonia and 

pulmonary troubles have already resulted in the death of no small number” of South Asians, and 

that “it is doubtful whether with their constitutions, suitable for the country and climate from 

which they came, they will become thoroughly acclimatized in Canada.”24     

 H. H. Stevens, federal Member of Parliament for Vancouver, went furthest in his 

criticism of the health and genetics of Indians and of Asians generally.  In a 1915 letter to a 

                                                                                                                                                              
23 National Post,  May 25 2012. 
24 See especially F. C. Blair, “Private Memo re: Hindu Immigration,” January 26 1912, 1 and 3, ADD MSS 
No 69 V. 1 File 1 PP 1 to 136d Loc 509D7, (VCA), and Debates of the Canadian House of Commons 12th 
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Vancouver doctor, Stevens asserted that intermarriage between Asians and Europeans “invariably 

results in the production of an inferior type to both [races].”  This, according to Stevens, was 

evident when southern blacks mated with whites; “in this case,” he argued, “the offspring of the 

cross are invariably more vicious, irresponsible and immoral than either the negro or the white 

man.”  He added that Asians were “the most trouble-some from a sanitary standpoint,” and “the 

worst sinner of all is the Hindu.”  Stevens concluded that that the “Asiatic diseases” of smallpox, 

cholera, hookworm and plague were a “distinct menace” to the Pacific coast.  Science had proven 

that some Asians were immune to the effects of these diseases, but they caused “epidemics of the 

most violent character” among whites.25   

 In his discussion of Canadian racial theory in “the practice of liberal order” from the mid- 

nineteenth century to 1910, Ian McKay shows that Darwinian (and even pre-Darwinian) theories 

of race categorization, which positioned Anglo-Saxons at the top of the racial pyramid, endured 

through the turn of the century and were instrumental in the transformation to “scientific racism.”  

He points out that this hierarchy made sense to “most Canadians who thought about this subject,” 

though he cautions that some theorists began to impugn the assumption that physical and 

psychological traits were wholly attributable to, and explained by, the separate evolution of 

distinct “major races.”  However, quoting Constance Backhouse’s assertion that the Canadian 

“roots of racialization run far deeper than individualized, intentional activities,” McKay points 

out that virtually every element of the Canadian Dominion, including its “institutions, intellectual 

theory, popular culture, and the law,” all “resonated with the idea and practice of race.”  

Prevailing anthropological theories that advanced the notion of white supremacy ensured that 

others “fell on to the ‘wrong’ side of the white/non-white binary.”  McKay’s observations help to 

                                                                                                                                                              
Parliament 1st Session Vol. 2, February 27 1912; W. D. Scott, “The Immigration By Races,” 1914, in 
Thorner and Frohn-Nielson, 73-93.   
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explain Stevens’ theory of the perils of white-Asian race mixing.26     

Steven’s other assertion that “Asiatic” diseases typically remained dormant in Asians 

until their germs were unleashed on white populations, relates to a theme that has been 

underexplored in traditional, and even revisionist, accounts of Asian racialization in Canada.   

American historian Alan Kraut shows that though in the late nineteenth century Robert Koch and 

others theorized that healthy carriers could infect others with the typhoid bacillus, most 

epidemiologists and members of the public alike were unaware of this possibility until the early 

twentieth century.  However, by this time California authorities already maintained that Asians 

were likely to carry certain diseases, especially plague.  The 1906 discovery in New York City 

that Typhoid Mary (Mary Mallon), a seemingly healthy Irish woman, had spread typhoid, 

“brought no harm to the Irish” in the long-term in that city, as Irish nationals did not face an 

enduring public perception that they were diseased.  Yet when San Francisco officials traced a 

plague outbreak to Chinatown resident Chic Gin in 1900, this discovery affirmed stereotypes 

based on “pre-existing patterns of racial nativism,” and “an especially combustible anti-Asian 

atmosphere on the Pacific Coast.”  Chinese “visibility,” largely caused by “racial distinctiveness,” 

heightened the group’s susceptibility to “stigma and smear.”  The “racial hysteria” resulting from 

the first outbreak unquestionably “distort[ed] public health policy,” as city physicians “[failed] to 

progress beyond the racial prejudices and stereotypes pervasive in American society.”27   

 In August 1915, H. C. Clogstoun, a retired India Office staffer commissioned by the 

Dominion to investigate the aftermath of the Komagata Maru incident, reported that B.C.’s South 

Asians suffered from another health issue.  The extraordinary conclusion of the report that many 

                                                                                                                                                              
25 H. H. Stevens to L.A. Davis, Vancouver, October 14 1915, 1-2, ADD MSS 69 V. 1 File 5 Loc. 509-D-7 
349-521, VCA.       
26 McKay, Reasoning Otherwise, 621-622.  McKay cites Constance Backhouse, A Legal History of Racism 
in Canada, 1900-1950 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), 15.   
27 Kraut, 90, 97 and 104. 
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South Asians were alcoholics – an assertion supported with limited evidence – offers another 

example of official anti-Indian racism in the province.  According to an inspector whose 

testimony was appended to Clogstoun’s report, two Duncan, B.C. employers claimed that their 

South Asian workers were alcoholics, which “seriously impaired their usefulness."  A bartender 

had convinced one Indian to empty his wallet buying beer.  The daughter of an Indian Army 

officer reported that in Nanaimo she had been shocked by remarks made by “a number of Hindus 

sitting under a tree drinking beer.”  The author surmised from these accounts that the South Asian 

in B.C., with his “sensitive nature and excitable temperament,” had misinterpreted the West’s 

“peculiar mixture of familiarity and equality, together with much subtle rascality” (i.e. alcohol 

use).  Clogstoun memorably concluded that “under reasonable control the native of India is 

amenable and capable of such good.” But “in its absence he is as troublesome as an undisciplined 

child, with the capacity for mischief of a man."28           

 A major story captured evening newspaper headlines across Canada on October 21st 

1914, when Vancouver resident Mewa Singh assassinated W. C. Hopkinson in a Vancouver court 

house where the immigration inspector was defending Bela Singh, one of his informants.  

Hopkinson’s half-decade of surveillance work among the community had dramatically affected 

the province’s South Asians, as the agent became a visible representation of British repression 

                                                      
28 Buchignani, Indra and Srivastiva, on page 75 of Continuous Journey, assert that excessive alcohol 
consumption due to loneliness was one of the few “social and psychological problems” of B.C.’s South 
Asians, almost all of whom were living apart from their loved ones, although most drinking occurred in 
private and resulted in few arrests.  The English transcript of one Indo-Canadian Oral History Project 
participant,  “Informant 51" (No name given), whose July 1 1985 interview by Basran and Bolaria is 
housed in the Indo-Canadian Oral History Collection at Simon Fraser University, reported that he became 
an alcoholic and served jail time for related behavior during this period.  He attributed his alcoholism to the 
cheapness of beer relative to the high wages in B.C.’s lumber industry. Genevieve Lipsett-Skinner’s 
Toronto Weekly Star article, “Is the Hindu an Equal of the Canadian Woman?” reported that a missionary 
on Vancouver Island believed that many South Asians were harmed by “the drink traffic and its attendant 
evils.”  However, in his letter printed in the Victoria Daily Colonist on Sept. 25 1913, former C.P.R. 
physician E. H. Lawson testified that the Sikh “use of alcoholic liquors” was more moderate than European 
alcohol consumption. 
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and a convenient magnet or focal point for anti-Imperialist sentiment.  His attempts to repress 

Indian activities had, as Hugh Johnston explains, “helped to politicize and factionalize the local 

Sikh community,” which resulted in his murder and a string of related assassinations.  Overall, he 

had become “as much an author as an investigator of the agitation on the Pacific coast.”29   

Shortly after Hopkinson’s murder, Minister of the Interior W. J. Roche decided that the 

Immigration Branch would no longer collaborate with the Indian government on Indian 

surveillance matters.  Yet Malcolm J. Reid, who became the Dominion Immigration Agent for 

B.C. in 1915, took over some of Hopkinson’s old duties by meeting with his informants and 

forwarding information to Imperial authorities.  After the 1915 “Singapore Mutiny,” in which 

several hundred South Asian sepoys rebelled against British officers in Singapore, Reid secured 

federal press censorship of all telegrams among South Asians in B.C., and became what Johnston 

calls “the key intelligence figure” in the province, running a special surveillance agency within 

the Immigration Branch.  Reid may also have worked with Britain’s Intelligence Service until 

1936.30     

 While the war raged in Europe, in 1916 the India Office finally helped convince Scott to 

recommend that Canada admit the families of South Asian residents.  The Superintendent of 

Immigration conceded that this move was necessary, in light of India’s contributions to the war 

effort, along with the “unfortunate” political fall-out in India from the recent Komagata Maru 

incident and the ensuing Budge-Budge tragedy of 1914.  The war delayed Roche’s action on the 

issue, though the Minister informed Council that the immigration of more Indian labourers should 

be discouraged.  He reasoned that “disease has made considerable inroads upon East Indians,” 

who were also disillusioned by Canada’s labour and social conditions.  Meanwhile, B.C.’s South 

                                                      
29 Johnston, “Surveillance,” 26-7.  
30 W. W. Cory to Joseph Pope, December 4 1914, RG 25 Vol. 1139 File 1914-40-C, LAC; (Confidential) 
E. J. Chambers, Chief Press Censor, to G. D. Perry, GNW Telegraph Company, January 19 1916, RG 6 E 
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Asian population dwindled down to less than 1200 in 1917; in that year, Scott observed with 

satisfaction that the “the East Indian difficulty in B.C. is largely solving itself.”  After the India 

Office raised the family immigration issue again at the 1917 Imperial Conference in London, 

Borden agreed to consider allowing the family concession, and in March 1919 he finally 

introduced an Order in Council allowing resident South Asians to send for their wives and 

dependent children.  However, many B.C. residents vociferously opposed the 1919 Order.  For 

example, John Wallace de Beque Farris, B. C.’s Attorney General, spoke out against it, as did the 

editor of Vancouver mayor Louis D. Taylor’s newspaper The Critic.31   

  In June, Reid forwarded to Ottawa what he called a “rather remarkable letter” by 

Canadian army Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Flick to the Vancouver Sun.  Given its contents, it is 

perhaps surprising that Flick became one of Vancouver Island’s most vociferous opponents of 

Japanese interment during the next war.  Writing from Karachi in 1919, Flick recalled that in his 

work with the Euphrates Defenses in World War One, he had personally convened courts martial 

on several Indian soldiers accused of sodomy with “either with man or beast,” and warned that “it 

is to men of this perverted nature that Canada wishes to open her western door.”  He asserted that 

the “belauding [sic] of the Indian soldier” misled many Canadians at home about Indian morality 

and loyalty.  He had seen very few Indian regiments fight admirably for the British Raj, 

especially in Mesopotamia, when allied forces would only send in Indian soldiers when Turkish 

morale had already been “broken” by white forces.  Flick concluded that “I may say that were 

                                                                                                                                                              
V. 524 F 150-D-1 P 1, LAC; Johnston,  “Surveillance,” 23-4. 
31 W. D. Scott to Joseph Pope, January 7 1916; Joseph Pope Memorandum for Robert Borden, ND, both in 
RG 25 Series A3a Vol. 1185 File 1916 897, LAC; W. D. Scott to Malcolm J. Reid, November 27 1915,  
RG 76 Vol. 385 File 536999 Pt. 9, LAC; W. D. Scott Memo to William Roche, April 20 1917; W. D. Scott 
to Robert Campbell July 26 1917; William Roche to Gov. General, (Council), November 27 1917; W. D. 
Scott to Robert Campbell, July 26 1917; William Roche to Gov. General, (Council) Nov. 27 1917; all three 
of the foregoing in RG 76 Vol. 385 File 536999 Pt. 10, LAC; E Blake Robertson Memorandum to W. W. 
Cory for Robert Borden, Received May 6 1918, and Scott Memorandum to Hon. Mr. Crerar, October 21 
1918, 1-2, both in RG 76 Vol. 385 File 536999 Pt. 11, LAC; P.C. 641, March 26 1919; The Critic 
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Sikhs or Hindus allowed free access into western Canada there would arise in cities like 

Vancouver and Victoria native quarters that filth and bestiality would put the worst slums of 

Chinatown into the shade.”32   

Despite Flick’s statements about the prevalence of South Asian homosexuality, a very 

large proportion of B.C.’s South Asians were heterosexual married men, many of whom were 

desperate to bring in their wives and children.  Nayan Shah explains that in Canada, as in the 

U.S., legislation in place since the nineteenth century strictly prohibited homosexual behavior; 

there was some question about how to define “male volition, consent and violation” between 

adults, but the courts generally treated sodomy as an act “against nature.”  Flick therefore had 

made a very serious assertion.  Shah’s discussion of public opposition to homosexuality in B.C. 

during this period further demonstrates the controversy and outcry his assertion would have 

incited.  Since homosexual activity was considered deviant, in Vancouver, most social and sexual 

interactions between homosexual men were restricted to Chinatown, Gastown, and the business 

district, because these neighborhoods were “separated spatially and socially from working-class 

and middle-class white families.”  Shah elaborates that “the marking of these areas by race, 

transience, and immorality served as a cultural and social barricade from respectable white family 

society.”  In 1910 police began to monitor interactions between males of all ethnicities, including 

South Asians.  Detectives began to monitor the activities of Indian men and set up “sting 

operations,” which greatly increased arrests for unlawful sexual activity.33   

                                                                                                                                                              
(Vancouver), April 19, 1919. 
32 See Flick’s opposition to 1938 Japanese interment in Sheila Harrington and Judi Stevenson, Islands in 
the Salish Sea: A Community Atlas (Surrey: Land Trust Alliance of B.C., 2005), 70; Charles Flick, Lt-Col. 
Commanding. No. 3 Special Battaalion, No 1 Special Brigade, Karachi, April 24 1919, letter to the Editor 
of the Vancouver Sun, June 22 1919; Malcolm J. Reid to W. W. Cory, June 23 1919,  RG 76 Vol. 386 File 
536999 Pt. 12, LAC.    
33 Shah, Stranger Intimacy, 131-32, 57-58 and 62. 
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The immediate families of some of B.C.’s South Asians began to arrive in 1921.  Most of 

the new arrivals were healthy.  Before leaving eastern ports, passengers on steamship vessels 

were now required to pass at least one medical inspection, although Simon Fraser Indo-Canadian 

Oral History Project participant Kartar Singh Ghag recalled that when he arrived in Canada in 

1924, some still contracted trachoma en route to B.C.  Ratan Kaur Thauli, another Project 

informant who arrived in the same year, reported that she had had to undergo three months of 

treatment for the same disease in Hong Kong before continuing to Canada.  Surviving files of the 

Department of Immigration and Colonization, the agency that assumed the Interior Department’s 

former responsibility for immigration beginning in 1917, indicate that nine South Asians were 

detained for observation and/or treatment out of the close to 70 arriving in 1921, and the same 

number were held for these reasons in 1922.  Some of the detained were male minors classified as 

“schoolboys,” and the balance were dependents or returning labourers whose names appear after 

long lists of Chinese detentions.  These lists do not explain why some were held longer than the 

usual short period for observation, but they do indicate that only one South Asian was rejected in 

these years; he failed the continuous journey provision because he was neither a dependent nor a 

returning immigrant.34   

After landing in B.C., the new arrivals joined members of the province’s South Asian 

community who generally were at least as healthy as other Asian immigrants in the province. 

Victoria’s Chief Medical Officer reported that only one South Asian in the city had died from 

tuberculosis in 1920 – the first year that the city published tubercular deaths divided by ethnic 

                                                      
34 “Record of Persons Detained or Rejected at Victoria, February 15 1921,” 3, RG 76 Vol. 306 File 281230 
Vancouver 4, LAC; “Record…, June 12 1921”; “Record…Vancouver, July 7 1921,” RG 76 Vol. 306 File 
281230 Vancouver 5; “Record…Victoria, February 1922”;  “Record….Victoria, May 22 1922,”; 
“Record….Victoria…June 17 1922,” all in RG 76 Vol. 306 File 281230 Victoria 7, LAC.  See also 
Canadian Government Original Data Passenger Lists, which show that 45 South Asian arrived in 1920 and 
71 arrived in 1921.   “English Transcript of Interview with Kartar Singh Ghag,” June 21 1984, by Hari 
Sharma, and "English Transcript of Interview of Ratan Kaur Thauli," May 14, 1987, by Basran and Bolaria, 
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group – compared with 18 white and 8 Chinese deaths.  In 1922, Dr. Frederick T. Underhill, who 

was still Vancouver’s Medical Officer of Health, reported that while municipal mortalities from 

the disease had steadily declined over the past three years, Chinese rates were “very high,” as an 

astounding 1 in every Chinese 2.5 death was linked to the disease.  In 1923, Underhill reported 

that Chinese deaths accounted for 31.3% and Japanese deaths counted for 26.9% of the city’s 143 

tuberculosis deaths in that year.  Though B.C. and Ottawa officials in the Department of 

Immigration and Colonization continued to associate South Asians with this disease, it appears 

that none of the city’s South Asians contracted it in 1923.35     

As discussed in Chapter 3, general mortality statistics are a strong indicator of public 

health.  In the greater Vancouver area, South Asian mortality rates remained at approximately the 

same level as the rates for other groups between 1910, the first year for which this data is 

available, and 1924.  In this period, an average of 5 South Asians died each year, along with 59 

Japanese, 80 Chinese, and 479 whites (classified as Canadians).  The city’s “Health Report” data 

for these years shows an average annual white mortality rate of 0.46 per thousand, while Asians 

died at an average rate of 1.56 per thousand.  The city lumped Asians together in its population 

statistics for “Asiatics,” and it is therefore difficult to use this data to ascertain mortality rates for 

different groups.  We only know that a combined 9,648 Chinese, Japanese, and South Asians 

lived in Vancouver in these years, compared with 103,609 whites.  However, the 1911 census 

indicated that a very large majority of B.C.’s approximately 2,342 South Asians lived in areas 

                                                                                                                                                              
both in Indo-Canadian Oral History Collection. 
35 Arthur G. Price, Medical Health Officer, “1919 Report of Victoria Sanitary Inspector, Office of the 
Board of Health, to Mayor,” January 1920, 3, Victoria City Archives.  Vancouver City’s annual “Health 
Reports” for 1910-1924 are housed in PDS 11, VCA.  See “1922 Report of the Medical Health Officer 
(Abridged),” in Vancouver City Annual Report (Vancouver, 1923), 81. The “Oriental” Death Rate was 
21.327/1000, while the white death rate was 10.526/1000; see also “1923 Report of the Medical Health 
Officer (Abridged),” Vancouver City Annual Report (Vancouver, B.C., 1924), 83.   
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covered in the “Health Report.”36    

In 1921, the Hon. V. S. Srinivasa-Sastri, Indian politician and League of Nations 

delegate, reminded Imperial Conference delegates in London that every white Dominion denied 

the franchise to South Asians.  Canada’s Conservative Prime Minister Arthur Meighen resolved 

at the Conference that Canada would take steps to grant citizenship rights to the nation’s South 

Asians, who now numbered only about 1,000.  Sastri visited Canada in July 1922 while on an 

imperial tour to promote Indian rights in the Empire.  In July of that year, new Prime Minister W. 

L. M. King, who had defeated Meighen in the December 1921 election, arranged for Under-

Secretary of State Sir Joseph Pope to accompany Sastri on his speaking tour of B.C.  This forced 

Pope into the awkward position of serving as both Sastri’s chaperone and his public relations 

moderator.  Before the mission, King warned Pope that Canada’s “official position” was that any 

past grievances had already been resolved, and relations between whites and resident Indians 

were now “wholly cordial.”  Sastri could incite “serious agitation on the Pacific Coast” if his visit 

revealed that “any grievances existed,” or that any “rights should be permitted which [were] 

being denied.”  King added that Pope should discourage Sastri from saying “anything that might 

encourage more South Asians to want to settle in Canada.”   King later added that it would be 

unwise for Sastri to disrupt “the satisfactory state of things” by drawing public attention to South 

Asian grievances in B.C.37         

                                                      
36  With the following exceptions, all mortality numbers are on page 14 of the Vancouver City Annual 
Reports (except 1911 [pg. 19], 1912 [pg. 33], and 1914 [pg. 16]). See individuals with the first and/or last 
name Singh, and self-identified “Hindus” and “Sikhs” in “Vancouver City,” “New Westminster” and 
“Richmond” sub-districts, tabulated in the 1911 Canadian Census, at www.ancestry.ca.   The government’s 
total 1911 census tally of South Asians is detailed in F. C. Blair to Dr. McLaurin, April 21 1943, 1, RG 76 
Vol. 387 File 536999 Pt. 17, LAC.    
37 Conference of Prime Ministers and Representatives of UK, the Dominions and India, June, July and Aug 
1921(London: King’s Printer’s, 1921).  1921 census data (showing that 1,016 South Asians remained in 
Canada in 1921) is in F.C. Blair to Dr. McLaurin, 21 April 1943, 1, RG 76 Vol. 387 File 536999 Pt. 17, 
LAC; see Buchignani, Indra, and Srivastiva, 81; W. L. M. King to Joseph Pope, July 22 and 28 1922, RG 
25 G1 Vol. 1300 File 1011 Sastri, LAC.  
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 To King’s relief, Sastri was relatively well-received on the Pacific coast, where his 

moderate speeches at Vancouver’s Canadian Club and other venues called only for a 

reconsideration of South Asian voting rights, not the resumption of South Asian immigration.  

Yet when he travelled to Victoria to meet with B.C.’s Premier John Oliver, he found that the 

Premier had left town in advance of his arrival; at Pope’s request, Oliver eventually returned to 

Victoria to meet with Sastri, although he offered no concrete help on the franchise issue.  During 

his tour of the country, Sastri asked King to consider modifying the Dominion Elections Act to 

allow residents to vote in federal elections even if they were denied the right to vote in B.C.   

Sastri reminded King of Meighen’s 1921 promise, and offered examples of times when 

Parliament had “not strictly adhered to” provincial requirements for the federal franchise.38  

In a 1946 memorandum declassified upon my request in 2010, External Affairs staffer A. 

Ireland recalled that, in 1922, King and his Cabinet had decided, after “personal discussion,” not 

to honor Meighen’s 1921 pledge for three reasons.  First, King’s Liberals had a House majority of 

only one M.P., and could not guarantee the success of a franchise measure.  Second, it was 

against the Party’s “tradition and policy” to oppose a provincial government on election matters; 

to grant South Asians the franchise without overhauling the Dominion Elections Act, King would 

have to convince B.C. legislatures to go against their wishes and grant the group the provincial 

franchise before they would be allowed to vote in federal elections.  Third, and most importantly, 

the Cabinet felt it would be “tacitly unwise” to initiate debate on a policy that “would probably 

array all the conservative forces in the country against it.”  Ireland recalled, however, that Sastri 

had shown “the hollowness of these arguments” by arguing that the Liberals had the support of 

                                                      
38 Joseph Pope to W. L. M. King, August 13 1922, and Joseph Pope to John Oliver, August 13 1922, RG 25 
G1 Vol. 1300 File 1011 Sastri, LAC; Sastri’s statements contained in A. Ireland, “Memorandum Regarding 
Status of East Indians in B. C.,” October 23 1946, 2, RG 25 Series G2 Vol. 3706 File 555040 Pt. 2, LAC.  
The latter file was declassified and opened on April 15, 2010, upon my Access to Information Request to 
Library and Archives Canada.  
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the Progressive Party, and that Meighen, still the Conservative Party leader, “might be trusted to 

persuade his own followers to agree” on a franchise bill.39    

Likely unbeknownst to King and his cabinet, Meighen initiated a similar discussion 

within his Party in the fall of 1922.  The former Prime Minister had befriended Sastri after the 

1921 Imperial Conference, and even travelled to Vancouver to see him during his visit and to 

introduce him to the Meighen family.  Meighen’s biographer Roger Graham has argued that for 

Meighen, “love of country [meant] more than love of Canada alone.”  In Meighen’s eyes, Canada 

was “inconceivable except as a partner of that old land he had never seen but to which he was 

devoted for its traditions, achievements and nobility of character.”  Yet Graham and others have 

overlooked the relationship between the two men, and the key correspondence between Meighen 

and his federal M. P.’s from B.C. after Sastri’s visit.  Upon Sastri’s request, Meighen asked the 

M.P.s for advice on whether he should introduce an Indian franchise measure in the House.  As 

he wrote to those Party members, despite the “small political danger” involved in raising the issue 

with Liberals, who were “liv[ing] up to their usual tactics and show[ing] no attitude at all” on it, 

he felt that Canada might someday “deep[ly] regret” denying Sastri’s appeal, which was of “very 

real consequence to the Empire as a whole.”40   

The surviving written replies, which describe the opinions of five of the seven 

Conservative M.P.’s from B.C., are a treasure trove of personal and candid opinions that appear 

to reflect the general views of the respondents’ electorates in 1922.  Each M.P. asserted that 

Meighen should not raise the franchise issue in the House, nor take any initiative on the matter.  

Interestingly, Asian exclusionist H. H. Stevens was the only M.P. to agree without exception that 

                                                      
39 A. Ireland, “Memorandum Regarding Status of East Indians in B. C.,” October 23 1946, 2-3, RG 25 
Series G2 Vol. 3706 File 555040 Pt. 2, LAC. 
40 Roger Graham, Arthur Meighen: A Biography (Vancouver: Clarke, Irwin and Company, 1965), 186; . V. 
S. Srinivasa Sastri to Arthur Meighen, September 22 1922, MG 26I Vol. 98, LAC; Meighen’s letter to B.C. 
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resident Indians should have the vote.  In his own meeting with Sastri in Vancouver in 1921, 

Sastri personally assured Stevens that India would not ask Canada to reverse exclusion.  

However, Stevens felt that the “proper course” was for Canada to convince B.C. to modify its 

Elections Act, a duty that “rests wholly upon Mackenzie King and John Oliver and you and I are 

not called upon to relieve them of this responsibility.”41   

Vancouver South M. P. Leon Ladner, the author of his riding’s recent National Liberal 

Conservative Association petition for Asian exclusion, replied that after hearing Sastri at the 

Canadian Club, Ladner had been invited as a member to address the Native Sons of B.C., an 

organization planning speeches to a “large number of public bodies on the Lower Mainland” with 

the goal of “forming public opinion against extending the vote to East Indians.”  When Ladner 

had spoken in favor of granting the franchise, he found that most audience members were 

“willing to sacrifice their prejudice in the interests of the Empire,” though since “90% of the 

Hindus here are ignorant, uneducated and unacquainted with our form of Government,” he 

predicted that most residents of his riding would be against an Indian franchise concession.  

However, he agreed with Meighen that “the interests of Imperial unity must determine the minds 

of those of us in public life.”42            

Ladner hastily retracted this admission in a follow-up letter two weeks later.  After 

reportedly interviewing “all classes of the people” in Vancouver South, he now believed that “it 

would be politically unwise for our party to take the initiative” on the matter.  There was a “deep 

rooted objection to the Oriental, both to his presence and to the extension of any rights,” and 

                                                                                                                                                              
Conservative Member of Parliament are copied in (Private and Confidential) Arthur Meighen to H. H. 
Stevens, September 6 1922, 1-2, ADD MSS 69 V 1 F 5 Loc. 509-D-7 349-521, VCA. 
41 H. H. Stevens to Arthur Meighen, September 20 1922, 1-2, ADD MSS 69 V 1 F 5 Loc. 509-D-7 349-
521, VCA. 
42 See Leon Ladner, “National Liberal Conservative Association of Vancouver South, Government 
Candidate, Memorial to Fellow Citizens,” November 31 1921, AM641 Leon Johnson Ladner Fonds Box 2 
File Asiatic Exclusion Chinese, VCA; Leon Ladner to Arthur Meighen, September 19 1922, 1-3, MG 26I 
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residents worried that granting the vote to South Asians as “British subjects” would, by extension, 

grant the vote to naturalized Japanese.  Indeed, New Westminster M. P. William Garland 

McQuarrie informed Meighen that he was “very much opposed to granting the franchise to East 

Indians” for this reason, and Ladner reported that Victoria City’s Simon Fraser Tolmie had 

“retained his original view that he was entirely opposed” to the Indian franchise.  In his third and 

final letter on the subject, Ladner reported that in a meeting with 35 members of his riding’s 

executive council, “some of the best heads in the gathering” had stated that prevailing racial 

sentiment in the district would prevent Vancouver South from accepting the Indian franchise.  

Overall, Ladner recommended that, as “a matter of good judgment and practical politics,” 

Meighen should “let the Government carry the whole matter through if possible without a 

division and without our people being brought into a debate.”43   

Nanaimo M.P. Charles Herbert Dickie, the most vociferous opponent of Meighen’s 

proposal, reassured Meighen that “our East Indians are prospering” and “not laying awake nights 

because of franchise restrictions.”   He added: 

 

I hardly know how to answer your request as to my views respecting  
 enfranchisement of our East Indian population. Viewed ‘by and large’  

these people should be given full citizenship, but I cannot work up my  
mind to view with favor the situation of the franchise to a body of men  
90% of whom are low caste Hindus, filthy, morally and physically and  
entirely ignorant with respect to our political ideas and with no ‘vision’ as  

 Canadians...Any small concession we can make would do but little to  
allay discontented discussion when wild eyed orators are at large among  
those credulous, inconsistent and not altogether lovable people.”44 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                              
Vol. 98, LAC.   
43 (Personal) Leon Ladner to Arthur Meighen, Oct. 2 1922; (Private and Confidential) William Garland 
McQuarrie to Arthur Meighen, September 30 1922; (Personal) Leon Ladner to Arthur Meighen, October 2 
1922, and Leon Ladner to Arthur Meighen, November 1 1922, all in MG 26I Vol. 98, LAC.    
44 Charles Herbert Dickie to Arthur Meighen, Sept. 25 1922, MG 26I Vol. 98, LAC. 
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In October, Meighen delivered Sastri the news that he had decided not to raise the matter in the 

House, but he promised to discuss the matter again with his party, as “the vital interests of the 

Empire as a whole” depended upon it.45   

When the House debated a different amendment to the Immigration Act in February 

1923, J. A. Robb, Minister of Trade and Commerce, suggested that the Dominion’s 1200 South 

Asians be enfranchised because the Canada-India trade relationship was growing.  Samuel 

William Jacobs, a Quebec Liberal like Robb, agreed and added that many Indians had 

volunteered to fight in the Great War.  However, in March King confided to his diary that several 

B. C. Liberals had visited him to tell him that they were “were all very strongly opposed” to this 

concession.  King thus concluded, as had Meighen the previous year, that “it will never do to go 

to (sic) oppose wishes of B.C. electors in this matter.”  King also reasoned that “we had done 

enough for the Empire and its problems without endangering our own position as a Gov for 

something that is really not a sound grievance,” and that the “empire citizenship business can be 

overdone,” as each colony had the right to control its own citizenship.  When the House revisited 

the matter in a 27-page discussion in June, Jacobs likened the promise Meighen had made at the 

1921 Imperial Conference to U. S. President Woodrow Wilson’s signing of the 1919 Treaty of 

Versailles, which pledged that America would join the League of Nations – a promise the Senate 

later refused to endorse.  In a startling about-face from his 1912 remonstrations against South 

Asians, Labour M.P. James Shaver Woodsworth of Manitoba sided with Jacobs, recalling that he 

had been greatly impressed with B.C.’s Sikhs after visiting a Vancouver gurdwara.46            

Jacobs and Woodsworth represented the minority opinion.  Looking back at the debate, 

                                                      
45 Meighen to V. S. Srinivasa Sastri, October 9 1922; Arthur Meighen to Leon Ladner, October 9 1922, 
both in MG 26I Vol. 98, LAC. 
46 Diary of W. L. M. King, March 23 1923; Debates of the Canadian House of Commons 14th Parliament 
2nd Session (1923) Vol. 1 Feb. 21 1923, 497, 507, 510-11; Debates… Vol. 5 June 19 1923, 4077; 
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A. Ireland’s 1946 memo correctly recalled that “no support was forthcoming for the Indian cause 

from any party.”  Indeed, Progressive M.P. Thomas George McBride of Cariboo, B.C. countered 

that “we in B. C. want no more Hindus,” and added that “never did I value Canada and the laws 

of Canada more highly” than when the nation turned away the “boat-load of Hindus” in 1914.  

Not surprisingly, Nanaimo’s C. H. Dickie added that “for the Hindu of low caste we have still 

less room than for others of the oriental races.” He elaborated that “you cannot comprehend the 

eastern mind unless you have lived among the people,” because “these Hindus are not men such 

as we are; they have the mentality of children without childhood’s innocence.”  Once 

enfranchised, Indians would obediently vote for whomever their seditious leaders felt would 

support their cause.  King closed the discussion by declaring aloud what he had written in his 

diary in March – that Canada could not force the matter since B.C. so strongly opposed it, and 

that it could be resolved in the House alone and not “at any Imperial Conference.”  Members 

voted to delay action on the issue, and it rested in the House until 1936.47   

Though B.C.’s federal politicians provided the loudest and most vociferous opposition to 

the South Asian presence in B.C., the Department of Immigration and Colonization’s Frederick 

C. Blair, also played an important, and largely overlooked, role in maintaining the barriers to the 

Indian franchise and further immigration.  P.C. 920 could only be repealed by Parliamentary 

decree, but I have shown that in 1912, Minister of the Interior Robert Rogers used Blair’s B.C. 

1912 field report to justify maintaining the exclusion of wives and children from India in the pre-

war period.  Shortly before the 1923 House debates on the franchise, King prepared for 

discussions on the issue using another Blair report that repeated Blair’s arguments from 1912.   In 

a lengthy and confidential report to Sir Joseph Pope, who reported directly to Prime Minister 
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King, Blair maintained that “the climate of British Columbia,” was the “chief” cause of the South 

Asian “exodus from Canada” over the years.  Blair added in a second report that Canada 

continued to bar South Asians for climatic reasons, and because the group could not be quickly 

assimilated into society.   

After King successfully deflected debate on the franchise in June, Blair continued to 

perpetuate the climate argument when he replaced W. W. Cory as Assistant Deputy Minister of 

Immigration in 1924.  For example, in that year, Blair stated that it would not be “a kindness” to 

reopen Indian immigration because South Asians were “accustomed to a tropical climate.”  Blair 

maintained this viewpoint almost twenty years later when he became Director of Immigration, in 

which capacity he is most remembered for influencing the decision to reject large numbers of 

Jewish victims of Nazi pogroms in the 1930s.  In 1943, when the Immigration Branch of the 

Department of Mines and Resources, the agency responsible for immigration beginning in 1936, 

faced increasing opposition in central Canada to the continued exclusion of South Asians, Blair 

defended the now 35-year old continuous journey regulation as “necessary in the interests of East 

Indians themselves, as well as of Canada in general and British Columbia in particular.”48        

Shortly before becoming Assistant Deputy Minister of Immigration, in June 1922 Blair 

also oversaw an “experiment” wherein agents at Victoria and Vancouver checked Asian 

immigrants for hookworm, a decade after the Immigration Branch initiated hookworm testing on 

South Asian immigrants.  At this time, the Immigration Branch detained Asians for two to three 

weeks, and Blair’s supervisor, D. A. Clark, suggested that detainees could be tested and, if 

necessary, treated in this waiting period.  Since the U. S. tested most incoming Asian immigrants 
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for the disease, Clark proposed policy alignment on the matter, although this experiment did not 

apply to white immigrants, who were only rarely detained for a significant amount of time on the 

coast.  For example, a Vancouver Department of Immigration and Colonization agent, writing in 

the same month as Clark, reported that room shortages made it “inadvisable to keep Europeans 

under detention unless absolutely necessary,” as the station’s detention quarters were “always 

occupied by Orientals.”49   

       Interestingly, A.S. Munro, who was still the Department of Immigration and 

Colonization`s Medical Inspector at Vancouver, privately opined to Scott that Blair’s hookworm 

test proposal to examine the mostly Chinese Asian arrivals was unnecessary and would be a 

waste of Departmental resources.  He explained that hookworm and clonorchiasis (a similar 

parasitic infection) were “entirely different” from trachoma, and were not a “menace to the public 

health of Canada,” because, “whether due to change in climatic conditions or not,” Chinese 

treated in Vancouver hospitals for other conditions had never been found to have hookworm.  

Munro thus reasoned that “if the disease was present at the time of the entrance of the immigrant 

into Canada, the infection had disappeared after some months’ or years’ residence in the 

country.”  He added that Ellis Island’s head physician Dr. W. C. Billings, who while working at 

Angel Island in 1910 had first discovered hookworm in South Asians, now believed that there 

was no danger of Chinese immigrants spreading the disease in the region.50   

In April 1923, acting without Departmental authorization, G. L. Milne in Victoria used a 

positive hookworm diagnosis to deport Lai Hung Sang, an otherwise healthy Chinese immigrant.  

J. D. Page, the Department of Immigration and Colonization’s head medical physician and 

                                                      
49 Blair uses the term “experiment” in F. C. Blair Memorandum to J. E. Featherstone, April 5 1923; D. A. 
Clark, Assistant Deputy Minister, Department of Health, to F. C. Blair, June 21 1922, both in RG 76 Vol. 
584 File 820636, LAC; A. L. Jolliffe to Department Secretary, June 23 1922, RG 76 Vol. 306 File 281230 
Van 5, LAC.  Emphasis in original. 
50 A. S. Munro Memorandum to W. D. Scott “Regarding Medical Examination of Chinese Immigrants at 



 

 200 

Quarantine Division chief, later rebuked Milne for this decision, arguing that: 

 

 …from the limited information so far available we are not persuaded that  
the disease of hookworm or liverflukes is so grave a menace to public  
health as you represent, and the question of whether or not it should be  
certified, and, if so, under what subjection of the Act, is still in abeyance.   

 If, therefore, this man’s general health was good and he was certified and  
 deported purely as a result of the bacteriological findings for hookworm,  

it would appear that an injustice has been done…51 
 

 

Yet it has been shown in Chapter 4 that just ten years earlier, the Immigration Branch 

had, under the Minister’s orders and with the initial support of Page’s predecessor Peter H. Bryce, 

initiated hookworm testing on the S. S. Sado Maru and S. S. Panama Maru’s South Asian 

passengers.  The Immigration Branch planned, though never implemented, the same test for 

Indians on board the S. S. Orterio and Komagata Maru; the sole purpose of these tests would be 

to find and use a positive hookworm diagnosis to deport South Asians from Canada.  Since the 

interim decade had seen no new major studies on hookworm, there seems to have been a 

remarkable inconsistency between the Dominion’s treatment of South Asians and other Asians 

(Chinese) at this time.  Indeed, Page’s admission that hookworm was not a major public health 

threat, together with his belief that it was a “major injustice” to deport a Chinese immigrant for 

hookworm, demonstrate a significant discrepancy in the application of the Immigration Act, 

which had never specifically named hookworm as a loathsome or contagious disease.  This 

intriguing inconsistency remains to be explored within the wider study of the comparative 

immigration, reception and integration of Asian groups in the early-to-mid twentieth century. 

This chapter has filled a critical gap in the historiography of the 1914 Komagata Maru 
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affair by showing how Canadian officials, who had begun to use hookworm testing in 1912 as a 

tool for executive restriction, secretly prepared a “hookworm testing” contingency plan in 

anticipation of the arrival of the Komagata Maru.  After briefly contextualizing the affair and the 

secret plan itself, this chapter explained how public health discourse continued to dominate 

discussions on the “Hindu issue” until the tail end of first-wave South Asian immigration to 

Canada in 1924.  Popularized anxiety – rooted, in many cases, in a genuine belief that South 

Asians threatened public health – endured throughout these years, and continued to be predicated 

on the enduring precept of South Asian “otherness.”  This chapter overall has demonstrated how 

this precept influenced government and public responses to South Asian immigration and 

citizenship rights throughout this key period in the history of the South Asian experience in 

Canada.  The next chapter explains how the “Hindu disease” thesis similarly influenced the early 

American response to first-wave South Asian immigration to the Pacific coast states of 

Washington, Oregon, and California.    
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Chapter 6 

South Asians and Public Health in the Pacific Coast States, 1906-1910  

The Hindu is not of us and can never be…He brings nothing to our country but disease  
and filth and a little labor, in return for which he subtracts some of our capital. 

                                                                                     - Bellingham Herald, September 10 1907.1 
 

…they swarm down through Washington and are entering California… bringing with  
them that common aftermath of every famine-induced pestilence, the bubonic plague,  
the presence of which the San Francisco authorities are so eager to conceal.” 

                                                                                   -International Woodworker, October 1907.2 
 
 

The earliest recorded South Asian migration to the United States began in 1899.  

Between that year and 1905, close to six hundred South Asians entered the country, a number 

which an immigration officer later called “so small as to be hardly noticeable in comparison with 

the large number of aliens of other races who were being admitted.”  In this period Immigration 

Service (IS) officials rejected a total of 21 prospective Indian immigrants, representing under 1 

percent of all admissions by 1905.  In the following five years, South Asians continued to enter 

through B.C. or by landing directly in Washington and California, where some Chinese 

communities had been established for close to fifty years.  Even before South Asian immigration 

increased substantially in 1906, the large majority of Pacific residents who were not directly 

invested in Asian labour already opposed what Joan Jensen calls the “very characteristics which 

made Asian workers attractive to employers” – their tendency, at least in the minds of their white 

observers, to work and live separately, reject “European work attitudes,” and maintain separate 

sub-cultures.3   

                                                      
1 “Editorial on Bellingham Riot,” Bellingham Herald, September 10 1907. 
2 “Gifts of Famine: Invasion of Sikhs from the Punjaub [sic],” International Woodworker 17 (10) October 
1907, 4-5. 
3 Statistics in “Memorandum Regarding Hindu Migration to the United States,” January 23 1914, 1, RG 85 
E9 52903 110 C, National Archives and Records Administration (hereafter NARA). According to this 
source, 15 South Asians entered in 1899,  nine in 1900, 20 in 1901, 84 in 1902, 83 in 1903, and 258 in 
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This chapter explains why and how the convergence of key events and ideological 

currents in the first four years following the arrival of South Asians in significant numbers to the 

Pacific coast states established the basis for the American response to South Asian immigrants 

over the next four decades.  More specifically, it will be shown here that the early establishment 

of  the “Hindu disease” thesis shaped popular and official discourse on South Asians, and, more 

importantly facilitated the executive restriction of this immigrant group by (and in some areas 

before) 1910.  In the United States as in Canada, physicians, immigration authorities, politicians, 

labour leaders, members of the press and other public opinion leaders and/or policymakers used 

the public health argument as a tool to bring about exclusion, and/or to protest South Asian 

participation in the Pacific coast workforce.  The disease argument gained even more currency in 

Washington, Oregon and California than it did in B.C., where South Asians had at least a few 

supporters among the general public (mainly Anglo-Indian émigrés) who, along with Vancouver 

medical inspector A.S. Munro and former C. P. R. ship surgeon E.H. Lawson, publicly 

challenged the widely-held view that South Asians threatened public health.   

The first section of this chapter, which focuses on the situation in Washington and 

Oregon, illustrates that the groundwork for the disease argument was already well in place in 

these states by the time a major anti-Indian riot erupted in Bellingham, Washington in 1907.  In 

that year, campaigning by the Asiatic Exclusion League (AEL), the Union of Carpenters and 

Joiners of America, western chapters of the American Federation of Labor, and other labour 

organizations, whose members saw South Asians as competitors for white jobs, widely 

propagated the idea that South Asians were diseased and immoral.  While this caricature of the 

“diseased Hindu” was immensely popular in labour circles and among politicians who relied 

heavily upon the labour vote, reporters and editors also offered their readers similar insights into 
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the nature of the “Hindu” menace, with the result that the circulation of the disease thesis actually 

preceded the arrival of South Asians in many communities.  It will be shown in the second 

section of this chapter, which focuses on California, that this was especially the case in that state, 

where the immigrants eventually settled in greater numbers.  Overall, the following pages 

articulate how the early establishment of the notion that South Asians threatened public health 

laid the necessary groundwork for the massive public outcry in late 1910 over the discovery of 

hookworm among some South Asians.  Although this disease was also found in Chinese and 

Japanese arrivals at Angel Island quarantine station, the early association of South Asians with 

disease (especially tropical or “Asiatic” disease) from 1906 confirmed and finally appeared to 

prove what Pacific coast residents already “knew” about South Asian health. 

As the Introductory chapter explains, early South Asian immigration to Canada and the 

United States was, and must be treated as, a single movement.   These immigrants largely came 

from the same part of India, were overwhelmingly of the same religion and social class, and 

travelled to both North American nations motivated by the search for employment.  A 

comparison between the early South Asian experience in the Pacific coast states and B.C. is 

useful because of the strong similarities between both cases.  Significant Punjabi immigration to 

Washington, Oregon and California, either via B.C. or direct coast arrival, began several months 

later than in Canada, and thus most Pacific coast residents had read or heard about this new 

arrival long before seeing one in the flesh.  Yet in 1907, Americans perceived the novelty and 

spectacle of turbaned Sikhs laying down track for the Pacific Railway, decking and sawing 

lumber at a sawmill, and extracting limestone at a cement works, in the same way as British 

Columbians had the previous year.  The geographic, familial, cultural, and industrial links among 

residents in both nations impelled an overwhelmingly anti-Indian sentiment that transcended the 

49th  parallel.  These connections, which had universalized the coast’s negative reception of 
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Chinese and Japanese immigrants, ensured the evolution and persistence of scientific racialization 

and medical stereotyping of South Asians.         

Most scholars of American immigration history argue that the “national-origins” quota 

system of the 1920s was the most important phase of the nation’s restriction of immigrants.  

However, Erika Lee has shown that the Pacific coast anti-Chinese movement, which began in the 

1870s and continued for decades after the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, was in fact the key 

legislative and theoretical “starting point” of American anti-immigrant policy and public 

sentiment.  Late nineteenth century debates over Chinese exclusion compelled American opinion 

leaders and policymakers alike to consider the idea of “race” in a new way.  Emerging 

conceptions of racial stratification firmly placed Chinese people separate and below other 

immigrant groups, a belief system which sociologists Michael Omi and Howard Winant describe 

as “racial ordering.”  Lee posits that the “American gatekeeping ideologies, policies and practices 

that originated in Chinese exclusion were at the center of the reshaping of America.”  She argues 

that this was particularly the case in the federal public service, where increased “state-building” 

through bureaucratic immigration regulation gave policymakers the unprecedented opportunity to 

control the demographic makeup of the nation.4   

Both Alexander Saxton and Lee demonstrate that anti-Asian ideology – which was albeit 

                                                      
4 Lee, 9-10 and 259.  Lee cites Omi and Winant’s definition of racial formation as the “socio-historical 
process by which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed and destroyed”; Omi and Winant, 55. 
While John Higham suggests that popular American opposition to immigrants in this period was motivated 
by an “undifferentiated…xenophobia,” and not a “dislike of particular races and classes,” Peter Schrag 
convincingly argues that both “class rhetoric” and “popular literature” alike prove that immigrant 
nationality, race, religion and class “were as important in the nation’s declining enthusiasm for open 
borders as a general dislike of foreigners” after 1880.  Schrag’s interpretation affirms Alexander Saxton’s 
now well-established thesis that the exclusion of Chinese was not merely an economic decision to decrease 
labor competition in the American west.  Financial considerations, according to Saxton, were “overlaid by 
the complex strata of emotion and ideology.” A driving issue in the debate over Chinese exclusion was “a 
racial definition of American-ness,” which replaced traditional concepts of America as a nation of 
immigrants, and influenced the “crystallization of an American concept of national identity.”  Schrag, 47; 
Schrag cites Higham, “Origins of Immigration Restriction, 1882-1897: A Social Analysis,” Mississippi 
Valley Historical Review, 39 no. 1 (June 1952): 77-88; See also Saxton, 2, 274 and 280.  
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fluid over time and geographic space – was in place well before South Asians began to arrive on 

the Pacific coast.5  Yet it is important to note that for many Pacific coast politicians, labour 

leaders, and reporters, and for the public servants and politicians who shaped immigration policy, 

the “Hindu” represented a greater menace to society than any other Asian group.  In early 

twentieth century discourse on Asian immigration to the U. S., South Asians were not simply 

“new” versions of Chinese or Japanese workers.  Instead, the following three chapters argue that, 

from their first arrival in significant numbers in 1906 until their legislative exclusion in 1917, 

South Asians were popularly portrayed as less desirable than other “Orientals” because of their 

widespread association with disease and immorality.  The important groundwork for the Indian 

disease thesis was laid between 1906 and 1910, before the discovery of a significant level of 

disease among the immigrant group.    

While it will be shown that the Immigration Service (IS) played a key role in identifying 

and propagating the association between South Asians and disease, and in shaping official 

discourse and influencing federal policy on Indian immigration, American consular officials in 

India also played an important role in the early debate over Indian exclusion.  Indeed, with the 

approval of the State Department, U.S. Consul General at Calcutta W. H. Michael even refused to 

issue visas to some prospective migrants to the U.S. on the grounds that conditions were 

unfavorable there for South Asian immigrant labour.  In this context, Jensen points out that 

diplomats like Michael “could not shut the gates permanently” to South Asians, but they could 

influence their treatment in the U.S. and also “predict how the American executive branch might 

develop its domestic immigration policy.”6   

                                                      
5 Lee, 9-10 and 259, and Saxton, 2, 274 and 280. 
6 Jensen, 99. 
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Predicting Theodore Roosevelt’s approach to the issue would have been difficult; though 

an ardent believer in the inferiority of most Asian groups, key political factors prevented the 

President from introducing legislative exclusion as Canada had in 1908.  Roosevelt, whose term 

in office ending in 1909 coincided with the height of first-wave South Asian immigration, had 

overseen American diplomacy during the 1907 American-Japanese War scare, when he carefully 

contained that situation by ordering San Francisco to desegregate its schools.  His solution to this 

race problem was to forge an informal “Gentleman’s Agreement” limiting immigration from 

Japan, which he did in 1907.  He had gained some respect for the Japanese military after he 

moderated the Treaty of Portsmouth following the Russo-Japanese war, and understood that 

America’s expanding presence in the Pacific relied upon cordial relations with Japan.7  During his 

presidency Roosevelt did not introduce a measure in Congress to bar immigrants from India, in 

large part because bills to introduce South Asian exclusion almost always included a clause for 

Japanese exclusion also, which Roosevelt and his successors hoped to avoid.  Instead, Roosevelt 

made small changes to existing legislation by expanding the moral and physical grounds for 

exclusion, and by doubling the head tax for immigrants from $2 to $4.  Jensen explains that these 

concessions allowed the President to “avoid confrontation with westerners,” at least to an extent 

sufficient to secure the Republican Party’s nomination for his hand-picked successor, William 

Howard Taft.  As it will be shown in Chapters 7 and 8, the Taft and Woodrow Wilson 

                                                      
7 For a discussion of the so-called American-Japanese War Scare of 1907, see Galen Roger Perras, Stepping 
Stones to Nowhere: The Aleutian Islands, Alaska, and American Military Strategy, 1867-1945 (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 2003),  9 and Charles E. Neu, An Uncertain Friendship: Theodore 
Roosevelt and Japan, 1906-1909 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), 87 and 132.  See Thomas 
G. Dyer, Theodore Roosevelt and the Idea of Race (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1992), 
138-140; Louis Auchincloss, Theodore Roosevelt: Letters and Speeches (New York: Library of America 
2004), 112 and 764; Jensen, 95. 
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administrations also followed Roosevelt’s cautious approach to immigration restriction, and it 

thus fell to the IS to restrict South Asians in the absence of exclusionary legislation.8     

 

South Asians in Washington State, 1906-1910 

 

 Given the fluidity of immigration across the 49th parallel in the early twentieth century 

and the porous nature of the world’s largest “undefended border,” it is perhaps not surprising that 

the story of the American response to South Asian immigration began in Canada.  In the fall of 

1906, IS agent John H. Clark, the Service’s foremost source on Canadian immigration who later 

met with W. L. M. King to discuss the Japanese immigration issue, reported that a large number 

of South Asians in Vancouver wanted to enter the U.S.   Clark observed that between July and 

September, U.S. Boards of Special Inquiry (BSI) had examined over 100 South Asians at the IS 

outpost station in Vancouver.  In November, as the S. S. Tartar approached B.C. with over eight 

hundred South Asian passengers, L. Edwin Dudley, the U.S. Consul at Vancouver, reported to the 

State Department that there was “a great deal of excitement” over the matter in that city.  Dudley 

attached a letter from an informant who warned that some South Asians were illegally crossing 

over the Washington border on foot, and that this group was “dangerous to the American people 

as their ways of living and characters are quite like wiled (sp) men.”9 

 Dudley followed-up later in November to report that almost four hundred Indians from 

the S. S. Tartar had immediately left for Seattle after landing in Victoria.  After seeing South 

Asians looking for work in Vancouver, he observed that “they are a strong race of men, who 

                                                      
8 Jensen, 95.and 102-103. 
9 Andrea Geiger, Subverting Exclusion: Transpacific Encounters with Race, Caste, and Borders, 1885-
1928 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2011), 118-119; John H. Clark to F. P. Sargent, 
September 29 1906, and B. R. Hunter, Vancouver, to John H. Clark, November 2 1906, both in RG 85 E9 
51403 23, NARA; L. Edwin Dudley to Robert Bacon, November 5 1906, and A. K. Khan, Chico, 
California, to United States Consul, Vancouver, Received November 20 1906, RG 85 E9 51388 005 Pt. 2, 
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might render most excellent service in lumber camps and other places where manual labor is 

needed;” he added that “there is no place that I know of where manual labor is needed more than 

in B.C.”  Yet Dudley was concerned that India’s population of over 350 million could overwhelm 

North America with immigrants, and that many arriving in B.C. could easily cross the loosely 

controlled border into Washington.  C. W. Bennett, San Francisco’s British Consular General, 

echoed Dudley’s concerns.  In a letter to H. M. Durand, Britain’s Ambassador to the U.S, Bennett 

doubted that the South Asians could succeed where “all is so strange with them,” and he 

recommended that America extend Chinese exclusion “so as to operate against Brit East Inds.”10    

  Two weeks later, Clark submitted an official report about his recent trip to B.C. to 

investigate “Hindoo” immigration.  Clark had met with officials at the IS branch offices in 

Vancouver and Victoria, and a Canadian official had drawn his attention to the fact that Canada 

rejected for medical reasons 100 of the 2500 South Asians who arrived in 1906, which was “most 

suggestive,” given that immigrants could avoid deportation if they could pay for treatment.  

Overall, Clark opined that B.C.’s general public disliked South Asians because of their “peculiar 

habits” and “their unclean and unsanitary method of living.”  He believed that some Vancouver 

residents had allegedly set fire to South Asian shacks during his visit, not from racist feeling, but 

because they were fed up with the immigrants’ living conditions.  Most importantly, he also 

detailed his to visit with Dr. W. C. Billings, the U.S. Public Health Service’s (PHS) medical 

gatekeeper at Vancouver.  Clark recalled that: 

 

Having been present at the Bureau’s office at Vancouver while  
Medical Examiner Billings was inspecting a number of these  
Hindoos who applied for admission to the U.S., Dr. Billings took  

                                                                                                                                                              
NARA. 
10 L. Edwin Dudley to Robert Bacon, November 22 1906, RG 85 E9 51388 005 Pt. 2, NARA; C. W. 
Bennett to H. M. Durand, in Durand’s No. 216 of December 10, 1906, FO 371 160, Public Records Office, 
United Kingdom. 
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occasion to point out the inferior physique of these people, and  
stated that while in some instances they were able-bodied persons,  
that as a rule they were men of poor physique and in all likelihood  
would be unable to stand the hard work usually expected of aliens  
from other countries. 11  

 

It is worth noting that five years later Billings, then chief medical officer at Angel Island, 

no longer believed that this type of simple external inspection could actually reveal the health or 

labour potential of an Asian immigrant.  He believed that, “at least when dealing with oriental 

races,” a glance or even a standard physical examination was insufficient to “penetrate” the 

inscrutable Asian body.  Instead, bacteriological testing was required to detect internal problems 

and disease.  However, in 1906, satisfied with Billings’ initial belief that “poor physiques” made 

poor workers, Clark ended his report by stating that his “personal observation” of the new 

immigrants and the animosity they faced in B.C., where they were subjects of the same King, 

indicated that South Asians would have “great difficulty” succeeding in the U.S.12     

 Jensen has shown that the sharp spike in South Asian immigration in 1906, when close to 

600 applied for admission to the U.S. from the B.C. border, placed Billings and other medical 

inspectors in an important but challenging position as guardians of the public health.  Unlike 

Chinese and Japanese immigrants, who had arrived in significant numbers towards the end of the 

last century, South Asians were new arrivals and were thus not yet legislatively excluded from 

either the United States or Canada.  In the Pacific coast states they merely had to arrive healthy 

and pay the general immigrant entry tax of $2.  It thus fell to PHS officials to filter the inflow of 

arrivals from India.  Clark’s report indicated that Billings “simply gave them a stringent medical 

examination before permitting them to enter the United States.”  This was an imperfect means of 

restriction, as a large majority of the 235 examined that year at Vancouver passed inspection, as 

                                                      
11 John H. Clark to Frank Sargent, December 24 1906, 1-2, RG 85 E9 51403 23, NARA. 
12 Fairchild, 135; John H. Clark to Frank Sargent, December 24 1906, 1-2, RG 85 E9 51403 23, NARA. 
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did 247 of the 271 South Asians who landed directly at American ports in 1906. 13        

 Just as Billings had found South Asians to be of “poor physique,” the Boston Daily Globe 

reported that Indian workers were physically unprepared for the “strenuous” labour of B.C.  The 

Globe’s reporter noted that “only masculinity of the sternest type can hope to win favor in the 

heart of Our Lady of the Snows.”  The San Francisco Chronicle went even further by publishing 

a B.C. resident’s assertion that the “Hindoo Workers” were in fact “mostly women.”  These 

reports, which reached Pacific coast state readers before the new immigrants did, should be 

understood, at least in part, within the context of existing physical and social ascriptions of Asian 

sexuality that were already in place when South Asians arrived in the Pacific coast states.14   

As reports of higher wages in the United States pulled South Asians from B.C., 

Washington residents, the first Americans outside of Hawaii to encounter Indian nationals in 

significant numbers, began to echo Canadian popular opposition to the immigrants.  In May 1907, 

the editor of the Blaine Journal reported ominously that Bellingham was “having trouble” with its 

growing community of South Asian workers, who had recently arrived to work at lumber mills in 

the city.  The Journal editor observed that “the Hindus are said to live like so many dogs, are 

charged with being chicken thieves and very undesirable citizens generally.”  He added that 

                                                      
13 Los Angeles Times, December 4 1906; Jensen, 15-16; Direct Entry Statistic in “Bureau of Immigration 
Memorandum Regarding Hindu Migration to the United States,” received January 23 1914, 1, RG 85 E9 
52903 110 C, NARA.  Statistics of border crossing at Vancouver in (Unnamed) Inspector in Charge, 
Vancouver, to John H. Clark, February 21 1907, 1, RG 85 E9 51403 23, NARA. 
14 Sociologist Todd W. Reeser explains that a belief that Asian physical characteristics are less masculine 
than white characteristics can lead to the assumption that Asian personalities are also “more feminine or 
non-masculine.”  More generally, “racial and gender constructs function in tandem to (re)construct the 
ways in which male bodies are perceived.”  David L. Eng applies this concept in his thesis on the “racial 
castration” of Asian masculinity in history and in scholarship.  Eng explains that in late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century America, limited economic opportunity for Asians forced Chinese immigrant males 
into food preparation, the garment industry, and other fields “typically associated with women.”  Therefore, 
the assertions regarding South Asian masculinity should be understood, at least in part, within the context 
of physical and industrial/economic ascriptions of Asian sexuality that were already in place when South 
Asians arrived in the Pacific coast states.  See Todd Reeser, Masculinities in Theory: An Introduction 
(Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 158-159; David L. Eng, Racial Castration: Managing 
Masculinity in Asian America (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2001), 92. 
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“there are none of them in Blaine, thank goodness.”15  The editor of the Bellingham Herald 

agreed that several hundred South Asian workers in that city were the “lanky, hard-worked type 

[of Indians] that infests these shores.” Yet just two days later, the Herald reported that a South 

Asian convicted of assault was the “Only One Who is Willing to Work Industriously” of 

Bellingham Prison’s 17 inmates.  The sheriff had rewarded the prisoner with exercise privileges, 

while the “lazy” white inmates were forced to remain in their cells.16    

 In September, the growing racial tensions in Bellingham erupted into a massive “Anti-

Hindu” riot.  Gerald N. Hallberg’s article on the Bellingham Riot, published almost forty years 

ago, remains the fullest historiographical account of the events of September 4th, 1907, wherein 

approximately four hundred white residents of Bellingham roused the city’s South Asian mill 

workers from their beds and forced them to leave the city, while city police did nothing to help 

the workers, save locking some of them in the county jail for “their protection.”  The mob’s work 

caused the exodus of the entire group of several hundred South Asians by the following day.  

Without question, the riot was racially, not economically motivated, as contemporary accounts 

indicated that the South Asians were hired not to replace white workers or break strikes but 

because there was, in the words of a U.S. immigration inspector, “a scarcity of men to do the 

rougher and heavier work.”17  Hallberg has shown that the British response to the attack on the 

British subjects was wholly inadequate.  After a consular official in Washington state investigated 

the incident and its aftermath, Britain’s Ambassador to the United States reassured his Secretary 

of State in London that it seemed unlikely that another riot would occur, and expressed his hope 

                                                      
15 See Jensen’s discussion on “executive restriction” and “LPC,” in Jensen, 113-114; Blaine Journal May 
24 1907.  
16 Bellingham Herald, May 28 and May 30 1907. 
17 See Gerald N. Hallberg, “Bellingham, Washington’s Anti-Hindu Riot,” Journal of the West 12 no. 1. 
(1973); United States Government, Reports of the Immigration Commission (In 25 Parts), Pt. 25, Vol. 1, 
(Senate Document No. 633, 61st Cong., 2nd Session Washington: Gov. Print, 1911), 331. 
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that press reports of the violence of the incident were “exaggerated.”18 

The local reaction immediately following the riot overwhelmingly supported the mob for 

ridding the city of South Asians.  The Bellingham Herald opined on the 5th that while the rioters’ 

methods had been extreme, there was no question that “the Hindu is not a good citizen” and that 

“it would require centuries to assimilate him, and this country need not take the trouble.”  Herald 

editor Werter D. Dodd observed that “our cloak of brotherly love is not large enough to include 

him as a member of the body politic.”19  The local city council resolved on the 9th that local mill 

owners, not the rioters themselves, were at fault for the causing the riot by hiring South Asian 

workers, and one council member also condemned the landlords of the city’s South Asian shacks 

and the city’s health board.  The member argued that the riot could have been prevented “if the 

board had done its duty,” as “every Hindu would have been driven from the city” for violating 

civic health ordinances.  The Herald quickly picked up the story, opining that “the Hindu is not of 

us and can never be,” as “He brings nothing to our country but disease and filth and a little labor, 

in return for which he subtracts some of our capital.”  Bellingham resident A. W. Magnum’s 

letter on the riot has fortunately been preserved.  Magnum, who worked as a soil scientist in the 

Puget Sound area, wrote his mother on the 8th that the riot had occurred because “these Hindos 

(sic) are very undesirable citizens.”  Demonstrating that perceived labour competition was a key 

factor driving anti-Indian racism, he explained that “they are dirty and mean and will work for 

wages that a white man can’t live on.”  Magnum concluded that “They are worse than the Japs 

and Chinamen.”20  

                                                      
18 James Bryce to Alvey A. Adee (Acting Secretary of State), September 12 1907, 1-2, RG 59 State 
Department Numerical and Minor Files 1906 to 1910 M862 Reel 612, NARA. 
19 Bellingham Herald, September 5 and 6 1907. 
20 A. W. Magnum, Bellingham, to “Mother,” September 8 1907, Magnum Family Papers 483, Folder 11, 
Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  Underline is Magnum’s. 
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Magnum and the Herald editors’ perception that South Asians were inherently inferior to 

other races was emblematic of nineteenth and early twentieth century discourse on racial 

ordering.  As early as the 1860s, Pacific coast doctors were arguing the existence of significant 

genetic disparities between Chinese and whites.  California physician Arthur B. Stout first made 

this argument in his 1862 paper “Chinese Immigration and the Physiological Causes of the Decay 

of a Nation,” which employed, according to Alan Kraut, “a collection of dubious data, much of it 

merely the common wisdom of racial nativism.”21  These ideas continued to prevail in American 

academic discourse well after Congress excluded Chinese immigrants in 1882.  Frank Furedi 

points to the work of sociologist Edward A. Ross, who put forward the idea that an open-door 

immigration policy was "race suicide" for his country.  In 1901 Ross affirmed and expanded the 

biological theory of racial ordering by contending that the Chinese immigrant was “mediocre and 

intellectually sterile,” while the Anglo-Saxon was the “Superior Race” of “born pioneer[s].”  His 

theory of “Race Suicide” included a future America wherein the “silent replacement of 

Americans by Asiatics” would gradually remove whites from industry and governance until, 

though still a “superior caste,” whites would be “hopelessly beaten and displaced as a race.”22   

                                                      
21 See Arthur B. Stout, Chinese Immigration and the Physiological Causes of the Decay of a Nation (San 
Francisco: Agnew & Deffebach, 1862).   California’s Board of Health later hired Scout to investigate 
possible consequences of race mixing between whites and the “sensual and depraved” Chinese in San 
Francisco, who carried “hereditary vices and engrafted peculiarities.”  Kraut explains that Stout’s ensuing 
report to the Board “was couched in terms of a biological struggle that foreshadowed the theories and 
rhetoric of Social Darwinism.”  Kraut, 80-81; Kraut cites Arthur B. Stout, “Report on Chinese 
Immigration,” in First Biennial Report, State Board of Health in California (Sacramento: California State 
Board of Health, 1870-71), 63. 
22 Ross’ ideas of biological determinism, which slightly pre-dated the American Eugenics movement, were 
by no means universally accepted in American sociological circles.  In his 1907 article “The Mind of 
Woman and the Lower Races," W. I. Thomas compared the brain weight and academic performance of 
different racial groups.  In a phenotypical-based argument very similar to that of the late sociologist J. 
Phillipe Rushton of Rushton University (1943-2012), Thomas questioned the notion that that there was “a 
great gulf between ourselves and other races,” as Asians had heavier brains than whites, who in turn had a 
higher brain weight than blacks.  Furedi, 71-72; Edward A. Ross, “The Causes of Race Superiority,” 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 18 (July 1901): 82 and 86-87; W. I. 
Thomas, “The Mind of Woman and the Lower Races" The American Journal of Sociology 12 No. 4 
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 The Pacific coast press reaction to the riot demonstrated that many coast residents feared 

immigration from Asia, and especially India.  The San Francisco Call called the efforts of the 

Bellingham mob “a movement vital to the preservation of their own status as Americans,” and, 

writing shortly after the riot, the editor of the traditionally pro-Asian Los Angeles Times declared 

that “at home, the orthodox Hindu is scrupulously clean about his person, but filthy as regards his 

surroundings, a defect which the US will not tolerate for one moment.”  Whilst Jensen argues that 

the Bellingham Riot ultimately “led to opposition to Indian workers in other parts of 

Washington,” the above-mentioned Blaine Review editorial on Hindu “chicken thieves” shows 

that racial animosity towards South Asians had in fact already existed elsewhere in the state since 

at least May, even in areas where South Asians had never been.23   

In the wake of Bellingham’s riot, the editor of the Blaine Review printed a returned 

missionary’s anonymous assertion that the South Asians living along the coast were diseased.  

After spending 30 years in India, the missionary believed that South Asians had caused 

Washington’s recent outbreaks of plague and cerebro-spinal meningitis.  Meningitis, which had 

taken the lives of several Washington residents that spring, was “exactly like one form the plague 

takes in India,” and for this reason the missionary blamed the South Asians for the outbreak, 

explaining that “the filth in which the natives live” heightened cross-infection between South 

Asians and whites along the coast.  The Bellingham Herald picked up the story the following day, 

declaring that though “It has frequently been argued that the natives of India would bring disease 

into this country,” the missionary’s statements would “do more than anything else to prejudice 

the people of the Northwest against the Hindus.”  The Herald’s editor also observed that “It is 

true that the coming of the Hindus and the dread disease” (in the spring of 1907) “was 

                                                                                                                                                              
(January, 1907):  437 and 440; J. Philippe Rushton, Race, Evolution, and Behavior: A Life History 
Perspective (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1994).   
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simultaneous.”  As I mention in my introduction, it is virtually certain that the missionary was 

Methodist Bishop James Mills Thoburn, who was in Washington after a 27-year stint in India.24     

One month after Thoburn linked South Asians with disease, an article by the Chicago-

based Amalgamated Wood-Worker’s Union of America, which represented Washington’s 

unionized sawmill workers, accused South Asians of coming to the country to escape India’s 

plague.  Because of “their weakened condition from famine and pestilence,” most Indians chose 

to enter the country from B.C., where “inspection is weak or absent entirely” at border points, as 

opposed to inspections at American ports, where Indians were “physically unable to pass our 

immigration stations.”  After crossing the border and “swarm[ing] down through Washington,” 

where they had acted as strike-breakers in Puget Sound, South Asians were now arriving in 

California to work on the railroads, “bringing with them that common aftermath of every famine-

induced pestilence, the bubonic plague, the presence of which the San Francisco authorities are so 

eager to conceal.”25 

These assertions were false.  While plague did sweep across the Indian subcontinent 

periodically throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, neither this disease nor meningitis 

were ever credibly linked to South Asians in North America.  Yet by supporting Morton Beiser’s 

above-mentioned “Sick Immigrant Paradigm” – the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

theory that immigrants arrived in North America to escape disease  – these accusations offered 

convenient and well-timed justification for existing labour and racial-motivated tensions between 

Washington residents and the state’s small South Asian minority.  It is highly possible that 

                                                                                                                                                              
23 San Francisco Call, September 7 and 10 1907; Los Angeles Times, September 9 1907; Bellingham 
Herald, September 12 1907; Jensen, 51; See Blaine Journal, May 24 1907. 
24 In a speech he delivered in Bellingham in late September, Thoburn declared that “the Hindu” and other 
Asians would soon “swarm this country,” and the nation “may as well try to sweep back the tides of the 
ocean as to try to keep them out.”  Blaine Journal, September 13 1907; Bellingham Herald, September 14 
and 27 1914.   
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Wood-Worker’s Union members, Bishop Thoburn, and the editors of the Blaine and Bellingham 

newspapers truly believed that South Asians threatened public health, but they certainly amplified 

or exaggerated this concern to legitimize their even larger fears that South Asians would take 

white jobs and/or damage white society.  South Asians definitely continued to be the main targets 

for racist sentiment in Washington, despite the fact that most left Washington for B.C. and 

California after the riot.  Indeed, when South Carolina Senator Benjamin Tillman announced that 

he would speak on the South’s race issues in September, the Herald opined that “when 

‘Pitchfork’ Tillman grills the negro in his Bellingham lecture he will probably have his audiences 

yawning.  If he wants prolonged applause he should talk on the Hindu or Jap problem.”26 

 In the wake of the Bellingham Riot and the Vancouver Riot that occurred three days later, 

many Washington residents living in close proximity to Canada became concerned that South 

Asians would illegally cross over via the border.  In late September, immigrant inspector Marcus 

Braun arrived in the region to report upon illegal border crossings by Chinese, Japanese, and 

South Asians.  In his study of the creation of the Canadian-American “borderlands,” Kornel 

Chang explains that Braun’s investigation was the result of “public clamoring” over “the popular 

image of a leaky U.S.-Canadian boundary being deluged by sneaky Orientals.”  After recent 

investigative work in Europe and along the Mexican border, Braun had become a key IS advocate 

for better border patrol, as he believed a well-protected border to be, in Chang’s words, “a vital 

operational feature of the modern state.”  Chang points out that Braun’s report on conditions 

along the Washington-B.C. border “confirmed public sentiments” by describing the border as a 

“porous line” easily susceptible to Asian human smuggling.  To remedy this situation, Braun 

recommended that the IS station sixty additional agents along the border, which Chang points out 

                                                                                                                                                              
25 Author unknown, “Gifts of Famine: Invasion of Sikhs from the Punjaub [sic],” International 
Woodworker 17 no. 10 (Oct 1907): 4-5. 
26 Beiser, S31; Bellingham Herald,  Septemeber 16 1907. 
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was the same number of agents responsible for patrolling the 1,900-mile-long U.S.-Mexico 

border in 1907.27 

      Though Commissioner-General of Immigration Frank Sargent warned his superiors that 

some of Braun’s statements were “based upon erroneous premises and assumptions,” he asserted 

that the report did offer some “excellent” findings that could “increase the efficiency of the 

Immigration Service.”  Sargent echoed Braun’s opinion that “if the immigration of Hindus is not 

soon controlled there will arise on the Pacific coast a ‘Hindu question’ which will make the 

‘Japanese question’ look like child’s play.”  Braun had erroneously asserted that South Asians 

were brought in as contract workers who were already illegally employed before their arrival, but  

he was accurate in stating that since some South Asians had travelled south to California, and 

others were now landing directly at that state’s ports, popular feeling there was “more bitter than 

against any other class of Asiatics.”  Sargent commented that these findings showed the “gravity 

of the situation” and would hopefully “make possible even a closer scrutiny and examination [of 

South Asians] than in the past” at Washington ports and border points.28   

 Braun’s investigation had some effect on IS policy, as Sargent ordered an increase in 

inspectors at the port of Seattle and watchmen to patrol the numerous roads that crossed the 

international boundary line.  Yet as Chang points out, Braun’s “clarion call” for increased border 

supervision “may have fallen on deaf ears” if not for September’s anti-Asian riots.  “Indeed,” 

Chang argues, “perhaps no single event or development did more for the cause of border security 

than the anti-Asian upheavals in Vancouver and Bellingham,” as the “racial anxieties” 

precipitated by the riot “helped to spawn a new system of surveillance and control that would 

                                                      
27 Kornel Chang, Pacific Connections: The Making of the U.S.-Canadian Borderlands  (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2012), 150 
28 Frank P. Sargent, Digest of, and Comment Upon, Report of Immigrant Inspector Marcus Braun, 
September 1907, 1, 5, 6, 14, 21-24 and 62, RG 85 E9 51630 44F, NARA. 
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make a once invisible boundary in the Pacific Northwest visible.”29   

  Much of the popular resistance to Indian immigration stemmed from concerns over the 

effect of cheap Indian labour on Pacific coast wages, yet race-based tension also persisted in 

Washington, where some local residents genuinely feared the South Asian newcomers.  Indeed, in 

1910, the Morning Olympian reported that a local woman, who had become “crazed by 

spiritualism” as a result of too much study, had a recurring hallucination that she was being 

“pursued by Hindus.”  The journalist elaborated that “she believes that the Hindu section hands 

on the Northern Pacific [railway line] are coming to her window in the evenings and making 

faces at her,” which caused her to become so violent that she had to be restrained.30   

Washington and Oregon were the first of the three Pacific states to close their borders to 

South Asians.  Most South Asian rejections likely stemmed from two related recommendations 

made in 1907.  First, J. H. Clark in Montreal suggested to Sargent that the IS brief its agents at 

northern Pacific ports on current “industrial conditions in Pacific Coast states,” so that inspectors 

could use this information to assess South Asians hoping to reside in those areas.  Second, 

Sargent informed his superiors in Washington D.C. that South Asians could not secure 

“employment of any kind” in Washington state due to  racial feeling against them; the solution 

was to designate all incoming South Asians Likely to Become a Public Charge (LPC), because 

they would not, according to Sargent, find work.  These reports demonstrate how American 

officials could couch their rejection of South Asians as an economic practicality.  More 

importantly, they show how IS agents considered the Pacific coast racial prejudice against South 

                                                      
29 John Sargent to Commission General of Immigration, September 19 1907 in RG 85 E9 51630 44F, 
NARA; Chang, 151. 
30 Morning Olympian, August 12 1910. 
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Asians as a reason to designate Indians LPC – a remarkable reason for rejecting members of an 

immigrant group.31       

 By December 1908, officers at Puget Sound ports and at Portland had put these 

recommendations into action, and the economic and racial reasons for classifying South Asians 

using the blanket designation of “LPC” were becoming remarkably effective.  Clark observed to 

his superiors that “our officers at Vancouver are exercising great care” in examining South Asians 

applying to enter the Washington via that office.  Many whites in Puget Sound were currently out 

of work, and thus the state’s labour prospects were “decidedly unfavorable to the admission of 

Hindus.”  Clark explained that this was a factor in the minds of officers “conducting the 

examination of Hindus.”  This was also the case at the coastal port of Portland, Oregon, where F. 

H. Larned, who had become Commissioner-General of Immigration after Sargent’s death in 

September 1908, dismissed the BSI appeal of two healthy South Asians attempting to enter the 

U.S.  In early 1909, Larned reasoned that Bhagwan, one of the two men rejected at Portland, 

would probably not be able to secure “employment of any kind” because “at this time racial 

prejudice and adverse labor conditions in the North-West will doubtless mitigate against him.”32 

 While executive restriction at these ports was mainly attributed to the consistent 

application of the blanket LPC designation, the second justification for exclusion stemmed from 

an observation made by A.S. Hollis, an American Consul in South Africa in 1907, who, after the 

Bellingham incident, warned the State Department that most South Asians in the U. S. were 

                                                      
31 Immigration Service, “Table Showing Table Showing Arrivals, Deportations, and Departures of Hindus,” 
Hindu Immigration Hearings, House of Representatives, 63rd Cong., 2nd Session Pt. 1, 68 (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1914). 1,710 South Asians were admitted, 438 excluded, and 124 departed in 
1908.  The general immigrant exclusion rate (1.6%) is in Lee, At America’s Gates, Table 8, 144; J. H. Clark 
to F. P. Sargent, May 5 1908, and F. H. Larned to Labor Secretary, September 25 1908, both in RG 85 E9 
51388 005 Pt. 2, NARA.  
32 John H. Clark to F. H. Larned, December 14 1908, 1-2, RG 85 E9 51388 005 Pt. 1, NARA; F. H. Larned 
“Memorandums for the Assistant Secretary of Labor regarding ‘Bhagwan’ (Memorandum 1) and “Gulsi 
Ram (Memorandum 2),” March 6 1909, both in RG 85 E9 52903 110, NARA. 
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polygamists.  He asserted that since “every Mohamedan in the world is a polygamist,” and, since 

“a great proportion of the natives of Hindustan” were Muslim, America could easily exclude 

them as “alien polygamists” under the 1891 Immigration Act.  However, since he doubted that 

most IS officials could “tell a polygamist when they see one,” he declared that “whenever you 

find a circumcised colored man who is not a Christian, you can be absolutely sure that, at heart, 

he is a polygamist, no matter how much he may deny it.”33   

Officials at Seattle began to take precautions on the issue, even as most South Asians 

began landing at San Francisco, not at Puget Sound ports, by early 1908.  In a high-profile case in 

1910, IS officers at Seattle rejected sixteen South Asian nationals for purportedly believing in 

polygamous marriage and for being LPC.  In his annual report to Washington, P. L. Prentis, the 

Commissioner at Seattle, declared that though many South Asians had applied for entry at that 

port in that year, “every Hindu laborer has been rejected by a board of special inquiry” for either 

believing in polygamy, being LPC, for health reasons, or for being an assisted immigrant.  Prentis 

elaborated that South Asians were “not fitted physically to cope with the more efficient American 

and European labor,” and were “filthy and unsanitary in their habits,” and that the polygamy 

charge qualified some, if not most, for blanket rejection.  This charge exemplifies what Nayan 

Shah described as the IS’s use of “racial taxonomies to predict male predisposition to 

polygamy.”34  As it will be shown in the following section, one reason why executive restriction 

was less effective at Angel Island in San Francisco was that officials there never used the 

polygamy charge to exclude South Asians to the extent that their colleagues in the northwest did, 

                                                      
33 A. S. Hollis, American Consul, Laurence Marquez, SE Africa, September 11 1907, RG 59 Numerical 
and Minor Files of the  State Department 1906 to 1910 M862 Reel 612, NARA. 
34 San Francisco Call, June 15 1910; “Extract from Report of the Commissioner at Seattle,” in Annual 
Report of the Commissioner of Immigration, For Year Ending June 30, 1910 (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1910), 148-149; Shah, Stranger Intimacy, 208.  In fact, a total of 12 South Asians had been 
admitted at Seattle in the fiscal year ending March 1 1910.  See Daniel J. Keefe, Commissioner-General of 
Immigration, to Commissioner of Immigration, Seattle, March 12 1910, RG 85 E9 51391 21A, NARA. 
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although the “LPC” designation was commonly used at every Pacific coast port by 1908.     

Shah has shown that, “just as individual charges of polygamy were laid at the door of the 

entire ethnic group,” another sexual issue also became an important barrier to South Asian 

admissibility.  Since 1906, some western labour groups had maintained that South Asians were 

especially disposed to homosexual behavior, yet Shah has shown that this allegation only bore a 

significant impact on front-line American immigration policy when large numbers of immigrants 

from India began to land at Pacific coast ports.  He has theorized that by 1909, the government’s 

“management of intimate ties” between South Asian immigrants and others became a “process 

that simultaneously shore[d] up the norm and scrutinize[d] deviant unions.”  Accordingly, 

immigration officials began to expand the “LPC” classification to include individuals likely to 

engage in “moral” offences, to the extent that even a suspicion of sodomy could bar an otherwise 

ideal South Asian labourer from entry.35  For this reason and the others discussed above, by 1909 

no new South Asian immigrants were admitted at Puget Sound ports or at Portland.         

    

South Asians in California, 1907-1910 

  

Since the first significant numbers of South Asians began to arrive in California roughly a 

year later than they had in the northern Pacific states, the anxiety over Indian immigration that 

swept across California in 1907 generally predated the arrival of the immigrants in many 

communities, especially those in southern California.  Many newspaper readers learned about 

                                                      
35 See, for example, Saskatchewan Executive Committee, Trades and Labour Congress of Canada, to 
Secretary of State for the Colonies, London, November 19 1906, RG 76 Vol. 384 File 536999 Pt. 1, LAC; 
Shah, Stranger Intimacy, 155-156 and 206.  Suspicions of “immorality” were largely unsupported by 
evidence.  Indeed, by 1910, one of the only press accounts to imply immoral behavior was reported in 
January, when it emerged a 15-year old boy in Uplands, California had been “captured” and “mistreated by 
several Hindus.” Though this description implied pedophilic behavior, and the alleged incident had 
compelled local townspeople to drive out eight South Asian laborers from the municipality, other reports 
indicated that the men had simply robbed and detained the boy, who was “not physically harmed by his 
captors;” Medford Mail Tribune, January 29 1910 and Los Angeles Times, January 18 1910. 
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supposed South Asian diseases and hygienic infractions long before actually seeing a turbaned 

worker in their community.  For example, the Los Angeles Herald warned in September that the 

“scores” of South Asians who would soon arrive in the southern part of the state, “carry[ied] with 

them the germs of the dread bubonic plague,” along with “social manners and customs that offend 

local sanitary and general health laws.”  Bellingham Herald editor Werter D. Dodd’s November 

article “The Hindu in the Northwest,” which widely circulated around California, added that 

while South Asians were Aryan like whites, they were not “desirable” immigrants as they “live[d] 

in dirt and filth.” 36    

 Though southern Californians anticipated an influx of South Asian workers in their 

orchards and vineyards in 1907, Jensen explains that most Indians in California did not migrate 

south in large numbers at this time, but worked in northern railway and logging camps in the San 

Joaquin, Sacramento, and Imperial valleys.  By October close to six hundred lived near Fresno 

alone.  The San Francisco Call reported that “considerable feeling has been aroused against the 

newcomers,” many of whom arrived from Bellingham, in the town of Stege near San Francisco.  

Frustrated with the appearance of South Asians in local lumber yards and factories, local whites 

threw rocks at South Asian-occupied bunkhouses, and similar disturbances occurred in West 

Berkeley, where South Asians lived in “three Hindoo colonies.”37      

By early 1908, roughly one thousand South Asians had been admitted at U.S. ports 

                                                      
36 Werter D. Dodd, “The Hindu in the Northwest,” World Today 13 (November 1907): 1157-1160.  
Looking back at the concept of Aryanism in the earlier twentieth century, Tony Balllantyne argues that the 
idea became “a crucial element within the culture of empire” by the twentieth century, as it offered both “a 
powerful lens for analyzing the pre-colonial past of colonized societies” and a way to interpret the 
“imperial present.”  See Ballantyne, Orientalism and Race: Aryanism in the British Empire (London: 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2006), 3-4.  Paromita Biswas asserts that Indian nationalists championed the notion of 
Indian Aryanism.  Biswas explains that nationalists also promoted this connection among white audiences, 
especially in the U. S., where South Asians would later use their “Aryanism” to gain national citizenship. 
Biswas, 108. 
37 Jensen, 16 and 33; Bellingham Herald, October 11 1907; San Francisco Call, November 15 1907; see 
also San Jose Evening News, November 16 1907; San Francisco Chronicle, December 5 1907. 



 

 224 

within the year, adding to the almost 900 who had entered the country since 1899.  Many more 

had entered the country either legally or surreptitiously across the Canadian border.  1907 had 

seen a dramatic increase in the rejection of South Asians at Pacific coast ports.  In that year, 417 

of the 1000 South Asian arrivals were debarred, a sharp rise from 1906, when the IS rejected only 

24 of 295 prospective immigrants.  In 1907, less than 25% of the South Asians rejected were 

debarred for “loathsome and contagious” disease, while the rest presumably were considered LPC 

for reasons likely relating to their financial situation and personal appearance.  Since there had 

been no revision to the Immigration Act since the previous year, 1907’s disproportionately high 

rejection rate should call into question the timing of what Joan Jensen calls “executive 

restriction,” which she argues was put in place in 1908 at Pacific coast ports, especially San 

Francisco.38     

Jensen argues that inspectors at San Francisco, Seattle, and Portland, the main ports of 

entry for Asians, initiated a widespread rejection campaign in response to the large numbers of 

Indian immigrants arriving at San Francisco in 1908.  Yet J. H. Clark’s above-mentioned report 

indicated that as early as December 1906, Dr. Billings at Vancouver rejected South Asians, not 

for having specific diseases, but because of “their inferior physique,” which the doctor felt would 

render them “unable to stand the hard work usually expected of aliens from other countries.”  

Taken together, the IS immigrant rejection statistics from 1907 and this 1906 report appear to 

expand the parameters of Jensen’s theory in both time and space.39       

                                                      
38 “Memorandum regarding Hindu migration to the United States,” received January 23 1914, RG 85 E9 
52903 110 C, LAC, indicates that 1072 South Asians were admitted and 417 debarred in 1907.  A 
tabulation of entries from 1899 to1906 inclusive shows that 885 South Asians were admitted during these 
years, although these numbers do not include all border entries from Canada.  “Rejection for disease” 
statistics found in Reports of the Immigration Commission, Vol. 3, 326, Table 2.   
39 Jensen defines executive restriction as the set of informal practices employed by Immigration Service 
agents at Pacific coast ports to limit South Asian immigration without recourse to exclusionary legislation.  
Jensen, 113; John H. Clark to Frank Sargent, December 24 1906, 1-2, RG 85 E9 51403 23, NARA.  
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In February 1908, shortly after a group of 200 citizens of Live Oak, California drove 70 

South Asian Southern Pacific Railway workers out of town, the San Francisco-based Asiatic 

Exclusion Leauge (AEL), which had been recently been renamed from the “Japanese and Korean 

Exclusion League” in order to include South Asians, tabled its first report on the “Hindu 

menace.”  AEL President A. E. Yoell opined in this report that South Asians had been misled into 

coming to the country, which made them “more sinned against than sinning.”   Yet Yoell soon 

changed this position, declaring in a subsequent report that “the “immodest and filthy habits of 

the Hindoos” made them “at fault” for the “trouble, beatings and otherwise” they experienced in 

California.  In March, popular writer F. G. Moorhead observed that South Asians lived in housing 

that would have horrified whites, “even [those] from southern Europe.”  Like Dr. Billings at 

Vancouver, Moorhead asserted that “physically they are unfit for the hard labor of opening a new 

country;” in her March article, western writer Agnes Foster Buchanan concurred that South 

Asians “lack[ed] physical endurance” because of their vegetarian diet.  She called for government 

legislation of South Asians because “no one part” of Earth could “comfortably accommodate both 

branches of the Aryan family.” 40 

While hygiene and physical strength continually resurfaced in press and other reports on 

South Asians, the related issue of disease quickly became the dominant theme in American 

discourse on the “Hindu” problem.  In April 1907, the Bellingham Herald carried Briton R. 

Aylmer Winearis’ warning that “India Reeks With Dread Bubonic.”  Winearis, whose claims are 

detailed in Chapter 5, held that Indians carried the bubonic plague bacillus and threatened public 

health in Pacific North America.  The fact that no South Asians in North America developed 

                                                      
40 Bisbee Daily Review, January 28 1908; A. E. Yoell, “The Hindoo Question in California, February 1908, 
in Proceedings of the Asiatic Exclusion League (AEL), 1907-1913 (Reprint) (New York: Arno Press, 1977), 
8-9; A. E. Yoell, “The Hindoo Question in California,” Proceedings…, Sept. 1908, in Ibid, 12; F. G. 
Moorhead, “The Foreign Invasion of the Northwest,” The World’s Work (March 1908): 9994-9997; Agnes 
Foster Buchanan, “The West and the Hindu Invasion,” Overland Monthly Vol. LI (April 1908): 312-313.   
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plague symptoms or spread the disease later disproved this assertion, yet Pacific coast state 

residents quickly propagated the plague connection, just as B.C. exclusionists had since 1906.41   

In his study of San Francisco’s recurring plague outbreaks, Shah explains that since that 

city’s first suspected plague case in 1900, many residents believed that plague was a uniquely 

“Asian” disease that was encouraged or even caused by filthy living conditions in Chinatown.  

The city’s decision to quarantine the entire Chinese quarter, and remove whites from that area, 

further provoked and nurtured the already popular case for racial separation.  Though the wide 

scope of the quarantine along racial lines was in itself “extraordinary,” Shah argues that it was 

“consistent with the logic of public health measures that routinely conflated deadly disease with 

Chinese race and residence.”  He points out that even after it was proven that the city’s second 

plague epidemic originated with (and chiefly afflicted) whites, not Asians, an observer reporting 

on the outbreak remarked that “Plague no longer [was] a typically Oriental disease, nor wholly a 

filth disease” but “it was curious how hard these ideas were to dispel, even in the face of evidence 

furnished by white men’s funerals.”42  Shah adds that well-publicized plague outbreaks in China 

and India in the 1890s had influenced the American association with the Asian “racial” 

susceptibility to plague; this opinion was especially prevalent on the Pacific coast, where ports 

were often closed to ships from Asian countries for quarantine reasons.43        

This theoretical approach offers a useful lens for interpreting Pacific coast American 

perceptions of South Asian disease.  Plague did periodically decimate Indian villages throughout 

the nineteenth century, and many Americans genuinely believed rumors that South Asians carried 

                                                      
41 Bellingham Herald, April 7 1908. 
42 Shah, Contagious Divides, 120-23 and 155.  Shah quotes Frank Todd, Eradicating Plague From San 
Francisco (San Francisco: Murdock, 1909), 38. 
43 Shah cautions that gaps between contemporary epidemiology and official, press, and popular knowledge 
of etiology make it especially difficult to trace the “struggles between scientific bureaucracy and the 
socially marginalized races” during San Francisco’s plague outbreaks.  Shah, Contagious Divides, 123-24.  
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the invisible seeds of plague –what Alan Kraut would call the “silent travelers” of disease.44  Yet 

it is important to note that exclusionists eagerly capitalized upon these fears, using them to 

inflame popular opinion against South Asians, whose initial arrival in California coincided with 

San Francisco’s second plague outbreak.  Like the Blaine Review’s use of hearsay testimony to 

argue that South Asians had caused Washington’s 1907 meningitis epidemic, other nativist 

newspapers used questionable evidence to support similar assertions.   

Bellingham Herald editor Werter Dodd combined the findings of a recent British Medical 

Journal study and the statements of an American hookworm expert to support his assertion that 

South Asians carried a mysterious “oriental disease” similar to plague.  The British study, a 

doctor’s investigation of skin disease in India, looked solely at conditions in India and not the 

health of emigrants, yet Dodd declared that the study “gives some good advice to the U. S. 

regarding Hindu immigration” and “the desirability of most stringent quarantine regulations.”  

Dodd described “the ‘oriental sore’ which Hindus are likely to bring with them” to America and 

the “Delhi boil,” which together were “far more virulent when contracted by people other than 

Hindus.”  Dodd added that Dr. Charles W. Stiles, medical expert with the Roosevelt Country Life 

Commission, had declared to a Spokane paper that the “real yellow peril to be feared on the 

Pacific coast” was not a Japanese incursion “but rather an invasion of oriental diseases.”  Though 

Stiles never mentioned India or Indians in his statements, Dodd predicted “terrible results if these 

diseases should be transmitted by Hindu immigrants to the people of our own farming 

communities.”45    

                                                      
44 See Kraut, Silent Travelers. 
45 Editorial, “Hindus are Undesirables,” Bellingham Herald, December 30 1909; Captain R. Markham 
Carter, “Oriental Sore of Northern India A Protozoal Infection,” British Medical Journal, Sept. 11 1909: 
647-650.  Carter described clusters of parasites on skin surfaces apparently localized to certain villages in 
northern India.  Stiles’ comments in Spokane Spokesman-Review, December 5 1908.  
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 Despite the claims of Pacific coast reporters, AEL members and others who asserted that 

South Asians presented a significant public health threat, the IS did not use disease to 

“executively restrict” South Asians at California until the fall of 1910.  The surviving IS San 

Francisco rejection certificates of several South Asians from 1908 indicate that, like immigrants 

from other nations, some South Asians were indeed sick; for example, at least sixteen of those 

rejected in 1908 had trachoma, while at least six others had physical deformities or were addicted 

to narcotics.  Yet the low rejection rate due to disease before 1910 indicates that most South 

Asians arriving at the Pacific coast states were healthy.  For example, of the 438 excluded in 

1908, only 118 were certified to have a medical defect affecting their mind and body, while the 

rest were presumably LPC for the two factors discussed above.46   

South Asians who settled on the coast in this period encountered a continuing popular 

opposition to their presence; in Stockton, California, some overcame what the San Francisco 

Chronicle called “a great prejudice against their nationality” by abandoning their turbans and 

impersonating “Negroes or Mexicans.”  This “great prejudice” was amply demonstrated in nearby 

Marysville, where a riot almost ensued when the sheriff handcuffed a white criminal to a South 

Asian detainee.  In response to similar treatment, a South Asian living in Portland appealed for 

fair treatment from the local populace by denying, in a letter to the editor of a local newspaper, 

that Indian immigrants were “Dirty or Undesirable.” He argued that his countrymen were 

“decent, law-abiding men,” and added that he was learning English at night school “and the 

practical things that will make me a good American.”  Legal scholar H. A. G. Burnett, an 

Associate Justice for the District Court of Appeals of California in Sacramento, similarly argued 

                                                      
46 Reports of the Immigration Commission…Vol. 3, 325-326, Table 2; See J. M. Crawford, Acting 
Commissioner, San Francisco, to Dr. W. C. Hobdy, March 4 1908, March 11 1908, March 24 1908, and 
April 8 1908; all letters in Public Health and Marine Hospital Services Records, Vol. 1, Box 27, “Letters 
Received from the Commissioner of Immigration (San Francisco) By the Medical Officer in Charge,” 
NARA San Francisco Branch (Hereafter NARA SF); F. H. Larned, Memorandum for the Assistant 
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in a 1909 paper that “England’s half-starved, superstitious, caste-bound Hindus,” had actually 

been “none too truthfully portrayed” by “the fascinating pen of Kipling.”47   

The approximately 5,000 South Asians who entered the U.S. by 1909 had come in a key 

period marked by Progressive-era philosophies of nation-building.  Peter Schrag explains that 

sociologists, Progressive politicians and other opinion leaders of the era advanced a wide range of 

social scientific opinion wherein reform could mean either “a check on nativism and immigration 

restriction” or “a cheerful companion at their side.”  Political partisanship aside, frequent 

Democratic Party criticisms of the Republican approach to Asian immigration represented a 

broad condemnation of emerging Progressive theories of the place of immigrants in democratic 

governance, wherein some immigrant groups could be “properly Americanized.”  After the 

Republican conventions ended in 1908, Party members in San Francisco began to argue that all 

South Asians should be excluded for being LPC, and  Jensen explains that Anglo Indians were 

“much relieved” when William H. Taft assumed the U.S. Presidency after defeating Democratic 

candidate William Jennings Bryan in 1909.  Bryan had recently spoken out against British rule of 

India, and some assumed that he would thus be sympathetic to Indian independence sentiment 

and activism in the U.S.48   

In 1909, the number of South Asian arrivals dropped dramatically from 1,710 in 1908 to 

only 337, as IS officials rejected almost 50% of all South Asians landing at coast ports.  This was 

                                                                                                                                                              
Secretary of Labor, April 26 1909, RG 85 E9 52903 110.   
47 Proceedings and Debates of the 60th US Congress 1st Session Vol. 42 Pt. 8, May 27 1908, 205 
(Appendix); San Francisco Chronicle, November 20 1908; San Francisco Chronicle, January 28 1909; F. 
Kenchu Ram Letter to the Editor of the Morning Oregonian, December 19 1908; Los Angeles Times, 
March 27 1909.   See also H. A. G. Burnett, “Misunderstanding of Eastern and Western States regarding 
Oriental Immigration,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 34, no. 2, 
(September, 1909), 38; T. L. Eliot, “Moral and Social Interests Involved in Restricting Oriental 
Immigration,” Annals of the American Academy, (September 24 1909): 80-5.  
48 I estimate this number using data from “Memorandum Regarding Hindu Migration to the United States,” 
January 23 1914, 1, RG 85 E9 52903 110 C, NARA, and adding 1000 to account for surreptitious border 
entries from Canada and Mexico.  See also Schrag, 63. 
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a consequence of the work of U.S. consular officials in India who discouraged migration to the 

U.S, and to a much greater extent the IS’ self-appointed policy of executive restriction. 49  

William R. Wheeler, the acting Secretary of Labor and an Asian exclusionist from San Francisco, 

sustained this decision, ordering the immigration officers at that city port to exclude South Asians 

en masse using the LPC designation.  Yet when Secretary Oscar Straus returned from his vacation 

shortly thereafter, he “ordered the officers to resume the old policies.”  Consequently, though 

U.S. Immigration officers were broadly implementing executive restriction by mid-1909, South 

Asians continued to arrive at Pacific coast ports, although in diminished numbers.50    

Though they were less influential on admission levels, two other groups played a key role 

in the social transactions governing the popular reception of South Asians by California’s white 

communities.  First, politicians in California galvanized public opinion against Asians generally 

during this period.  Even after the passage of the 1907 Gentleman’s Agreement with Japan, and 

after Roosevelt, ever unpopular in California for his “soft” Asian policies, finally left office in 

1909, state legislators advocated tighter controls for Asian settlement and land ownership.  State 

politicians, whose predecessors had played a critical role in the passage of the federal Chinese 

Exclusion Act of 1882, continually protested against what they perceived as federal inaction on 

Asian immigration.  Roger Daniels explains that “all of the available evidence indicates that the 

California politicians represented the prejudices of their constituents,” particularly in their efforts 

to marginalize the state’s growing Japanese community, which by 1910 had a population of close 

to 41,000, while about 38,000 Chinese lived in the state.51                 

                                                      
49 331 were rejected in 1909; See Memorandum Regarding Hindu Migration to the United States,” January 
23 1914, 1, RG 85 E9 52903 110 C, NARA; Jensen, 96, 103 and 113. 
50Jensen, 95 and 102-103. 
51 Roger Daniels, Asian America: Chinese and Japanese in the United States since 1850 (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 1988), 137-138.  Japanese population estimate is from 1910 Census of 
USA, tabulated on www.ancestry.ca, which lists 41,358 Japanese and 37,453 living in California in 1910.  
The Census lists 2,574 California residents born in India, but in fact twice that number lived in California. 



 

 231 

The AEL also mobilized public opinion against Asians and especially South Asians.  

After a brief lull in anti-Asian activity following Taft’s election, in early 1910 AEL President A. 

E. Yoell renewed his “anti-Hindoo” campaign with fervor, petitioning government 

representatives to pass legislation barring South Asian immigrants.  After informing U.S. 

Senators from California that 15 of a recent group of 50 South Asian arrivals at San Francisco 

had trachoma, Yoell secured written statements of support for his campaign from Senators 

George C. Perkins, W.F. Englebright, E.A. Hayes, Julius Khan, Frank Flint, and D. E. McKinlay.  

Despite 1909’s decline in South Asian admissions, Yoell strongly censured Oscar Straus, the new 

Secretary of Labor, for not implementing a blanket Indian exclusion policy, and for allowing in 

“a great many of those afflicted with Oriental diseases, particularly trachoma.”  In an open letter 

in 1910, Yoell added that “every argument” against Chinese and Japanese immigration “applies 

with equal, or more force to the Hindus,” who had “utter disregard …[for] the decencies of life” 

and “herd together in miserable hovels which, if permitted to exist, will soon invite disease and 

epidemic.”52   

Later in 1910, the AEL also fiercely criticized Hart Hyatt North, Commissioner of San 

Francisco’s newly-opened quarantine station at Angel Island in the San Francisco Bay.  In their 

recent work on the history of the station, which served as America’s chief point of entry for Asian 

immigrants between 1910 and 1940, Erika Lee and Judy Yung detail North’s brief career at 

Angel Island, including the controversy surrounding his administration of immigration legislation 

and his fall from power in late 1910.  Lee and Yung explain that North’s policy of “treat[ing] 

South Asians like other immigrant groups,” and his insistence on “process[ing] them under the 

general immigration laws,” conflicted with the policies of Asian exclusionists and even with 

                                                      
52 See Yoell’s December 28 1909 letter, and the Senatorial replies to it, in A. E. Yoell, “Report of the 
Executive Board,” in Proceedings of the AEL, January 1910, 5-7; See Yoell’s memorial on 9-11.  
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some members of North’s own staff at the station, who wanted the Commissioner to continue the 

IS’s general strategy of using the LPC designation to bar South Asians.  Frank Ainsworth, 

North’s subordinate at the station, personally believed that South Asians could not assimilate into 

American society, and therefore he urged North to sanction their wholesale exclusion.  After 

North had admitted several hundred South Asians into the country by mid-1910 – easily 

surpassing the number allowed in during the whole of 1909 – the AEL took their case to officials 

in Washington.  After a well-publicized series of allegations of misconduct flew between North 

and Ainsworth, North was removed from duty in October.53   

But before North’s removal, the San Francisco Bulletin pointed out that, though South 

Asians were now barred at Seattle and B.C. ports, many were still being admitted through Angel 

Island.  The editor thus recommended that North follow Seattle’s example by excluding South 

Asians as polygamists, and the Chronicle similarly reasoned that “many, if not the greater part of 

these Hindoos are Mohammedans and believers in polygamy.”  Yet polygamy was never applied 

as a uniform exclusion tactic at San Francisco as it was at Seattle and Portland.  This was likely 

because North, still in charge of Angel Island while under investigation, reported to his superiors 

that, like Seattle’s inspectors, he had interrogated South Asians on whether they practiced 

polygamy, but he had learned that most of these immigrants were Sikh and thus were religiously 

forbidden from having more than one wife.  However, San Francisco’s press perpetuated the 

Indian polygamy myth throughout the summer, particularly after North let in close to 100 South 

Asians per month and told the city’s press that he could not exclude all South Asians en masse. 54   

Press reports perpetuating the twin allegations of South Asian disease and uncleanliness 

greatly eclipsed the polygamy issue in 1910.  After almost two hundred South Asians arrived at 

                                                      
53 Erika Lee and Judy Yung, Angel Island: Immigrant Gateway to America (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 150-51. 
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Angel Island early in the year on the S. S. Manchuria, the Chronicle’s editor called for Congress 

to exclude South Asians, who were “by far the worst of the Orientals in their personal habits.”  

However, though the Chronicle had optimistically projected that Angel Island’s medical officials 

would find many diseased Indians among the S. S. Manchuria’s passengers, station doctors found 

that only 9 South Asians from the 191 aboard the vessel had infectious disease, which BSI 

records indicate was trachoma.  The San Francisco Call anxiously reported that more South 

Asians had been landed by February than had arrived in the whole of 1909.55   

By mid-year, the IS was faced with a difficult problem.  Since very few of the hundreds 

of South Asians now arriving at Angel Island actually had “loathsome or contagious diseases,” 

(though some were still being debarred for a general physical “unfitness”), and since 

Commissioner North refused to bar them as polygamists, IS agents could not bar large numbers 

of South Asians in the absence of Congressional “anti-Hindu” legislation.  In April, Daniel J. 

Keefe, the new Commissioner-General of Immigration and a former labour leader, attempted to 

solve the issue after his supervisor, Assistant Secretary of Labor Benjamin S. Cable, advised him 

that most Indians arriving at Angel Island were LPC.  Keefe wrote North to reprimand him for 

allowing in so many South Asians, reminding him that while no law excluded “Hindus as a race,” 

there was “considerable prejudice” against them in the Pacific coast states.  He ordered North that 

“prejudice” alone should be “an important fact in determining whether an alien shall be permitted 

to land,” and added that “these instructions should also be observed with regard to the primary 

                                                                                                                                                              
54 North to Commissioner General, July 30 1910, RG 85 E9 52961 10, NARA; San Francisco Bulletin 
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inspection” and at BSI hearings.56  

Keefe, who saw the “‘ordinary Hindu’” as an “‘undesirable acquisition’” for American 

society, championed the methods recently used by white British colonies to halt immigration 

from India.  As a first level of screening he advocated finding “‘paupers, criminals’” or “‘the 

contagiously diseased,’” and as a second level he recommended, in Shah’s words, “eliminating 

the rest by focusing medical scrutiny” on those with physical deformities or “‘poor physiques.’”  

Indeed, “the goal,” Shah explains, “was for zero admissions from India, using health inspections 

to satisfy a political constituency of white working-class residents” who vehemently opposed the 

South Asian presence in their communities.  Keefe justified his approach by reasoning that South 

Asian immigrants would not be able to secure or maintain their employment because of the strong 

discrimination against them, and their resulting vagrancy would inflame local tensions even 

further.57 

 In his discussion of the treatment of eastern European Jews at the port of Galveston, 

Texas, Alan Kraut has shown that many of the 10,000 Jewish immigrants who arrived at that port 

in 1910 faced similar “executive” exclusion for racial reasons, albeit from a source lower down in 

the chain of command.  Kraut explains that under the direction of one anti-Semitic medical 

examiner, who had promised to do all he could do to bar Jews from entering through his port, the 

number of rejections for ‘poor physiques’ “rose dramatically” in that year.  Even after the IS 

addressed the situation by replacing the medical team at Galveston, “marginal calls often went 

against Jewish immigrants,” especially in 1913, when medical examiners ordered “a rash of 

exclusions” for acute inguinal hernia.  Kraut deduces that it is “very likely” that “local pressures 

to exclude as many eastern European Jews as possible,” paired with a lack of Jewish community 

                                                      
56 Benjamin S. Cable, Memo for Keefe, April 25 1910, 1; Daniel J. Keefe, Comm-Gen, to North, SF, April 
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support of the type that was found in New York City for Jews arriving at Ellis Island, “created an 

atmosphere in which some Galveston medical inspectors were willing to cooperate with local 

immigration opponents by misdiagnosing diseases certifiable for exclusion.”58   

 There are several similarities between the Jewish experience at Galveston and the South 

Asian experience at Angel Island, which was the only port still admitting significant numbers of 

immigrants from India during this period.  Both Jews and South Asians were legally entitled to 

immigrate, providing they were healthy and met the moral and financial requirements of entry; 

both Keefe and Galveston’s medical examiners sought to protect their country against what they 

perceived to be a racial threat posed by the admission of “undesirable” immigrants.  Bowing to 

California’s Asian exclusionists, Keefe advocated a policy of extra-stringent “primary inspection” 

to bar as many South Asians as possible, while medical examiners at Galveston intentionally 

misdiagnosed Jewish arrivals to limit their numbers.            

Since Commissioner North was reluctant to enforce a similar policy at his station, 

members of San Francisco’s AEL, increasing their campaign against North’s leadership at Angel 

Island, declared in a meeting that North’s staff were allowing undesirable South Asian labourers 

to immigrate and that the newcomers who would soon “constitute a serious menace to the health, 

happiness and welfare of the community.”  O. Tveitmoe, the AEL’s new president, further 

resolved that South Asians recently arrived on the S. S. Manchuria and Siberia would, like their 

countrymen already in California, soon become public charges because they were “unspeakably 

filthy and in nearly every instance suffering from contagious and incurable diseases.”  Another 

member called attention to “the dangers of infection being carried into the city by the East 

Indians,” and warned that the immigrants would bring about a new plague epidemic in the city.  

In April, the Call reported that some of the steerage stewards of liners from Asia called South 
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Asian personal habits “filthy,” and the reporter added that the employers of Indian immigrants 

found them “dirty, lazy and shiftless and altogether lacking in initiative.”59   

Congressman Julius Kahn, who represented California’s 4th District, made similar 

assertions in a letter to Commissioner-General Keefe two weeks later.  During a western train 

trip, Kahn noted that most of the section crews he could see during his 200 mile trip along the 

Western Pacific line were South Asian, and predicted that the group would soon replace whites in 

all occupations “within a couple of generations.  Asking that Keefe stem South Asian 

immigration, Kahn stated that California’s Indian immigrants were in “poor physical condition,” 

and added that he had heard that these tropical immigrants “can not stand the rigors of a northern 

climate.”  The climate argument -frequently used by Canadian opponents of South Asian labour -

never gained much currency in relatively warm and sunny California.  Indeed, when the fourth 

South Asian woman arrived in the state shortly after Kahn penned his letter, the Chronicle 

observed with alarm that the Indian community appeared to be putting down roots.60      

 While Kahn’s letter was private, many Californians would have agreed with his assertion 

that South Asians were dirty.  In August, Leon Ray Livingston, a famous American sojourner 

who later published a book detailing his cross-country travels with the writer Jack London, asked 

the Secretary of Labor to implement Indian exclusion.  In his letter to Nagel, Livingston opined 

that South Asians were “the lowest, filthiest, disgusting people I ever saw,” and warned that 

thousands of them were “overrunning” California.  Similarly, despite a near-lack of shower 

facilities on board trans-Pacific steamers, San Francisco reporters strongly censured Indians for 

arriving unwashed at Angel Island.  Paradoxically, journalists also criticized those South Asians 

who managed to arrive clean.  The Call reported in August that a newly arrived group of Indians 
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were “rather cleaner than some of the earlier arrivals” because, according to some of the ship’s 

workers, the group had “luxuriated in scant and filthy attire during the voyage” until the day 

before they arrived, when each put on a “comparatively clean suit” over his underclothes and 

turned his turban inside out.61 

 Keefe’s instructions for stricter examinations of South Asians materially increased the 

number of Indian rejections at Angel Island, although in a May meeting the AEL decried 

Commissioner North’s reluctance to adhere to Seattle’s now-standard policy of total South Asian 

executive restriction.  At a meeting of the AEL executive, Yoell commended Inspector Frank 

Ainsworth for his resolve to “oppose the admission” of South Asians, and the Native Sons of The 

Golden West, another California group with nativist leanings, passed a similar resolution at a 

convention in June.  After these resolutions, the Seattle Star declared its concurrence that South 

Asians, who had now been driven out of several Washington cities in a series of smaller riots 

modeled after the Bellingham riot, should also be excluded from California.  The Star’s editor 

warned that dozens of “consumptive, emaciated Hindus” could still be seen daily in many coast 

cities, where they proved themselves to be “dirty, immoral, insolent to women, and thieves.” Yet 

the “greater danger” in their presence was not their threat to public health but “their competition 

with white men” for jobs.  The editor of the San Francisco Chronicle disagreed by arguing 

instead that “the special importance of the Hindoo invasion” was not simply its threat to white 

labour but that it was also “an intrusion of a new and more degraded and dangerous Asiatic 

element” than either the Chinese or Japanese.  His paper announced with relief that the city had 

hired an additional laboratory physician at the city hospital to help Board of Health officials deal 

with the “Hindoo Influx” in San Francisco.  Because San Francisco sat at the western edge of the 
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continent, the city’s residents were particularly vulnerable to the “consequent danger of the 

importation of tropical disease” from South Asians.  Thus, the widening scope of the city’s 

bacteriological laboratory would, according to the city’s health officer, “benefit” not only San 

Francisco “but the entire country.”62   

 The city’s expanded public health efforts appeared to represent a scathing critique of 

Angel Island’s medical inspectors, who were supposedly holding open California’s door to a 

mass of unchecked, disease-ridden South Asians.  Yet, as Amy Fairchild points out, Pacific coast 

medical examiners had already long abandoned the “line inspection” used by Ellis Island to 

superficially examine large numbers of Europeans by observing them as a group.  Instead, 

medical officers subjected South Asians, along with all other Asian arrivals, to thorough, often 

humiliating, hands-on inspections, especially after Angel Island station opened in June 1910.  

Here, physicians used their “medical gaze” to examine naked or nearly naked Asians for easily 

recognizable medical conditions, used stethoscopes to listen to the heart, inverted eyelids to look 

for trachoma, tested saliva for traces of beriberi and, with increasing frequency by 1910, 

conducted bacteriological tests for parasitic infection.  Every Asian landing at the station in 

steerage class was subjected to these tests, regardless of social position.  Indeed, according to 

Fairchild, “disease interacted with race to undercut class distinctions prevailing in most other 

regions,” particularly after 1912, when Asians arriving by second-class passage were also 

detained at Angel Island.63           

 However, the greatest difference between Ellis and Angel Islands was the philosophy 

governing the duty of the medical inspector.  Physicians tasked with inspecting Europeans at Ellis 
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Island spent less time with each immigrant, used less technology, and overall had “few resources 

devoted to exclusion,” but Fairchild explains that this was the direct “consequence of a decision 

to admit a tremendous and relatively unimpeded flow of immigrant labor.”  This decision 

“necessitated a processing or disciplining rather than a screening regimen at the nation’s borders,” 

which was why “the laboratory was not necessary” in most cases at eastern ports.  The 

government’s policy governing Asian admissions at Angel Island, the nation’s major gateway to 

the Pacific, was dramatically different.  Here, medical officers routinely “racializ[ed] disease” by 

with applying what Shah calls a “special scrutiny” to Asian groups, who Public Health Service 

(PHS) physicians believed were at special risk for “Oriental” diseases and physical disorders.  

Shah adds that the “paradox” of the IS’s efforts to detect disease in Asian arrivals was that the 

island’s unsanitary detention facilities placed these individuals at significant risk for cross-

infection.64           

   North, who remained in charge of Angel Island until October 1910, still refused to reject 

Indian immigrants en masse.   The low disease infection rate among South Asians, which can 

probably be explained by the fact that steamship companies in Hong Kong were now performing 

scrupulous medical inspections of all South Asians before allowing their passage to America, 

continued to complicate matters for North and his staff.  Dr. M. W. Glover, the PHS physician in 

charge of the Island’s detention hospital, reported that since the station’s opening in January, the 

hospital had treated 137 South Asians, compared to 136 Chinese and 6 Japanese, but most of 

these Indians had trachoma, which passengers with financial means could pay station doctors to 

treat.  Though Erika Lee and Judy Yung point out that treatment for trachoma could cost up to 

$300, most of those with the disease chose this option, and indeed in June the PHS certified and 
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deported only 17 South Asians for trachoma among the “large crowds of East Indians” who 

arrived on passenger vessels that month.65     

But what to do with the rest, whom Sargent and the IS had expressly discouraged the 

station’s officials from admitting into the country?  In the absence of Congressional legislation, 

Angel Island staff were increasingly forced to bar South Asians using the ambiguous LPC 

certification.  In June, North overturned Frank Ainsworth’s decision to bar several South Asian 

passengers from the S. S. Siberia for being LPC, but Ainsworth’s resulting appeal to Washington 

led to the reversal of North’s decision and sustained the original order.  Sargent also sent 

Commissioner Fred Watts to Angel Island, where Watts personally rejected 80 of a vessel’s 164 

South Asians for being LPC, after submitting them to a “rigid examination, which they could not 

pass.”  Despite these efforts, San Francisco residents were alarmed by the continuing arrival of 

South Asians at Angel Island, where, the Call blithely remarked in August, “Sahib Hart North” 

heartily welcomed them to America after only a cursory examination.  A Call reporter remarked 

that local residents regarded Sikh turbans with “a good deal of suspicion;” after living alongside 

South Asians, many whites with “an elementary knowledge of the germ theory” were now 

convinced that “the turban was not a pleasant thing to have around.”  South Asians used it as a 

“combined hat, handkerchief and towel,” and while the outside was generally clean, the reporter 

reasoned that “it would take a bacteriologist to write the story of the inside.”66         
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The twin specters of disease and immorality also haunted South Asian immigration to a 

degree unprecedented by any other Asian group.  A special “Hindu” edition of the AEL’s 

monthly magazine The White Man, whose subscribers included California and Washington 

branches of the Central Labor Council and Trades and Labor Assembly, described South Asians 

as bearers of “moral and social diseases” and the “virus of Asian degeneracy.”   Editor A. F. 

Fowler, who had risen to some prominence through his public support of the Bellingham Riot, 

described South Asians as “the Filth of Asia” who spread “leprosy, bubonic plague, beri beri 

[sic], trachoma and other terrible diseases of the body.”  Fowler also made the sensational claim 

that “weird orgies take place in the Hindu settlements throughout the state,” and added that the 

Sikh burial custom of cremation contaminated the California countryside.  Arguing that “sanitary 

science should be applied sociologically” to halt Indian immigration, he concluded that if 

California could not convince the federal government to exclude South Asians, the nation would 

have on its hands “a mongrel population, given over to strange vices” and would become “a 

modern Babylonia, saturated with the physical and moral rottenness of the world.”67 

Fowler’s arguments on South Asian health won him at least two major supporters in 

California.  Governor Hiram Johnson concurred with Fowler’s call for an end to immigration 

from India; the Governor’s private papers show that after receiving a copy of the “White Man,” 

that summer, Johnson wrote that he “favor[ed] exclusion.”  In August, William R. Wheeler, 
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former Assistant Secretary of Labor, sent the “Hindu” edition of the magazine to the 

Commissioner of Labor Charles Neill, a civil servant charged with investigating labour 

conditions, to request that Neill influence IS policy on South Asian immigration.  Wheeler, now 

representing the nativist San-Francisco based California Immigration Commission organization, 

reminded Neill that in the writer’s former capacity as Assistant Secretary, he had “sustained the 

US Immigration officials stationed at Vancouver, B.C. in their refusal to permit to Hindus to 

migrate from B.C. to American ports,” on the grounds that they were LPC.  Now that South 

Asians were traveling directly from Hong Kong to San Francisco, Wheeler informed Neill that 

the new Secretary of State, Charles Nagel, “told me that he proposed to adopt the policy which I 

had inaugurated but which Secretary Straus had not favored after his return from his summer 

vacation in 1908.”  Using Fowler’s sensationalistic claims in The White Man as evidence, he 

warned that “my view is that their general anemic appearance, their slavery to caste,” and “the 

strong sentiment existing on the Pacific coast against their employment” made them especially 

likely to become public charges.  He likened South Asians, who often camped on riverbeds while 

unemployed, to “the Gypsies who, on account of their nomadic life, have been excluded from 

Atlantic coast ports.”  He concluded that “it seems to me that the Administration is justified in 

adopting any policy which will keep these undesirables out.”68  

Also in August, American Consul-General to India William H. Michael redoubled his 

efforts to shape federal policy on the issue.  After State Department officials telegrammed him 

with their approval of his previous efforts to discourage South Asian emigration to the U.S., 

Michael advised his superiors to bar a vessel of several hundred Punjabis en route to San 

Francisco.  He reported that after interviewing the Indian nationals who had applied at his office 
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in Calcutta for medical inspection by a “medical attaché” to the consulate, he had “invariably 

rejected them,” not for health issues, which they apparently did not have, but because he believed 

that most only intended to work in the U.S. for a year and not become permanent settlers.  When 

other prospective immigrants began to avoid his office and purchase tickets directly at Hong 

Kong, Michael advised steamship agents in that city to stop selling tickets to South Asians.  

Overall, he warned that California would soon be “overrun” with South Asians unless the 

government intervened.  After receiving Michael’s August cable from the State Department, 

Assistant Secretary of Labor Benjamin S. Cable announced “a policy of increased restrictions” 

for South Asian immigration, which would  apply what the Chronicle called “a broader 

construction of the law than generally obtains” for other immigrants.  The paper’s editorial the 

following day commended Cable’s policy of keeping out “the Hindoo coolies,” who were “the 

dirtiest and most degraded of Asiatics”: indeed, the editor argued, “compared with them the 

Chinese, and even the Japs, are angels of light.”69   

The rejections of South Asians at Angel Island increased following Cable’s instructions.  

By late August, PHS officers at the station were rejecting the majority of all Indian immigrants 

using the umbrella certification that they were “physically unfit,” while IS officials deported 

others for being LPC.  An Indian paper observed that the latest vessel from Hong Kong had 

returned 150 South Asians to India, most of whom were deported from Angel Island after a 12 

day quarantine for “physical unfitness.” In response to the escalating rejection rate, steamship 

companies, anxious about returning rejected passengers, increased their physical inspections of 

South Asians in China.  In September, several coast papers reported that vessels destined to San 

Francisco now carried only a fraction of South Asian passengers who wanted tickets; for 
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example, the San Francisco Call stated that the S.S. Siberia had rejected all but 22 of the 300 

South Asians who had sought tickets in Hong Kong.  It was also public knowledge that the IS had 

briefed the Angel Island BSI members on “the characteristics of the Hindoos, which, in the 

bureau’s estimation, are likely to cause them to be public charges.”70  

On September 9th, Secretary of Labor Charles Nagel arrived in San Francisco to inspect 

the South Asian immigrants at Angel Island.  The Call article “Nagel Watches Scum of Asia 

Float Ashore” reported that the Secretary had seen the “dark scum of Asia float unrestrained 

through the Golden Gate” when the S. S. China arrived at the station with dozens of South Asians 

on its decks.  After meeting with H. H. North, the city’s mayor P.H. McCarthy, and William 

Wheeler of the exclusionist civilian Immigration Commission organization, Nagel told the 

Chronicle that he would consider issuing an order to his officers to “restrict such immigration as 

far as possible under the law.”71  However, before he had the chance to draft these instructions, 

PHS physician Dr. W. M. Glover, Angel Island’s chief medical inspector, made a startling 

discovery that finally enabled the IS to do what it had strived for since 1906.  On September 20th, 

Glover announced that a large number of South Asians currently detained at the station had the 

“loathsome and contagious disease” of hookworm. 

This chapter has demonstrated the process, beginning first in Washington and Oregon 

and then in California, by which South Asians became associated with a generalized state of 

physical malaise, even before there was evidence that they exhibited signs of any specific 

diseases or even disease symptoms.  Between the initial arrival of significant numbers of South 

Asians in 1906, and the discovery of hookworm in some members of the group in late 1910, the 

“Hindu disease” thesis shaped both the initial response to South Asians on the Pacific coast and 
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the efforts to bring about executive and legislative exclusion.  Yet, as inspection records and 

statistics from the years between 1906 and the fall of 1910 indicate, since the rate of disease in 

incoming South Asians appeared no higher than it did among other Asian groups, some PHS 

physicians, including Dr. Billings at the PHS outpost in Vancouver, frequently ruled that 

incoming South Asians were physically “unfit” for hard labour, which was a highly subjective 

diagnosis in the absence of physical evidence.   

Like many Pacific coast politicians, labour leaders, members of the press, and the 

immigration gatekeepers of the IS and PHS, some physicians, likely including Dr. Billings, 

genuinely believed that South Asians were not physically suited to American life and labour, but 

this assertion, and especially the related contention that South Asians threatened public health, 

was difficult to prove.  While the IS LPC ruling was a stronger means of executive restriction, as 

there was no question that public feeling in the Pacific coast states was indeed strongly against 

South Asians, IS agents at Pacific coast ports realized that this pretext for exclusion could be 

challenged as a reason for excluding an entire immigrant group.  Since the American executive 

continued to stall on legislative Indian exclusion for the political reasons discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter, what exclusionists (including those in the IS) needed was unassailable 

medical evidence that could confirm what a large number of Pacific residents already thought 

they knew about the new “Hindu” arrivals, and, by extension, what they believed about the racial 

inferiority of South Asians to other groups.   

Further, the South Asian reputation for disease had been planted in the popular 

imagination by the repeated polyvalent association of South Asians immigrants with a series of 

diseases, including generalized malaise in 1906, meningitis in 1907, bubonic plague and “Delhi 

boil” in 1908, “tropical disease” in 1909, and leprosy and beriberi in 1910, to name just a few.  

Although these allegations, and the popular claim by IS agents and others that South Asians were 
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physically “unfit” for labour, had never been officially confirmed, they together established and 

maintained a conception which, by virtue of its enduring popularity across several sectors of 

Pacific coast society, was unique to South Asian immigrants at this time.  The normalization and 

perpetuation of the “Hindu disease” thesis over the last four years had laid the necessary 

groundwork for the massive popular and official reaction to the discovery of hookworm in South 

Asians at Angel Island.  The next chapter will explain how exclusionists championed this 

discovery as concrete proof that Indian nationals threatened population health, and further how 

this perception cemented South Asians as medical scapegoats in the manner of the Chinese of San 

Francisco during the plague outbreaks of the previous decade.  This scapegoating appeared to 

legitimize the argument that South Asians were socially inassimilable, which became a key 

justification for both their executive and later legislative exclusion.    



 247 

 Chapter 7 

Hookworm, South Asians and Bacterial and Social Parasites, 1910-1913 

…if we could get one or two hookworms more amenable to reason than the rest, we  
could train them to go from one Hindoo to another while the inspection was taking  
place, and then all the Hindoos would have hookworm. 

                                                                                - San Francisco Chronicle, October 1910. 
 

These filthy human beings (if they can be called human) are not fit to mingle with  
even the Chinese, let alone white people…As a good American Citizen I here enter  
my vigorous protest against these low disease ridden, filthy, people.”               

-H.H. Stevenson, July 4 1913.1 
 

We don’t want the standard of living of the Hindoo; we don’t want his religion; we  
don’t want his diseases; we don’t want his filth.” 

                                       - Vallejo, California Trades and Labor Congress, September 13 1913.2 
 

 

In September 1910, Dr. M. W. Glover, Public Health Service (PHS) medical inspector at 

Angel Island quarantine station, found hookworm ova in the stools of six anemic South Asians 

who had recently arrived on the S. S. Chiyo Maru.  He then found the same ova in 60% of the 

other South Asian hospital patients, including several who exhibited no obvious physical 

symptoms of the disease.  Initial news reports of Glover`s finding dominated the front page of the 

city’s newspapers for several days, as journalists correctly predicted that the association of South 

Asians with this “Class A” (medically excludable) disease would effectively halt the Indian 

immigration that was already in decline since earlier in the year.  For example, the San Francisco 

Chronicle dedicated a three-page report to Glover`s “little laboratory on Angel Island,” where the 

doctor had produced results which would “greatly mitigate, if not very nearly solve” the Hindu 

problem without the need for further legislation.  The journalist used the disease to 

retrospectively diagnose the large numbers of South Asians whom the PHS had recently and 
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“myster[iously]” been rejecting as “physically unfit.”3     

The previous chapter has demonstrated how the “Hindu disease” thesis came to dominate 

public and official discourse on the South Asian immigration issue in the Pacific coast states 

between 1906 and the fall of 1910, and how the perpetuation of the myth that South Asians 

threatened public health laid the groundwork necessary for a major public outcry and official 

reaction when PHS officials finally found evidence of tropical disease in South Asians.  While 

this disease was not one of the highly contagious and lethal diseases the group had been 

associated with, the discovery of the relatively minor (and curable) disease of hookworm 

nevertheless appeared to confirm what Pacific coast residents had already believed about this new 

immigrant group.  Moving forward with this conclusion, this chapter makes two major claims: 

firstly, that public officials, politicians, labour leaders, press editors and others used the now-

established “Hindu disease” thesis to retrospectively diagnose South Asian members of Pacific 

coast communities with hookworm and attribute their “poor physiques” to the disease.  Secondly 

and more importantly, while in 1910 federal Immigration Service (IS) officials were already in 

the process of shutting out South Asian arrivals at the port of San Francisco (the last port still 

accepting Indian nationals), the IS used the PHS discovery to complete this process and in 1913 

to close an immigration loophole that had briefly re-opened the port to South Asians travelling 

from American territorial possessions.   

Historians suggest that, in most cases, South Asian rejections at San Francisco for 

“physical unfitness” in 1910 were a direct result of IS pressure to reduce immigration from India, 

not the product of legitimate health screening.  Nayan Shah explains that Glover’s testing of the 

anemic South Asian passengers of the S. S. Chiyo Maru “had been spurred by an internal crisis 

                                                                                                                                                              
2 Vallejo Trades and Labor Council to A. Caminetti, September 13 1913, RG 85 E9 52903 110 A, NARA. 
3 M. W. Glover, Passed Assistant Surgeon, Medical Div, SF, to Surgeon-General, 1 Oct 1910, 1, RG 90 
Central File 1897-1923 box 785 file 16090, NARA; San Francisco Chronicle September 23 and 29 1910. 
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over medical exclusion procedures,” after IS officer Frank Ainsworth publicly accused Angel 

Island Commissioner Hart H. North of “negligence in medical exclusion procedures.”  According 

to Shah, Ainsworth maintained that Hart was admitting South Asians with “poor physique.”  In 

the internal investigation into North`s leadership, Glover testified that IS officials could not 

determine an immigrant’s employability without a complete medical inspection.  Thus, “in a 

move calculated to bolster the PHS’s authority to determine physical fitness,” Glover had used 

his microscope “to provide specialized knowledge of an immigrant’s capabilities and the precise 

cause of an immigrant’s disability.” 4       

Since Glover’s initial sample size was only 22 individuals, 16 of whom were infected, 

assertions linking most South Asians with hookworm represented the logical fallacy of hasty 

generalization.  Yet like the Chronicle’s assumption that South Asians rejected that summer had 

carried undetected hookworm infections, other papers similarly attributed the recent slump in 

South Asian admissions to the disease.  Utah’s Ogden Evening Standard opined that “the average 

Hindu looks as though something had been gnawing at his insides;” since hookworm reduced the 

vitality of its carrier, Glover’s findings made sense.  The San Francisco Bulletin similarly 

asserted that the diagnosis was unsurprising as “the average Hindu, from time immemorial, has 

been peculiarly susceptible to many abhorrent physical afflictions.”  After San Francisco tropical 

disease expert Bruce Foulkes corroborated Glover’s initial findings at the quarantine station, the 

Bulletin correctly predicted that soon “the turbaned natives of the Punjab will be a rarity at Angel 

Island.”5   

 In his 1 October report to Surgeon General Walter Wyman, Glover explained his sudden 

rise to fame in San Francisco was a natural result of the newspapers making “undue sensation 

                                                      
4 Shah, Contagious Divides, 191. 
5 Evening Standard Ogden September 20 1910; San Francisco Bulletin September 29 and 30 1910. 
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over anything that would tend to disbar the Hindu immigrant.”  Yet since 111 South Asians had 

arrived that day on the S. S. Asia, he would look for traces of the disease “in view of the popular 

interest” and “the expressed wish of the IS for a careful detailed examination of Hindus.”  He 

added that while he had found only the ova (not the worm) of the parasite in 15 of the 16 South 

Asians who carried the disease, in the Chinese patients he had examined he found hookworm, 

whip worm and round worm.  Glover concluded by asking for authority to employ temporary 

medical assistance at the station, which was later granted.6   

Shah explains that Glover saw his little Angel Island laboratory, positioned where it was 

at the gateway between Asia and continental North America, as an ideal research and training 

facility for testing internal parasites from Asia.  The fact that the doctor had pharmacologically 

extracted a large number of hookworms from a South Asian patient demonstrated his comfort 

with “freely us[ing] hospital patients as hospital specimens.”  Shah adds that conducting scientific 

experimentation on non-consenting immigrant detainees was “a standard practice in the formation 

of medical disciplines,” and indeed “demonstrated how bodies were made instrumental for 

medical data prior to the advent of patient’s rights.”  While European detainees at Ellis Island 

largely escaped bacteriological screening at this time, Alan Kraut points out that in three separate 

studies beginning in 1912, physician H. H. Goddard, a leading eugenics advocate, employed 

experimental psychological and intelligence techniques on prospective immigrants landing at 

New York.  Goddard’s and Glover’s tests were profoundly different, yet both demonstrated and 

reinforced the utter subjectivity of immigrant detainees to medical examiners, a dramatically 

unequal relationship Amy Fairchild has described as one of “discipline, exclusion and power.”7     

                                                      
6 M. W. Glover to Surgeon-General, Oct. 1 1910, and Surgeon General to M. W. Glover, Oct. 19 1910, RG 
90 Central File 1897 to 1923 box 785 file 16090, NARA. 
7 Shah, Contagious Divides, 191-192; Kraut, 73-74; Fairchild, 14.  Fairchild draws from Michel Foucault’s 
theory of power which avers that in either “a punitive or normative political economy of power,” “it is 
always the body that is at issue- the body and its forces, their utility and docility, their distribution and their 
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This was especially the case at Angel Island, where South Asians, along with other Asians, 

already faced additional levels of medical scrutiny and detention before the implementation of 

bacteriological testing for hookworm at that station.   

     In his study of the Rockefeller Sanitary Commission’s hookworm eradication campaign 

in the American South in the years 1910 to 1914, John Ettling has shown that the hookworm 

parasite had flourished in the American South Atlantic seaboard for at least two centuries after 

arriving with African slaves, and it appeared in the southwest along with the western migrations 

of the nineteenth century.  By 1910, approximately 40% of Southerners carried the disease, which 

was so common that people frequently “mistook the physical appearance of its sufferers for the 

peculiar badge of an unfortunate economic and social class.”  Yet most of the afflicted were 

unaware they had hookworm as infection occurred so “unobtrusively,” usually from fecal contact 

with toes, from which it traveled into the blood stream, through the vascular system and bronchial 

passages and into the throat, where, after its victim swallowed, the parasite entered the 

gastrointestinal tract and hooked onto the lining of the upper intestine, where it began taking 

blood.  Despite its terrible symptoms, Ettling points out that the cure, which had been devised in 

                                                                                                                                                              
submission.” For Foucault, “power relations have an immediate hold upon [the body],” as these relations 
“invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs.”  In 
this process, and especially in the prison setting Foucault was discussing, the body enters “a machinery of 
power that explores it, breaks it down and rearranges it.”  Fairchild points out that Progressive Era 
immigrants to America became subjects to official power that depended on “a physical ordering of the 
bodies, creating hierarchies of belonging and worth.”   For Fairchild, power at the nation’s borders meant 
enforcing a series of standards on how to be “not necessarily a good citizen, but a good industrial citizen.”  
Though Foucault’s critics point out that his theory of power neglects the possibility of human agency, 
Fairchild convincingly argues that his ideas offer a useful framework for deconstructing immigrant medical 
examination, “where, from the time they left their homes until they arrived in America, immigrants could 
exercise very little autonomy.”  Fairchild, 15-16 and footnote 43, 289.  The Foucault quotations are from 
Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 25-26 and 
138.   For specific criticisms of Foucault’s theories of power, see Thomas McCarthy, “The Critique of 
Impure Reason: Foucault and the Frankfurt School,” in Michael Kelly, Ed., Critique and Power: Recasting 
the Foucault/Habermas Debate (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994), 243-282.  For a more recent treatment of 
the topic and a counter-criticism of Jurgen Habermas’ critique of Foucault, see Amy Allen, “The 
Entanglement of Power and Validity: Foucault and Critical Theory,” in Timothy O’Leary and Christopher 
Falzon, Eds, Foucault and Philosophy, (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2010), 78-98. 
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the 1880s, was “practically as simple as the method of diagnosis,” as it merely involved drinking 

first thymol (a solution made from the herb thyme) and then Epsom salts, which together would 

loosen the worms from the intestines and force them from the body.  In the early twentieth 

century, the treatment cost about 50 cents. 8                      

According to San Francisco doctor Herbert Gunn, the South Asians arriving at Angel 

Island with hookworm were not the first carriers to arrive at the Pacific Coast with the disease.  In 

1909 Gunn told reporters that he had treated more than one hundred patients for the disease, 

which he believed had been brought from Hawaii by West Indian labourers, from soldiers who 

had fought in the Philippines, and from travelers who had returned from Asia “afflicted with the 

small vampires.”  However, in 1910 San Francisco reporters saw the South Asians as the primary 

carriers of the disease to the city, and unanimously forecast that Glover would continue to find 

hookworm in incoming immigrants from India.  This prediction was accurate.  In mid-October 

Glover found that 50 of a sample of 75 South Asians from the S. S. Asia had the parasite.  In his 

report to IS authorities he declared that this finding offered the “great advantage of certifying 

undesirable aliens for a contagious disease,” as the BSI ruling was “final” and prevented the 

“delay and embarrassment of appeals to Washington.”  While he doubted that many South Asians 

he had previously admitted carried the parasite, he felt that it was “desirable and necessary” that 

he continue screening South Asians for hookworm, given the prevalence of “discussion and 

opinion among the mainland men of this city” on the topic; failure to continue testing might 

“influenc[e] popular feeling and action to the extent of embarrassing the Service.”9   

                                                      
8 John Ettling, The Germ of Laziness: Rockefeller Philanthropy and Public Health in the New South, 2nd 
Ed.  (Cambridge: Harvard, 2000), 2-5.  
9 Virginia Gazette (Williamsburg Virginia) Nov. 11 1909; Glover to Commissioner of Immigration San 
Francisco, 14 October 1910, 1-3, RG 90 Central File 1897 to 1923 box 785 file 16090, NARA.  Ibid. In a 
follow-up letter of the same day, Glover clarified that he had only tested 75 passengers for hookworm. 
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Shah clarifies Glover’s final point by explaining that, by October, “popular anti-Hindu 

politics and the IS controversy” had “emboldened Glover to demand time-consuming 

bacteriological exams of all Asian Indian immigrants.”  His discovery led to compulsory 

bacteriological testing of both South Asian and Chinese passengers arriving at the island, which 

effectively “merged the two groups into the category of ‘Asian’” and affirmed the idea that all 

Asians were likely to have the disease, even when they exhibited no symptoms.  Glover was 

particularly concerned that healthy-looking Asians, some of whom could live indefinitely with 

“dangerous portable pathogens” like hookworm, could wreak havoc on white populations.  

Bacteriology “opened a new visual layer to medical interpretation,” and after Glover found 

hookworm in healthy-looking South Asians, “microscopic examination supplanted physical 

observation of the epidermal body.”10     

 The Immigration Bureau began deporting large numbers of South Asians for hookworm 

infection shortly after Glover’s initial discovery.  Despite the relative simplicity and low cost of 

the cure, only those who had the funds and could prove they were not labourers but businessmen, 

students, or married to U.S. residents could avoid deportation.  According to statements made by 

IS and PHS staff during a local Chinese association’s tour of Angel Island in 1911, after being 

divided into groups according to race, and then undergoing primary medical inspection, oral 

interrogation and fecal examination, those with hookworm were officially rejected and slated to 

be deported, unless they requested and the IS approved hospital treatment.  IS Inspector Frank 

Steward informed the tour group that treatment “[did] not usually occupy more than from one to 

three weeks, ” and treatment required a deposit of $50 and IS approval from Washington; another 

official declared that the treatment was “rather heroic” for those who were granted permission 

and could afford it.  However, other sources indicate that by late 1912 the IS stopped offering this 

                                                      
10 Shah, Contagious Divides, 190-191.  
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option in almost all cases at Angel Island, Seattle and Portland.11   

PHS records of hospital detentions and deportations through December 1910 show that 

very few (if any) South Asians could take advantage of this arrangement in 1910, as virtually all 

were deemed LPC.  In October, 75 South Asians with hookworm were deported on the 11th, and a 

later report indicated that most of the 126 South Asians sent back to Hong Kong on the Asia were 

deported for hookworm infection.  By November, Glover and his staff had found 87 cases of 

hookworm within the 141 South Asians examined in the last three boats to arrive at the Island, 

indicating an astounding infection rate of 60%. Most of the infected were deported within a short 

period after their arrival, which a Chronicle reporter called a “more potent” method of exclusion 

than “former efforts of the immigration officials.”  In Washington, Charles Earl, the Acting 

Secretary of Labor, expressed his relief over the high infection rate in a letter to the Secretary of 

State. Earl reasoned that South Asians would soon stop trying to immigrate if “rigid inspection” 

continued at mainland ports.12  

 San Francisco’s AEL similarly celebrated the timing of Dr. Glover’s “new and 

astounding” discovery.  Shah explains that the new bacterial testing now in place at Angel Island 

appealed to local union leaders because they “believed that it offered objective, nonpartisan 

support to bolster their partisan agenda” to end the most recent Asian threat to white workers on 

the Pacific coast.13  At the League’s October meeting, former leader A. E. Yoell declared that 

most medical authorities knew that "nearly all these Orientals carry with them the bacilli of 

                                                      
11 Shah, Stranger Intimacy, 202; “Transcript Notes and Translations Made Incident to the Visit to Angel 
Island Immigration Station June 6, 1911, of Committee Representing the Down Town Association,” 4-9; D 
J. Keefe, Com Gen, Approved by Ben S. Cable, Assistant Secretary of Labor, to Commissioner of 
Immigration, Angel Island, August 23 1912, RG 90 Central File 1897 to 1923 box 785 file 16090, NARA. 
12 Lee and Yung, Angel Island, 152; See hospital statistics in Edsell to Washington, December 10 1910; RG 
85 E9 52903 110 A, NARA; San Francisco Chronicle Oct. 11 1910; Deseret Evening News October 28 
1910; San Francisco Chronicle October 28 1910; Charles Earl, Acting Secretary, to Secretary of State, 
October 20 1910; RG 85 E9 52903 110, NARA.  
13 Shah, Stranger Intimacy, 200. 
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various Asiatic diseases, such as cholera, bubonic plague, hook-worm, etc.”  Many Asians were 

immune to the symptoms of these infections, but they spread them easily, which, Yoell argued, 

explained a typhoid outbreak in California’s Russian river valley that summer.  South Asians had 

camped near the river’s upper water shed and the creeks that fed it, and he accused them of 

spreading the disease through the transmission of their waste downstream.  Though the AEL 

claim was not substantiated by press reports or official accounts of South Asian typhoid cases in 

California, the high rate of hookworm infection in Indian immigrants at Angel Island reinforced 

the popular belief that South Asians carried more serious diseases.  For example, the editor of the 

traditionally moderate Los Angeles Times congratulated Glover for finding “a legal means” of 

protecting Americans against “loathsome oriental diseases” of “the Hindu tide.” 14     

Other voices in the press used hookworm to explain India’s continued occupation by 

Britain.  The San Francisco Chronicle’s editor, who prided himself on being the first among his 

peers to predict the “sociological and political importance of Dr. Glover’s discovery,” opined that 

in ancient times the population of India was “warlike, and in their way, progressive.”  Yet since 

India was now “a sleeping nation, held in bondage by a distant white power;” he reasoned that 

“science holds the hookworm largely to blame for their wretched condition,” just as the disease 

explained the condition of “poor whites and Negroes,” who were “the laziest people of the 

South.”15  Though the editor concluded by calling for legislative exclusion, by the end of 1910 

Indian immigration had virtually ended at Angel Island, the only port through which South 

Asians entered the country after Seattle, Portland, and the Vancouver IS station at Vancouver 

closed their doors to them.   

Indeed, correspondence compiled during the course of North’s investigation for 

                                                      
14 Proceedings of the Asiatic Exclusion League Oct. 1910, 62-63; Los Angeles Times November 25 1910.      
15 San Francisco Chronicle October 14 1910. 
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corruption and incompetence indicated that, as the Chronicle joyfully declared in December, “the 

hookworm has now practically put a stop to Hindoo immigration.”  H. Edsell, the chief 

commissioner on the investigation, reported to Washington that very few South Asians were 

landing at San Francisco since the station had begun rigid hookworm inspection.  Though 

September had seen 210 arrivals and 92 deportations, October had brought 184 arrivals, 181 of 

whom were deported for hookworm or other reasons. Only 3 had arrived in November, and on 

December 10th the commissioner stated that of none of the 14 South Asians on board the last 

three ships to arrive at port were admitted.  Though these numbers did not include immigrants 

traveling via Hawaii, he reported that those numbers were also decreasing, and would “soon stop 

almost entirely when [the] Honolulu gateway [was] effectively handled.”16 

 Edsell was referring to what Joan Jensen calls the “one serious loophole” remaining in 

“the informal system of exclusion,” wherein under 1907 immigration legislation, immigrants 

arriving from American territorial possessions (Hawaii and the Philippines) could enter the 

mainland without being re-examined.  Japanese immigrants had previously landed on the coast 

using this loophole, and in mid-September, North informed his superiors in Washington that 

South Asians had begun to adopt this method to circumvent Angel Island’s increased medical and 

character inspections.  North warned Commissioner-General Daniel J. Keefe that a number of 

South Asians were en route to California after passing Hawaii’s “less rigid” examinations.  Since, 

as Torrie Hester points out, “inspectors in Hawaii were not under the tacit instructions to exclude 

all Indians” as were Pacific coast agents, a group of South Asians obtained these certificates and 

were en route to the mainland.  Admitting the subjectivity of the Angel Island inspections, North 

                                                      
16 San Francisco Chronicle December 8 1910; Washington Post September 30 1910; Edsell to Washington 
(Acting Commissioner Larned?), December 10 1910, RG 85 E9 52903 110 A, NARA.  According to “East 
Indians Admitted Year ending 31 Dec 1910,” 106, the number of South Asians admitted in 1910 were: Jan 
(95), Feb (377), March (47), April (169), May (231) June (183), July (65), Aug. (189), Sept (45), Oct (1), 
Nov (1), Dec. (2), 1405 total.    
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replied to his contact in Hawaii that “all Hindu cases were held at this port for the Board of 

Special Inquiry and were denied upon very slight evidence.”  Yet the San Francisco Examiner 

later reported that all 25 South Asians traveling from Hawaii were admitted at Angel Island, even 

though they had been in Hawaii less than a month before leaving for the mainland.17 

 Keefe responded to this new development by working with the War Department, the 

agency governing Hawaiian affairs, to implement new legislation compelling all immigrants to 

pass a second inspection on the Hawaiian Islands, in order to get a new certificate to gain entry to 

the continental U.S.  Jensen explains that this “nailed shut the door from Hawaii” for prospective 

South Asian immigrants from that territory, as the IS rejected all Indian applicants for being LPC.  

During a six-day ship voyage from California to Hawaii, Keefe personally investigated the 

“Hindu immigration” issue by interviewing South Asians, along with other Asians, who were 

returning to Asia on his vessel.  Honolulu’s Evening Bulletin reported that Keefe was “in close 

conversation” with these passengers nearly every day of the trip, and upon his arrival in Honolulu 

he informed reporters that he planned to recommend more stringent immigration restriction for all 

groups.18   

Though several South Asians were admitted through New York after Angel Island closed 

its doors to Indian immigrants, South Asians arriving from Mexico, like those arriving on the 

Pacific, faced executive exclusion.  In October, border officials at El Paso, Texas complained to 

Washington that a significant number of Indians were arriving at that border point, and a 

southwestern newspaper reported that a group of five prospective Indian immigrants had been 

rejected at El Paso because officials feared that they carried hookworm.  It is unclear whether 

                                                      
17 Jensen, 116; North to Daniel J. Keefe, September 14 1910, RG 85 E9 52903 110, NARA; Torrie Hester, 
Deportation: Origins of a National and International Power (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Oregon, 
2008), 287; San Francisco Examiner September 22 1910; Samuel Bond, SF, to Charles Nagel, September 
27 1910, and A.E. Yoell to Daniel J. Keefe, September 28 1910, both in RG 85 E9 52903 110, NARA.  
18 Jensen, Ibid; Evening Bulletin (Honolulu) December 5 1910. 
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officials actually tested the fecal samples of these men, yet an El Paso station report from the 

following April indicates that PHS physicians had begun testing South Asians for hookworm by 

1911, apparently upon the instructions of Surgeon-General Walter Wyman.  The PHS physician 

in charge at El Paso stated that he had found 8 cases of hookworm among the 22 South Asians 

examined for the disease.  By examining South Asians for a disease with which they were racially 

associated but with which they did not appear infected, these border officers performed a near-

perfect demonstration of Alan Kraut’s theory of “medical nativism.”  It appears that Mexicans 

were the only other ethnic group subjected to the hookworm test, as the inspectors extended 

testing to a group of 34 Mexican labourers who appeared to show symptoms of the disease.19       

By early 1911, the IS’s vigorous and subjective application of the Immigration Act had 

effectively ended South Asian immigration to the Pacific coast.  The AEL announced 

triumphantly that the fact that only 11 South Asians were admitted at Angel Island between 

December and April meant that the “danger” was over.  The Tacoma Times and other exclusionist 

dailies heralded Glover and his mighty microscope for stopping the South Asian incursion.  Shah 

points out that Glover’s annual report reveals that the doctor was “fully conscious of the political 

effect” his demand for fecal tests had had on South Asian immigration that year.  In Glover’s own 

words, he recognized that he was “‘a large factor in stopping the influx of East Indians into this 

country.’”  Glover added that the South Asian hookworm infection rate was considerably higher 

than it was for other arrivals at the station; 65.6% of the 218 South Asians he had examined had 

the parasite, compared with 54.1% of the 290 Japanese and 29.4% of the 762 Chinese tested.20   

                                                      
19 Jensen, 158-159; Report from El Paso (October 15) is included in Charles Earl, Acting Secretary, to 
Secretary of State, Oct. 20 1910, RG 85 E9 52903 110, NARA; Tombstone Epitaph (Tombstone Arizona) 
Oct 9 1910; JW Tappan, AA Surgeon General, PHMHS, El Paso, Texas, to Surgeon Gen Wash, 14 April 
1911, RG 85 E9 51931 14B Vancouver, NARA; See Kraut, 65. 
20 Proceedings of the Asiatic Exclusion League Feb. 1911, 84 and April 1911, 107; Tacoma Times January 
16 1911; Shah, Contagious Divides, 191-192; Report of M. W. Glover, Medical Inspection of Immigrants, 
San Francisco, year ending June 30 1911, 1, RG 90 Central File 1897 to 1923 box 785 file 16090, NARA. 
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Popular and scholarly articles published by Harry Millis and others in this period largely 

supported the executive exclusion of even healthy Indians, citing the argument that South Asians  

could not assimilate into American society.  However, the Los Angeles Times sympathetically 

reported in June that a Christian South Asian named Ghaneva, who had recently purchased a 

house and five-acre vineyard in Yuba City, had “gracefully turned down an invitation of white 

neighbors to seek another location for his home.”  When he refused to sell “at any price,” these 

neighbors, obviously convinced that Ghaneva had no place in their community, offered him twice 

what he paid for his lot, and threatened to boycott the produce of his five-acre vineyard.  A local 

paper later reported that residents were “up in arms” over South Asians purchasing land in Suttter 

county; the reporter agreed with their sentiments, arguing that “it is certainly a poor policy for 

any nation to allow its land to be acquired by a people so foreign in race, civilization and habits of 

thought that they can never be assimilated by the American people and become a part of it.”21   

 Assimilation theory dominated much of the IS’s 1911 “Reports of the Immigration 

Commission,” an unprecedented 41-volume government study produced by a commission chaired 

by Senator William P. Dillingham and assisted by Harry Millis.  According to historian Daniel J. 

Tichenor, the three-year Commission was led by Senate “restrictionists” like Dillingham and 

Henry Cabot Lodge, who, together with other exclusionists, represented a third of the 

Commissioners.  The Commission’s intensive research demonstrated the way in which the 

ascendance of “social-scientific expertise” became “an institutionalized feature of the American 

policymaking process” and shaped government structures.  These structures, especially 

Congressional committees and investigative commissions, “in turn gave political force and 

expression to particular expert ideas about the causes of and solutions to social problems.”  

                                                      
21 “The Hindu, the Newest Immigration Problem,” Survey (Oct. 1910):  2-3; H. A. Millis, “East Indian 
Immig. to B. C. and the Pacific Coast States,” American Economic Review 1 No. 1 (March 1911): 72-76; 
Los Angeles Times June 8 1911; Marysville Appeal April 28 1912. 
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Tichenor adds that the research of the Immigration Commission was unparalleled, even “by the 

standards of Progressive era fact gathering and social engineering.”  Given that the Commission’s 

head expert on race was Jeremiah Jenks, who asserted that the “physical characteristics of races” 

influenced their “temperament and [level of] civilization,” it is not surprising that the study called 

for tighter controls on immigration from Asia and southern and eastern Europe, a mandatory 

literacy test, a higher head tax, and a national origins quota system.22   

Scholars from a variety of fields have used data and findings from the Dillingham 

Commission in their work on American immigration, eugenics, poverty, and other topics.  In his 

study of hereditarian theory in the U.S., Mark Haller succinctly reasons that the “principal result” 

of Dillingham’s report was “to fix the stereotyped distinction between the desirable, easily 

assimilated old immigrants and an undesirable, inassimilable new.”  As David Palumbo-Liu 

explains, this “new” group of immigrants included “those conspicuously marked as ‘other’ by 

race, those deemed inferior because of class and poverty,” and finally, the “feeble-minded,” who 

were already becoming targets of eugenic-minded reform.  These findings offered key theoretical 

support for exclusionists, and, more importantly, influenced government immigration policy over 

the next decade, especially, as Bill Ong Hing points out, facilitating in the passage of the 1917 

“Barred Zone” legislation and the 1920s Quota Acts .23  

 Despite the plethora of scholarship on the report’s findings on other groups, few 

historians have taken more than a cursory look at the Commission’s conclusions on South Asians.  

Commission agents surveyed 36 different groups (mainly non-Indian community organizations) 

and close to 400 South Asians in California, Oregon and Washington State, where they found a 

                                                      
22 Daniel J. Tichenor, Dividing Lines: The Politics of Immigration Control in America (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 2002), 128-131. 
23 Mark Haller, Eugenics: Hereditarian Attitudes in American Thought (New Brunswick, New Jersey: 
Rutgers University Press, 1963), 153; see also David Palumbo-Liu, Asian/American: Historical Crossings 
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combined total of 5000 South Asians labourers.  According to the Commission, South Asians 

who had originally found work in Washington State were not used to undercut or replace white 

labour, yet the South Asian “dress, religion and manner of living” mitigated against their 

industrial success in the Pacific Northwest, and their declining numbers in that region’s mills was 

due “primarily to the hostile attitude of the white workmen.”  Employer opinion on the 

productivity of South Asian workers varied widely, especially among California farmers.  One 

beet farmer opined that the South Asian worker was “generally complained of on account of his 

uncleanliness,” but his high productivity made this irrelevant.  Another California employer 

attempted to overcome local prejudice against his South Asian orange-pickers by calling them 

“Turks,” and segregating them in housing miles away from other people. 24     

 Overall, the commissioners found that there was “strong” anti-Indian sentiment 

everywhere that South Asians were employed.  Though California’s South Asian employment 

rate was high, and South Asians appeared to be the group most resistant to malaria, a traditional 

source of labour disruption, the Commissioners nonetheless surmised that “the poverty and 

peculiar character and position of the East Indians is likely to make them a public charge at any 

time.”  They added that South Asians were “a filthy, ignorant, and despised race,” and were 

“almost universally regarded as the least desirable race of immigrants thus far admitted to the 

US.”25   

The Commissioners concluded that an “understanding should be reached with the British 

Government whereby East Indian laborers would be effectively prevented from coming to the 

                                                                                                                                                              
of a Racial Frontier (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 23; Bill Ong Hing, Defining America 
Through Immigration Policy (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2004), 46. 
24 See, for example, B. R. Chiswick, “Jewish Immigrant Wages in America in 1909: An Analysis of the 
Dillingham Commission Data,” Explorations in Economic History Vol. 29 Issue 3 (July 1992): 274-289 
and J. S. Pula, “American Immigration Policy and the Dillingham Commission,” Polish American Studies 
Vol. 37 No. 1 (Spring, 1980): 5-31; U.S. Government, Reports of the Immigration Commission, Pt. 3, 323 
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U.S.”  They admitted that the number of South Asians entering the country “has been affected 

somewhat by the attitude of the immigration authorities against them,” though they reasoned that 

“the more severe interpretation of the law has met with almost unqualified approval .”  Overall, 

they determined that “the assimilative qualities of the East Indians appear to be the lowest of any 

race in the West,” as “the strong influence of custom, caste, and taboo, as well as their religion, 

dark skins, filthy appearance, and dress, stands in the way of association with other races.”  

Moreover, since Pacific coast communities strongly resented the South Asian presence among 

them, Indian immigrants would not be given the chance to assimilate and thus would “find no 

place in American life save in the exploitation of our resources.”26  These conclusions affirmed 

the nativist views of Western anti-Asian exclusionists, and, more importantly, added legitimacy 

and support to official IS policy at Pacific coast ports, where, despite a sharp decrease in South 

Asian arrivals, officials continued to reject Indian immigrants en masse.   

   British observers of American executive restriction privately criticized the IS for 

discriminating against South Asians, yet they did little to reverse official policy at Angel Island.  

In March 1912, A. Carnegie Ross, the British Consular-General stationed at San Francisco, 

complained to British Ambassador James Bryce that two Indians were being detained on the 

Island for being LPC, even though they had $154 between them – significantly more money than 

the usual $50 immigrants were expected to have – and had offers of local employment.  When 

Ross telephoned the station to investigate, Edsell informed him that “it was not enough that they 

should have $50” each, as South Asians were likely to lose it and then “beg at backdoors and 

scare white women by their appearance and threats.”  Ross recalled that “it was quite evident” 

that Edsell was “prepared to use any reason or excuse not to let Indians into the country.”  Ross 

                                                                                                                                                              
25 Ibid, 341, 344, 346, 349, and 28 and 97. 
26 U.S. Government, Abstracts of Reports of the Immigration Commission, 47, 677, 681-682 and 691. 
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later reported a recent interview with S. N. Guba, a Berkeley student and IS interpreter, whose 

father was a high-ranking official in India and who attempted to intervene on behalf of the two 

South Asians.  Ross identified himself as “an Anglo Indian” who “considered [it] my duty to do 

all that I could for all subjects of Our Sovereign,” and had thus sympathized with Guba’s quest to 

help the two detained men.27   

Due to the highly controlled nature of the BSI process at Angel Island, it is difficult to 

ascertain immigrant subjectivity or perspective on deportations, yet Guba offered Ross an 

interesting perspective on the IS policy of deporting South Asian laborers with hookworm.  Ross 

recalled that Guba, a medical student who also presumably had some knowledge of the treatment 

process from his work on Angel Island, “said ‘Hook worm could be cured in a week and was 

therefore not a serious matter,’” which was an accurate statement.  While treatment could take up 

to three weeks, an IS agent at Angel Island admitted in 1911 that the parasite could be expelled in 

just one week.  In a letter to British Foreign Secretary Edward Grey, Ambassador Bryce, who did 

not recommend that Grey take any steps to change the situation, complained that: 

 

The manner in which the US Immigration authorities utilize the  
Immigration law for the purpose of excluding Indians is already  
known to you. It is not denied by the Department that the power  
given to them by the law to exclude those who are “lpc” is used,  
not because there is any serious ground for thinking that the Indians  
would become a charge, but merely as an excuse for their exclusion…28 

  

Soon after Grey received Ross’s report, a small number of South Asian admissions 

resumed at both Seattle and San Francisco, though the Foreign Secretary had done nothing to 

affect this reversal of policy.  Instead, as Hester explains, beginning in 1911 a number of South 

                                                      
27 A. Carnegie Ross, San Francisco, to James Bryce, March 13 1912, and March  14 1912, 1-2, both in FO 
115 1676, Public Records Office, United Kingdom. 
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Asians realized that “the loophole that immigration authorities had closed in Hawaii” in 1910 was 

still “open in the Philippines,” where several thousand South Asians worked as policemen, 

agricultural labourers or shopkeepers.  While Shah correctly states that South Asians could obtain 

a residence certificate after six months in the Philippines, which would allow them to circumvent 

examination at mainland Pacific coast ports, IS records indicate that some South Asians entered 

the mainland after spending significantly less time in the territory.  Indeed, of the 47 South Asians 

admitted at Seattle from the S. S. Minnesota in March, 13 had resided in the Philippines for less 

than 6 months.  After 139 more South Asians arrived later that month, Ellis DeBruler, Seattle’s 

Immigration Commissioner, warned his superiors that “it now appears that the existence of this 

backdoor-entrance has become generally known.”29   

In July, the Acting Secretary of Labor advised officials in the Philippines that “the policy 

of the IS for several years past has been to refuse admission to aliens of said race” unless they 

offered “very convincing evidence” that they could survive in the U.S., because South Asians 

were “clannish,” had ‘poor physique[s]” and because of the “very strong prejudice” against them.  

Since South Asians were now entering the mainland by direct passage from Manila, Keefe asked 

the Secretary of War to stop Indian immigrants from leaving his territory for the U.S.  The 

Assistant Secretary of War agreed to comply by securing legislation similar to Hawaii’s Rule 14, 

though the interdepartmental collaboration required to pass the provision delayed its passage, and 

small shiploads of South Asians sailing from Manila continued to arrive at Pacific coast ports at 

the end of 1912 and into the following year.  In a letter to Keefe in March 1913, DeBruler 

reported with alarm that 130 South Asians had recently arrived at Seattle, and a Philippines 

                                                                                                                                                              
28 A. Carnegie Ross to James Bryce, March 14 1912, 1-2, and Bryce to Edward Grey, March 25 1912, both 
in Ibid; See “Transcript Notes and Translations Made Incident to the Visit to Angel Island…”  4-9, RG 90 
Central File 1897 to 1923 box 785 file 16090, NARA. 
29 Hester, 287; Shah, Stranger Intimacy, 203; Ellis DeBruler to Comm. Gen. of Immigration, March 27 
1912; Ellis DeBruler to Comm. Gen of Immigration, Nov. 22 1912, both in RG 85 53173 40, NARA. 
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Customs officer traveling on that boat had informed him that 6 to 7 thousand Indian nationals 

were in Manila awaiting passage to the U.S. mainland.  He added that “I have been anticipating a 

Hindu invasion from the Philippine Islands” for over two years and it now seemed certain that “a 

horde of these East Indians will invade our shores.”  In his annual report to Washington that year, 

he added “I am open to argument on any debatable question, but to my mind there is no debatable 

ground so far as the admission of the Hindu is concerned.”  He also observed that South Asian 

customs and low standard of living made them unwelcome in society and on the labour market, 

and argued that “if his presence here can add aught but trouble, I am unable to see in what 

possible way.”30  

In Washington, Keefe reminded Secretary of Labor W. B. Wilson that it would likely be 

difficult to argue that South Asian arrivals on the coast had been LPC in the Philippines, as 

industrial and social conditions there were more favorable for Indian immigrants seeking work.  

Though officials in the Philippines had increased their admission requirements of South Asians 

now arriving at Manila, most of those already living on the Islands would make “undesirable” 

additions to American society.  Wilson, seeking a long-awaited solution to this “grave situation,” 

pressured Lindley Miller Garrison, the new Secretary of War, to find ways to limit South Asian 

residents of the Philippines from coming to the mainland.  While Shah, Joan Jensen and others 

have described the evolution of the Philippines issue and its eventual resolution in mid-1913,31 no 

scholar has explored Wilson’s innovative, health-based remedy for the problem.  Just as Canada’s 

                                                      
30 Acting Secretary of Labor to the Secretary of War, July 13 1912 and Robert Shaw Oliver, Asst. Sec. of 
War, to Secretary of Commerce and Labor, July 17 1912, both in RG 85 53173 40; Ellis D. Bruler to 
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Manila on Aug. 30, 1912 and 49 on November 29 1912;  Ellis D. Bruler, Commissioner, Seattle, to Keefe, 
December 4 1912; Debruler to Keefe, March 21 1913, both in Ibid; “Report of Commiss. of Immig, Seattle, 
in Charge District No. 16, Comprising Wash State,” in U.S. Gov., Annual Report of the Commissioner of 
Immigration, For Year Ending June 30, 1913 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1913), 224. 
31 Commissioner General of Immigration, Memo for W. B. Wilson, April 7 1913, 1-2, Wilson to Lindley 
M. Garrison, April 7 1913, 1-2, both in Ibid; Jensen, 148-149 and Shah, Stranger Intimacy, 203-205. 
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Immigration Branch officials prepared between 1912 and 1914 to use hookworm testing to keep 

out any South Asians who could circumvent the legislative barriers to their admission to that 

country, Wilson proposed using similar screening, so successful for immigrant rejections at Angel 

Island, as a stop-gap measure to further decrease the number of South Asians admitted at Manila, 

including those allowed to land under bond, a practice largely forbidden at Pacific coast ports.  As 

he informed Garrison, the “prevalence of hookworm among Hindus” who had arrived at Pacific 

coast ports “may be of use to the Insular officials in their efforts to enforce the law in the 

Philippine Islands in the same manner as it is enforced on the mainland.”32    

   Meanwhile in San Francisco, five South Asians with certificates from Manila arrived on 

the S. S. Korea at Angel Island, where, instead of simply immediately clearing them for entry 

according to the legislative loophole, PHS physicians tested them for hookworm.  After one of 

the men tested positive for the disease, Wilson, who had been warned that the Pacific Mail 

steamship line was planning to bring more South Asians from Manila to the continent, decided to 

make the Korea passengers a “test case” by rejecting one for hookworm and the rest for being 

“undesirable.”  Accordingly, Wilson issued a warrant for the arrest and deportation of all five 

men, arguing, with little support, that they had been public charges when they first entered the 

Philippines.33  When the group appealed the LPC ruling, Wilson eventually agreed to admit three 

of the men because they carried certificates, but in late June the new Commissioner-General, 

Anthony Caminetti, announced a Congressional amendment to the Immigration Act which 

allowed immigrants arriving from insular possessions to be rejected after re-inspection at 

mainland ports.  Jensen points out that Caminetti had also quietly met with representatives of 

                                                      
32 W.B. Wilson to Lindley M. Garrison, May 22 1913, RG 85 53173 40, NARA; also see M. W. Glover, 
“Hookworm Among Oriental Immigrants,” Journal of the American Medical Association, LVIII no.24 
(June 15 1912): 1837-1840. 
33 (Telegram) Bissell, SF, to Immigration DC, May 24 1913, Dept. Labor Memo, May 16 1913, and 
Warrant Arrest of Alien, Dept of Labor, No. 53173/40, to Samuel Backus, Angel Island, May  27 1913, all 
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American, Japanese and Canadian steamship companies earlier in the month, who agreed to stop 

selling tickets to South Asians.34   

In an opinion piece immediately following Caminetti’s announcement, the editor of the 

Washington Post declared that the timing of the legislative amendment had suspiciously 

coincided with a recent statement by Surgeon General Rupert Blue that leprosy was increasing in 

the U.S.  Secretary Wilson’s decision to bar South Asians from the Philippines appeared to 

indicate a “recognition” that “closer supervision of aliens hailing from hotbeds of the disease is 

necessary.”  However, the editor also called for more stringent immigrant inspection at Manila, 

particularly of South Asians, asking “are we not as strongly obligated to guard the islands against 

irruptions of leprosy-carrying outsiders as our own shores?”   Though no South Asians brought 

the disease to the U.S., historian Michelle Moran explains that Hansen’s disease did indeed exist 

throughout the U.S. mainland and in Hawaii during this period, where health officials saw it as 

the product of “broader patterns of national intervention in world affairs, particularly imperialist 

ventures.”  Indeed, whereas they had previously explained fears of the disease to its physical 

symptoms and “biblical connotations,” since the late nineteenth century they now “incorporated 

apprehension of foreign contamination into their characterizations of the disease.”  Leprosy had 

been in the country for over a century when Congressional representatives first began to discuss it 

as a problem, and in the nineteenth century doctors linked Midwest leprosy cases with 

Scandinavian immigrants, in New York with immigrants from both Asia and Europe, and in 

California with Latin Americans and immigrants from Pacific Rim territories.35     

As Shah explains, while scientists identified the germ of leprosy in 1880, popular anti-
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34 New York Times June 20 1913; Jensen, 147-48;  
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Asian sentiment interpreted the disease along racial lines, as both “syphilis and leprosy and 

narratives of their cross-racial transmission became both the metaphor and the material threat that 

contaminated the middle-class nuclear families” and “transgressed the boundaries of race and 

nationality.”  After San Francisco’s health authorities first diagnosed a Chinese leper in 1871 and 

a small number of cases continued to crop up shortly afterwards, an 1876 Congressional 

committee heard the testimony of California doctors, politicians, and union representatives, who 

all contended that “leprosy in California was an ‘inherent’ condition of the Chinese race” and 

would undoubtedly spread with further immigration from China.  Indeed, the assertion by local 

health officials that “leprosy was an ‘essentially Chinese disease’ necessitated the social and 

sexual isolation of Chinese lepers from the diseased of other races,” and, as importantly, the leper 

issue was a key contributing factor to the successful passage of the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act.  

Moreover, since both “heredity and sexual contact were considered the source of disease 

transmission, fears of leprosy mixed with fantasies of miscegenation and illicit intimacy,” as the 

“moral taint” produced by allegations of Chinese vice was “transmuted into physical contagion.” 

Thus, “in this economy of perversion and race degeneration, Chinese bodies were considered to 

be saturated with loathsome contagion” that threatened white populations.36    

For the Washington Post editor, then, the existence of leprosy in India and the success of 

the ‘Chinese leper’ argument in contributing to Chinese Exclusion offered a useful basis for 

South Asian legislative exclusion.  This attempt to transcribe an effective argument against 

Chinese immigration to the next Asian threat failed, however, since IS records indicated that 

South Asians were not arriving at Pacific coast ports with the disease.  However, other observers 

also saw the congressional decision to end South Asian trans-Pacific migration from Manila as a 
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move to contain the threat of “Hindu” disease.  Shortly after Secretary Wilson closed the 

Philippines loophole, an American passenger agent of a Western railway line based in B.C. wrote 

Caminetti to congratulate his IS on the legislation.  The agent stated that during his work in B.C. 

he had found that that “these filthy human beings (if they can be called human) are not fit to 

mingle with even the Chinese, let alone white people.”  He concluded that “as a good American 

Citizen I here enter my vigorous protest against these low disease ridden, filthy, people.”  

Similarly, the Seattle Star editorialized that even the wake of the new Philippines legislation, 

South Asians were still technically allowed to immigrate to the U.S.  He reasoned that “all of the 

objections raised against the Chinese and Japs pale into insignificance when compared with those 

against the East Indians,” as in India “THEY BREED LIKE RATS, LIVE IN SQUALOR, AND 

DIE BY THE MILLION OF PLAGUE AND STARVATION.”37     

After Seattle officials detained a vessel of South Asians from the Philippines arriving two 

weeks after the legislative amendment, representatives of the gurdwara in Victoria, B.C. held a 

meeting of protest and telegrammed the British Foreign Office and U.S. Secretary of Labor 

Wilson for help in the matter.  Caminetti agreed only to let in those who had left before the 

amendment, and Britain offered the South Asians virtually no assistance, though in August 

consular officials intervened when Angel Island IS agents attempted to deport as LPC a wealthy 

second-class passenger from the S. S. Persia who carried more than $500 with him.  Into the fall, 

California labour leaders, like the Seattle Star’s editor, remained skeptical that the amendment 

and the IS’s general policy of South Asian executive exclusion would hold.  The Vallejo Trades 

and Labor Congress resolved in a September letter to Caminetti that “we don’t want the standard 

of living of the Hindoo; we don’t want his religion; we don’t want his diseases; we don’t want his 
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filth.”  San Joaquin Valley’s Central Labor Council similarly asserted that white society was 

“degraded and debased by the presence of these Hindus” who had “obnoxious habits and ill-

smelling bodies and filthy appearance.”38             

Despite the anxieties of private citizens, journalists and labour leaders, who believed that 

South Asian immigration would resume and even increase without a general act of Congressional 

“anti-Hindu” legislation, the removal of the Philippines loophole effectively ended South Asian 

immigration to the U. S., a full four years before legislative exclusion in 1917.  IS records 

indicate that PHS officers at Angel Island continued to closely inspect the small number of South 

Asian arrivals for hookworm, though in 1913 arrivals they found the disease in an average of only 

1 in 3 South Asians.  This number directly contradicted the estimates of the Rockefeller Sanitary 

Commission, which announced in November that between 60 and 80% of India’s population 

carried the disease, yet Caminetti distributed literature on the Rockefeller finding to his IS 

officers at Pacific coast ports.  Samuel Backus, Angel Island’s first official commissioner since 

H.H. North’s removal in 1910, opined that South Asian healthiness and “a good physical 

appearance” now meant nothing, as even South Asians who did not have hookworm, had paid the 

$4 head tax, and could show significant cash upon entry were still deemed LPC due to regional 

feeling against them.  Further, as he explained in the case file of Sucha Singh, who arrived in 

November with four other South Asians on the Hongkong Maru, “while many of them appear in 

good physical condition, it is my judgment that the mental traits above referred to”- their 
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“inherent characteristics of instability, lack of truthfulness, and nomadic tendency”- would 

“eventually lead to their becoming persons likely to become public charges.”  Indeed, Backus had 

“no recollection of any group of individuals, other than gypsies” who appeared “so uniformly 

condemned because of those undesirable characteristics.” 39  He added the popular argument that 

South Asian caste prejudices also prevented Indians from assimilating.40   

During Caminetti’s absence from Washington in December 1913, F. H. Larned, his 

temporary replacement, observed in an internal memorandum that South Asian “racial 

characteristics” were a leading cause of the strong prejudice against them in the Pacific coast 

states.  Larned supported this point by mentioning the field reports recently completed by a San 

Francisco inspector; this inspector was almost certainly Angel Island IS officer W. H. Chadney, 

whose October report on California’s anti-Indian racism has survived in the case file of Nika 

Singh, one of the South Asians who arrived at Angel Island in September.  After speaking with 

various California residents, Chadney concluded that the Indian immigrant was undesirable 

because he “does not try to conform to our customs,” is “not cleanly in his habits” and is 

“religiously forbidden from adapting himself to American life.”  He concluded that “the morals of 
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the Hindu are not good,” as “Hindus are addicted to the use of intoxicating liquors” and, when in 

town, “frequent the cheapest saloons and lowest houses of prostitution.” Overall, he reasoned, 

“the Hindu is a very objectionable alien.”41      

Though Chadney and other IS officers at Pacific ports now had the weight of the 

amended Philippines trans-migration legislation behind them, this above report demonstrates how 

IS officials continued to refer to South Asian religious practice, personal habits, and especially 

morality in order to prove that group could not assimilate.  In her work on sexuality and U.S. 

immigration controls, Eithne Luibheid explains that since financial and legislative obstacles to 

family migration forced Asians in particular to operate outside of American models of family 

unification and “reunification,” the arrival of single males evoked popular racializations of 

Chinese and others by “claiming that they lacked recognizable, respectable family forms.”  This 

particular concept had its roots in a “continuing cultural anxiety” about maintaining “whiteness” 

prevalent in nineteenth century debates over interracial sexual activity, marriage and 

procreation.42  For Larned and other IS officials, South Asian immorality – sexual or otherwise – 

was a key “racial characteristic” mitigating against the success and social acceptance of Indian 

immigrants, and a major reason to bar South Asians.  Importantly, however, Larned’s December 

briefing note also reveals how the ascription of “racial characteristics” to individuals explicitly 

caused their exclusion.  Describing the case files of Nika Singh and thirteen other South Asians 

then appealing deportation orders, Larned stated that while most were deemed “undesirable” for 

lacking sufficient funds, physical “slightness” and, in five cases, for having hookworm, even 
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those in the group who were healthy and otherwise suitable as immigrant labourers could not be 

admitted because of the generalized characteristics of their nationality.43   

One particularly telling example was the case of Argen Singh, who the IS described as 

“above the average in intelligence and general appearance” and “of fairly good physique.”   Since 

Indians purportedly had problems finding employment due to their South Asian “characteristics” 

and public feeling against them, Larned ordered Singh’s deportation along with all the other men 

in the  group, arguing that “the Bureau feels that the special evidence” of Singh’s case “does not 

outweigh the general evidence” about the undesirability of South Asian immigrants.  The counsel 

of another South Asian, Bram Singh, who arrived in October on the S. S. Persia, appealed after 

his client received the same treatment, arguing that Singh had not been given a fair hearing 

because IS agents introduced as evidence “a mass of irrelevant matter, referring not to this alien 

in particular,” but instead referring to “expressions of passion and prejudice against the Hindu 

people as a race.”  Indeed, in an appeal of a deportation order for Battan Singh, who arrived on 

the same vessel, Singh’s counsel argued that since his client was classified LPC without any 

explanation, “it is fair to conclude that the local prejudice against the Hindu People, exhibited 

more particularly by Officials of the Department than by residents of the State otherwise, is the 

controlling factor in the decision.”44  

 The case file of Ottam Singh, a South Asian who arrived in September along with Nika 

Singh on board the S. S. Nippon Maru, reveals how the IS misapplied general evidence on 

hookworm epidemiology to prove an individual was infected with the disease prior to landing in 
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the Philippines.  This was an important area of contention, as IS agents strived to add legitimacy 

to their LPC classifications by showing beyond a doubt that a South Asian should have been 

medically excluded from landing in Manila.  Singh, a 25 year-old single male who had spent four 

months in the Philippines after living two years in China, tested positive for hookworm ova at 

Angel Island soon after his arrival in late September, though he showed a government certificate 

stating he was free of the disease upon leaving Manila in July.  At the conclusion of his BSI 

interrogation, the IS issued a standard warrant for his deportation due to his positive hookworm 

diagnosis, despite the fact that otherwise he presented a healthy appearance and possessed the 

required monetary funds.  The explanation for the order stated that hookworm was “a debilitating 

disease that is very enerveating [sic]” and was classified as “dangerous contagious.”  Since, 

according to the Rockefeller Sanitary Commission on hookworm, between 60 and 80% of India’s 

population had the parasite, it seemed likely that he had the disease hidden within him upon his 

arrival in Manila, and the disease only became evident in Angel Island after trans-Pacific ocean 

passage “with the possible gastric and intestinal disturbances incident thereto.”  Thus, by using 

the general Rockefeller statistic showing a high incidence of Indians with hookworm, IS staffers 

were able to overlook the distinct possibility that Singh could have picked up the parasite en route 

from Manila by coming into contact with contaminated fecal matter on the ship, especially as the 

incubation period for hookworm averages 15 days but can be as short as 10 days.45           

Larned used this rationale to exclude the other South Asians at Angel Island with 

hookworm, including Joalla Singh, whose case file indicates that prior to arriving in Manila he 

had lived in Malaysia and Singapore, two areas where, according to the Rockefeller-funded 
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scientists, the disease was also “prevalent.”  Yet if hookworm was indeed as “dangerous” and 

“contagious” as Larned argued, why were Ottam Singh and two other South Asians with 

hookworm released on bond into California within weeks of their arrival, where they lived with 

the disease while appealing their deportation orders over the course of the following winter?  

Despite the fact that Caminetti’s November circular on the Rockefeller findings showed that 

hookworm significantly reduced the labour productivity of its hosts, Ottam Singh’s case file 

indicates that he was eventually granted permission to undergo PHS treatment for the disease in 

February 1914.  Singh’s release on bail strongly affirms Shah’s assertion that “government 

officials’ confidence in hookworm’s predictive value was dubious.”  It appears that IS staffers 

saw hookworm less as a threat to public health and more as a convenient tool with which to 

justify South Asian exclusion.  This certainly validates the observation of Canada’s Chief 

Medical Officer of the Department of the Interior, Peter H. Bryce, who after a 1911 tour of the 

Pacific coast, observed that US officials rejected South Asians for hookworm at B.C. ports, not 

out of fear of the disease, but instead “with a view to finding some new reason for excluding the 

Hindus from the United States.”46   

Meanwhile in Washington D.C., U. S. Congressman Denver S. Church, a California 

representative from Fresno, introduced an Indian exclusion amendment to the immigration act, 

only two months after his state passed the California Alien Land Law (or Webb Act) that 

effectively barred all Asians from land ownership.   His proclamation in October 1913 that 

                                                      
46 “Copy of Letter from F. H. Larned to Commission of Immigration, Angel Island,” November 18 1913, 
and Samuel Backus to Inspector in Charge, Angel Island, “Regarding Ottam Singh,” October 14 1913; both 
in RG 85 AICF File 12924/4-4 (Case File of Ottam Singh), NARA SF.  According to the latter document, 
Ottam Singh was released from custody on October 14th, earlier than the other hookworm sufferers (Sarwan 
and Bir Singh), after paying a $500 bond.  See “Affidavit of Ottam Singh,” Oct. 15 1913; Commissioner of 
Immigration to Medical Examiner of Aliens, Angel Island, February 3 1914; W. C. Billings, “Medical 
Certificate of Release,” Feb. 10 1914; both in Ibid.  F. H. Larned, “Memorandum General Facts and 
Circumstances Requiring Consideration,” 4, RG 85 E9 53627 58 A and B, NARA; “Memorandum re: 
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“[South Asians] have no more love for this country than a rattlesnake has for a young turkey,” 

preceded similar statements made in December by Congressman Albert Johnson of Washington 

state.  Johnson, a member of the Congressional Committee on immigration restriction which was 

struck to consider an immigrant literacy test, declared that “the State of Washington is not going 

to stand by and see its area filled up with Hindus, Japanese and Chinese without a protest.”  

While he admitted that “the Hindus are healthy,” they had “a different system of living, 

apparently, from ours, and a standard to which I hope no part of the United States will ever be 

reduced.”  At the same hearing, John E. Raker, a representative from California and committee 

member, added that “physically and mentally, even their method of living, their method of dress, 

is repulsive to an association and to becoming a part and intermarrying with our American 

people.”47  

The recurring theme of South Asian assimilation dominated several pages of discussion 

at the next committee meeting a week later, where Raker prompted lobbyists from American 

ethnic associations to demarcate an imaginary line with immigrants from Europe on one side and 

“Hindus” on the other.  Though members J. Hampton Moore of Pennsylvania and James 

Manahan of Minnesota opposed this position, other committee members frequently pontificated 

on the dangers of white-South Asian miscegenation, especially after Raker and Johnson equated 

“assimilation” with “inter-racial marriage.”  When New York resident Charles Sulzburger, a 

representative of a Jewish organization, argued that “assimilation” might be possible for South 

Asians if the term simply meant “grasp[ing] the nature and character of our institutions,” Johnson 

used reductio ad absurdum statements to ridicule this position.  Johnson asked for instance “if you 

                                                                                                                                                              
Joalla Singh,” Sept. 22 1913, 1, RG 85 AICF File 12924/4-11 (Case File of Joala Singh), NARA SF; Shah, 
Stranger Intimacy, 202; P. H. Bryce to G. L Milne, December 28 1911, RG 76 Vol. 584 File 820636, LAC. 
47 San Francisco Chronicle, October 29 1913; United States Government, Restriction of Immigration 
Hearings Before the Committee on Immigration and Naturalization, House of Representatives, 63rd 
Congress, 2nd Session HR 6060, Pt. 1, December 6 and 7 1913 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
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lived in the West, and you heard of a business plan to bring thousands and thousands of Hindoos 

and line them along the Canadian line on both sides, would you not protest?” Sulzburger 

ultimately conceded that he would not like his child to marry a “Hindoo,” and supported the 

regulation of South Asian immigration.48    

For scientists, politicians and others, the biological tenets of eugenic theory, which drew 

heavily from recently “rediscover[ed]” Mendelian inheritance laws, offered a cautionary tale 

against race mixing.  Peter Schrag explains that Gregor Mendel’s finding that plant hybridization 

produced “an inferior new generation” easily carried over to the new “sciences” of biology and 

social studies of the early twentieth century.  These findings also helped ease (if not remove) the 

concerns of those who questioned the survey results of the 1908-1911Dillingham commission and 

the “beliefs they enforced,” especially regarding inter-racial marriage.  David Palumbo-Liu shows 

that miscegenation was “one of the most commonly articulated fears” at this time, when nativists 

exploited fears that “interbreeding” would precipitate both the “dilution of American blood” and 

the “demise of the nation.”  For nativist legislators like Raker and Johnson, immigration 

regulation dictated and upheld a “primordial ‘natural’ law” which reduced the risk of racial 

hybridization.  Palumbo-Liu describes this image of the “hybrid” as “a diseased entity” only able 

to “perpetuate and intensify that illness,” and “a sign of monstrous union” which demonstrated 

the “tension” between the “melting pot ideology” and a clear dismissal of that ideology “on the 

basis of both economics and biology.”49     

In a Congressional debate over a suite of immigration act amendments, New Mexico 

Republican George C. Curry expressed his regret that there would be no time to debate the 

“Hindu” and “Asiatic” exclusion bills recently introduced by Representatives Church and Raker.  

                                                                                                                                                              
1913): 3-9.  
48 United States Government, Restriction of Immigration Hearings… Pt. 2, December 11 and December 12 
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Describing the American West as the “frontier between occidental and oriental civilization,” he 

declared that “the idea of marriage between whites and Asiatics is revolting.” Intermarriage 

between South Asians and whites would produce “a hybrid mongrel, mentally, morally, and 

physical inferior to both races, inheriting the mental and physical defects and vices of both 

parents.”  More importantly, however, miscegenation “shatters the very keystone of occidental 

civilization,” creating “dangers of manifest evil to American homes and institutions.”  Overall, he 

concluded that “it is essential that the blood of the American-Europeans of this country…should 

be kept pure and free from the taint of the decadent Orientalism of China, Japan and India.”50 

Curry’s remarks are important for three reasons.  First, they offer perhaps one of the best 

examples what Palumbo-Liu calls an emergent tension against melting pot theory in the “overall 

discourse of the highly rationalized project of American modernity.”  Second, Curry’s position 

demonstrates what Higham has described as American Southern sympathy for Pacific coast 

anxieties over Asian immigration.  He explains that the perceived danger of the “yellow peril” to 

white Americans “touched a responsive chord in the South,” whose inhabitants “sensed the 

general, nativist significance” of the Japanese issue in particular, though this was caused by 

“long-standing ‘ethnophobia’  precipitated by the black issue that “stirred southern anxieties” 

about maintaining “white supremacy” in America.  Third, Curry’s words also embody what 

Karen Leong describes as the prevailing “Orientalist perceptions” of Eastern decadence, 

exoticism and racial “otherness” that permeated American “cultural expressions” about Eastern 

civilizations.  If, as Michael Hunt asserts, American foreign and domestic policies in the early 

twentieth century were rooted in a “process of nation building,” “domestic social arrangements” 

and “ethnic and class division,” Leong explains that American orientalism also reproduced 

                                                                                                                                                              
49 Schrag, 77-78; Palumbo-Liu, 26-27. 
50 Proc and Debates 63rd US Cong 3rd Session (House of Rep.) Vol. 51 Pt. 3 January 31 1914, 2679-2681. 
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American ideologies of “gender, race, class and nation,” wherein Asians embodied and 

transplanted the immoral, hypersexual, and uncivilized essence of their home countries.51        

Shortly before Curry warned Congress about the specter of Anglo-Indian miscegenation, 

Commissioner-General Caminetti warned Pacific coast residents about the “Hindu peril” of 

hookworm transmission.  In a tour of western inspection stations, the Commissioner-General 

informed Portland reporters that the damp soil of Oregon and Washington state was “particularly 

adapted” to preserving and spreading the parasite, which was “far more prevalent and dangerous 

than most people believe.”  Since close to 80% of India had the disease, South Asian immigration 

presented a threat “greater even than that of the ‘yellow peril.’”  Though the Los Angeles Times 

brushed off Caminetti’s warning, arguing that “we do not love hookworms or Hindus, but we are 

not seriously alarmed by either,” other observers of South Asian immigration echoed Caminetti’s 

anxiety.  In the same week as Curry’s remarks, Daniel J. Keefe, Caminetti’s predecessor, wrote 

from Japan to warn a friend in the IS that a small number of South Asians had just left Japan for 

San Francisco.  Seeing eight South Asians aboard the outgoing S. S. Nippon Maru, he remarked 

that “I don’t know just how they will look when they reach the coast, but they certainly were a 

dirty looking outfit, and were being treated daily for trachoma and hookworm.”52   

By early 1914, it was clear that South Asians had become particular targets of Asian 

exclusionists, both within the IS ranks and in Congress.  Though the House and Senate passed the 

literacy test requirement in February, President Woodrow Wilson vetoed the Republican-

introduced provision before it became codified the following winter, just as his predecessors 

                                                      
51 Palumbo-Liu, 27; Higham, 166; Karen Leong, The China Mystique: Pearl S. Buck, Anna May Wong, 
Mayling Soong, and the Transformation of American Orientalism (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2005), 7-11.  Leong cites Michael Hunt, Ideology and Foreign Policy (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1988), 16. 
52 Morning Oregonian, December 9 1913; Los Angeles Times, December 10 1913; Daniel J. Keefe, writing 
from “The Oriental Hotel,” Kobe, Japan, to Warner A. Parker, January 26 1914, RG 85 E9 52903 110 D, 
NARA. 
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William Taft had vetoed a literacy requirement in early 1913, and Grover Cleveland had done in 

1897.  However, the opponents of South Asian immigration continued agitating for exclusionary 

legislation into the New Year, despite a dramatic drop in South Asian admissions since 1910.   

Jensen observes that this drop was the product of “the aggressive application of general 

immigration laws to South Asians” which was more effective than the “use of race-based policies 

for other Asian immigrant groups.”  In other words, IS officials had successfully stopped South 

Asian immigration even without explicit “anti-Hindu” legislation.53  Yet Raker and other 

exclusionists in the Congressional House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization 

continued to seek legislation that would explicitly close America’s doors to South Asians, and 

remove the need for Pacific coast agents to creatively apply immigration act provisions to bar 

Indian nationals.  Fortuitously for Raker and his supporters, the 1914 Congressional “Hindu 

Immigration Hearings,” which will be discussed in the next chapter, offered them the chance to 

convince other committee members of the propriety of South Asian exclusion.   

This chapter has illustrated how IS agents and other officials, politicians, AEL and labour 

leaders, the press and members of the general public, perceived and mobilized the discovery of 

hookworm in Angel Island’s South Asians as confirmation of the “Hindu disease” thesis that had 

circulated among Pacific coast residents since 1906.  Though a recent IS policy of “increased 

restriction” meant that South Asian immigration was already declining when Dr. M.W. Glover 

publicized his findings in September 1910, the detection of hookworm in recent South Asian 

arrivals appeared to justify the PHS practice of designating South Asians as “physically unfit” 

(for mysterious reasons now attributed to hookworm infection). and the IS use of the “LPC” 

                                                      
53 In 1910, 1782 South Asians were admitted, and 411 were debarred; in 1911, 517 were admitted while 
862 were debarred; in 1912, 165 were admitted and 104 debarred; in 1913, 188 were admitted and 236 
were debarred.  See Immigration Service, Washington, “Memorandum regarding Hindu migration to the 
United States,” Received January 23 1914.,” RG 85 E9 52903 110 C, NARA; Jensen, 158. 
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designation.54  Alhough British diplomats stationed in California privately agreed when local 

South Asians complained that these methods of restriction were unjust, British consular officials 

did little to reverse the situation at Angel Island.  When South Asians began circumventing 

executive restriction using medical inspection certificates from Hawai’i (until legislation was 

passed preventing this in late 1910), and then from the Philippines, Acting Commissioner-

General of Immigration F. H. Larned cited incorrect information and conclusions about the 

epidemiology of hookworm to justify the closure of the Philippines loophole in 1913.  Even after 

Congress virtually ended all South Asian immigration by requiring that South Asians from 

territorial possessions pass re-inspection at mainland ports, Commissioner-General of 

Immigration Anthony Caminetti, along with several Pacific coast politicians, used the hookworm 

issue to campaign for the Congressional legislation that specifically excluded Indian nationals.   

More generally, this chapter has shown that the social effects of Dr. Glover’s discovery 

were perhaps more potent than the physical effects of the hookworm disease itself.  White 

observers widely viewed South Asian hookworm infection as both a physical affliction brought 

on by unclean living and/or racial susceptibility, and a social affliction that explained the 

supposed weakness and inferiority of South Asians at home in India (where they lived under 

Britain’s thumb) and in North America (where they had “poor physiques.”)  The draining effects 

of the parasite could now explain, at least in part, the supposed social and cultural failings of 

South Asians that had previously been attributed to racial ordering.  Though Dr. Glover had also 

found it in Chinese and Japanese patients, hookworm quickly became seen as a uniquely South 

Asian disease, which put a face to the indefinable threat that had appeared to threaten Pacific 

coast populations since 1906.  The next chapter shows how senior bureaucrats within the IS, 

                                                      
54 See Benjamin S. Cable to Secretary of State, August 15 1910, RG 85 E9 52903 110, NARA; see also San 
Francisco Chronicle, August 12 1910.  
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Western Congressional delegates, and union leaders used the hookworm issue specifically, and 

public health generally, to shape political discourse in Washington on the “Hindu” issue and 

ultimately bring about legislative exclusion in 1917.  
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                                                Chapter 8 

       “The Brown Man is a Calamity”: Legislative Restriction 

 
They are a dirty lot of fellows…they smell, and sometimes a person can hardly  
stand it…You can not imagine anything more strange as a human being than a  
Hindu…They all look alike to me. I can not see any difference between them … 

                     -Denver S. Church, Member of Congress for California, February 19 1914.1 
 

To be sure, we are reasonably safe through rigid quarantine measures against the  
dreadful diseases of India.  But be assured that no quarantine measures will avail  
against the centuries of hereditary paganism and immorality that are born in every  
son of India.  If the yellow man is a peril, the brown man is a calamity…   

           -Walter Baker, Portland, Letter to the Editor, San Jose Evening News May 31 1917.2 

 

This chapter examines the continuing polyvalent deployment of the “Hindu disease” 

thesis and its role in the final transition to legislative exclusion, following Commissioner-General 

of Immigration Anthony Caminetti’s 1913 closure of the Philippines loophole.  More specifically, 

the following pages explain how Caminetti and others fore-fronted the health issue during the 

Congressional “Hindu Immigration Hearings of 1914,” wherein exclusionists used this issue to 

argue that South Asians were inassimilable.  Though Immigration Service (IS) agents stationed in 

Canada in 1914 pointed to the Komagata Maru crisis as proof that the U.S. needed the same (or 

preferably better) restrictive controls that Canada had kept in place since 1908, the fact that 

western Congressional representatives continued to conflate South Asian and Japanese exclusion 

meant that action on the South Asian issue continued to stall.  The American executive’s 

reluctance to re-ignite tensions with Japan thus influenced the immediate outcome of the “Hindu 

Hearings,” but finally in late 1916, Congress passed the “Barred Zone Act,” which in 1917 

                                                      
1 Denver S. Church, “Hindu Immigration Hearings,” 63rd Congress, 2nd Session, February 19 1914, Pt. 2, 76 
and 85. 
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legislatively excluded South Asians based on their geographic residence.   

Overall, the following pages will show how that the language of the “Hindu Hearings,” 

the 1916 debates over the Barred Zone legislation, IS reports and communications, and various 

other published views on the issue portrayed exclusion as a necessary device to prevent epidemic 

infection in Pacific coast populations.  While the medical scapegoating of South Asians was only 

one factor among the social and economic factors that ultimately brought about exclusion, it will 

be shown that the disease thesis helped legitimize the precept that South Asians could not 

assimilate in American society, which Congressional delegates employed to justify the 

introduction of legislative exclusion in 1917.   

 While more South Asians left the country than entered it in 1912 and 1913, 

Commissioner-General of Immigration Anthony Caminetti remained concerned that barriers to 

Indian immigration would fail before Congress officially barred South Asian labourers.  Although 

South Asians were no longer entering the country via the Philippines, over half of the nation’s 

recent Indian arrivals had landed at New York, where, unlike at San Francisco, officials did not 

designate these immigrants LPC, because the local public feeling against them was less of an 

issue in the east.  The Commissioner-General also knew that South Asians in Panama and Cuba 

were attempting to enter the U.S. through southern ports.  Finally, he realized that Pacific coast 

area courts could easily reverse their current support of the IS’s subjective “interpretation of the 

law,” and trans-Pacific shipping companies could renege on their recent policy of refusing to sell 

tickets to Indians.  Overall, Caminetti believed that relying wholly on executive exclusion was 

“‘cumbersome, tedious, uncertain, and expensive’” to the government.3  He addressed these 

concerns in a series of Congressional ‘Hindu Immigration’ hearings in 1914. 
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Since Chinese and Japanese labourers were already barred through Chinese exclusion and 

by the low annual quota established by the American-Japanese ‘Gentleman’s’ agreement, South 

Asians were the main targets of Asian exclusion.  Jensen points out that President Woodrow 

Wilson and his Secretary of State, William Jennings Bryan, pressured Congressional 

representatives in 1913 to avoid legislation that expressly targeted Japanese nationals, and also 

requested that the Senate not pass a Japanese exclusion bill, as this would reignite American-

Japanese diplomatic tensions.  Since Britain was historically reluctant to defend the safety and 

interests of South Asians in America, and India thus had little geo-political “pull,” Wilson gave 

no similar instructions regarding South Asians.  Exclusionists like California Congressman 

Denver S. Church thus had free rein to campaign for Indian exclusion.  In January 1914, Church 

felt optimistic that the previous month’s Immigration Commission hearings would bring about 

South Asian exclusion in the next session of Congress.  After Church asked Caminetti for his IS’s 

endorsement of a “Hindu” bill, Secretary of Labor William B. Wilson’s resulting letter to the 

Speaker of the House of Representatives was, according to Jensen, “the most elaborate argument 

by an official for the exclusion of Indians.”4 

 Wilson recommended that the government use Bill 102, the general Asian exclusion bill 

under consideration by Congress, to “dispose of the entire matter of Asiatic immigration in one 

measure.”  This would solve the “urgent and imperative problem” of the “Hindu” issue which, in 

the absence of specific anti-Indian legislation, the IS had dealt with an executive exclusion 

system of “expedients and makeshifts.”  He opined that in the event that the bill failed in the 

House, Congress should adopt the two very similar South Asian exclusion bills introduced by 

Church and Washington’s William Humphrey in 1913.  While the IS rejected as many South 
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Asians as possible for being LPC or for physical reasons, the problem was that “numbers of the 

Hindus…are not physically defective in the sense of the existing statute, if at all.”  Thus, 

excluding them as LPC for their “clannishness, caste ideas, superstitions, and habits of life,” and 

the racial feeling against them on the Pacific coast was too “indirect” an exclusion method to 

maintain “something which ought to be brought about by direct methods.”  If the bills in question 

failed to pass, Wilson recommended that the “problem of Asiatic immigration” could be largely 

solved “by raising the physical standard of immigrants” to the level required to enlist in U.S. 

army recruits.  Failing this possibility, Wilson favored Church’s idea of using a blanket 

geographic stipulation to bar Asians by country and not by racial group.5  

The standing House Committee on Immigration, chaired by Alabama Democrat John L. 

Burnett, opened a series of special hearings in February to investigate a bill put forward by 

California’s John Raker and the Indian immigration issue generally.  Two members from 

California, Raker and Everis A. Hayes, were joined by fellow exclusionist Albert Johnson, 

although the rest of the members were a bipartisan mix of representatives from thirteen other 

states.  Despite Indian requests for help from Cecil Spring-Rice, the new British Ambassador to 

the United States, British testimony was not heard in the proceedings.  While it is tempting to 

infer this absence as evidence of British collusion in American exclusion efforts, it is unclear 

whether the committee had invited British representatives to testify.  Dr. Sudhindra Bose, a 

Calcutta native teaching at the University of Iowa, opened the first hearing by attempting to 

reassure committee members that South Asians were healthy, boasting that “in the last 10 years 

since I have been here never have I been sick.”  A widow of the former American consul general 

                                                                                                                                                              
4 Jensen, 153-154. 
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at Calcutta followed Bose with similarly positive statements about the South Asians she had met 

in India.  She maintained that most Indians bathed frequently, were generally clean, and had 

“made a study” of health.6    

Caminetti, representing the IS, attended the hearing armed with his recent circular on the 

prevalence of hookworm in India.  As the final speaker at the hearing, he countered Bose’s 

testimony with his observation that Bose had likely described a different type of Indian than those 

on the Pacific coast.  Speaking personally as a California resident, Caminetti cautioned that his 

state had a climate warm enough to encourage almost “unlimited” immigration from India and 

Japan.  While less than 5,000 South Asians had immigrated to the entire United States, he 

incorrectly asserted that an additionally 20,000 to 30,000 had illegally entered and were now in 

California.  Caminetti reminded the committee that the Rockefeller Sanitary Commission 

estimated that 60 and 80 percent of South Asians carried hookworm.  The following day, a 

Washington daily announced that Caminetti had contravened Secretary of State Bryans’ order 

that he not mention the need for Japanese exclusion.  While the press speculated that Caminetti’s 

remarks would cost him his job, he surprised reporters by coming back a week later to speak at 

the next meeting of the committee.7  

At the second hearing, the Commissioner-General again stressed the “urgent” nature of 

the situation, and reminded committee members that while executive exclusion at Pacific coast 

ports was highly successful, and while most steamship companies now voluntarily refused to sell 

tickets to South Asians, these dynamics could change in the future.  Public health protection was 

                                                      
6 “Statement of Dr. Sudhindra Bose,” in Hindu Immigration Hearings of the Committee on Immigration 
and Naturalization, House of Representatives, 63rd Cong., 2nd Session Pt. 1, February 13 1914, 15, 7 and 
29; “Statement of Mrs. R. F. Patterson,” in ibid, 7, 24, 26, 27, 29, 30, 31 and 35.  
7 “Statement of Anthony Caminetti,” in Hindu Immigration Hearings, Ibid, 36, 37, 44-46, 48, 49 and 51; 
Washington Herald, February 14 1914; Los Angeles Times, February 16 1914; San Francisco Chronicle, 
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the dominant theme of this hearing, just as it had been a week earlier.  After Caminetti’s remarks, 

Raker reintroduced a claim he had made at the previous meeting that “the Hindus [carried] an 

intestinal disease, that is…very, very destructive, much more so than the hookworm, and once 

fairly lodged in this country, it would be very difficult to wipe out.”  He supported this statement 

with a reference to a recent magazine article by Charles T. Nesbitt, a well-known physician and 

public health director in Wilmington, North Carolina.  Nesbitt, whose concern with “negro” 

diseases has been explored by Natalie J. Ring and others, argued that just as the former slave had 

“revenged upon [whites] for his enslavement” by introducing hookworm and malaria to the 

American South from Africa, Asian labourers had brought these same diseases to the American 

West.  He reasoned that Asians were “racially alien” and that historical precedent had 

demonstrated that Asia was “the fountain from which has flowed the most destructive pestilences 

that are recorded,” including plague, smallpox, cholera, and typhus, which “the Mongols” had 

long carried.  Nesbitt theorized that Asians were now “unconscious carriers of virulent infective 

organisms” that would soon “deplete the vitality of our people, as the negro has done.”  He 

concluded that Asians were likely to be “centers of infection” everywhere they went, and added 

that the history of epidemics indicated that “all these visitations, from the plagues that attacked 

Rome to the spread of the hookworm in the South, are a warning of the dangers of the disease of 

an alien race.”8    

 David Arnold explains that late nineteenth and early twentieth century British 

epidemiological research in India came at a key point in the colony’s “political economy of 

                                                                                                                                                              
February 16 1914; see also New York Times, February 17 1914. 
8 Hindu Immigration Hearings…Pt. 2, February 19 1914, 85, 86, and 97; Hindu Immigration 
Hearings…Pt. 1, 53; See Charles T. Nesbitt, “The Health Menace of Alien Races,” World’s Work 
(November 1913): 1-4; See also Natalie J. Ring’s discussion of Nesbitt in The Problem South: Region, 
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health,” wherein, as in other colonies, “the first priorities of colonial state medicine” centered on 

protecting Europeans from disease.  Since India’s British administration was also deeply 

concerned with maintaining the health of workers in the colony’s “plantation” economy, British 

physician Ronald Ross and others also sought to determine why some Indian “races,” such as the 

Santhal and Oraon “jungle coolies,” appeared largely immune to malaria.  Arnold points out that 

in British Indian scholarship on malaria, “race” was a term employed “without technical 

precision” and in colonial anthropology it could signify “tribe” or “caste.”  He elaborates that 

“Interleaving with [anthropological] ideas about race” and “environmental determinism” was the 

final “conceptual ingredient” of Aryanism.  For H. H. Risley, India’s leading anthropometry 

advocate and bureaucrat, caste divisions represented racial differences, and physical distinctions 

between castes demonstrated the varying levels of race purity between the Dravidian, Mongoloid 

and Aryan “types” that had been carefully maintained by what Arnold describes as “the race-

consciousness of the fair-skinned Aryan [northern invaders of India from millennia ago] and the 

taboos on marriage enforced through caste endogamy.”  Thus in Risley’s words, India’s “race 

sentiment” was not, as others had hitherto claimed, anchored in “the intolerant pride of the 

Brahman,” but in “a foundation of fact which scientific method confirms.”9              

Nesbitt’s article demonstrates that what Arnold describes as the “complex intermingling 

of ideas of race and ideas in colonial India” held important consequences for Western medical 

knowledge.  For Ross and others, disease became “a site” of “racial decay,” and many Indians 

were “a particularly weak and effeminized race” subject to the “‘emasculating’” effects of a 

disease that became “deeply implicated in discussions of racial identity, decay and 
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regeneration.”10  Exclusionist speakers at the Congressional hearings, especially those from 

California, drew heavily from the race-disease connection in their discussions on Indian labour 

productivity, morality, and health.  Church, who claimed that his district had more South Asians 

than any other in the country, avowed that many were alcoholics, and that some engaged in 

sodomy.  Mainly, however, he argued that they were dirty, which was a key precursor to disease. 

“They are a dirty lot of fellows, you can see the grease and dirt on them whenever you see 

them… they smell, and sometimes a person can hardly stand it.”  He concluded that “you can not 

imagine anything more strange as a human being than a Hindu… They all look alike to me. I can 

not see any difference between them in any way…They are all of the same mold.”11 

Caminetti returned to the committee in mid-April, when he failed to assuage 

Massachusetts representative Augustus P. Gardner’s suspicion that the IS merely wanted South 

Asian exclusion to divert attention from the political minefield of Japanese immigration.  Since 

the IS had won every South Asian court challenge to exclusion in the past year, Gardner asserted, 

and Pennsylvania’s Joseph Moore concurred, that Raker’s bill was simply “politics” and “an 

excuse to show the folks in California that people are hustling around for California.”  Jensen 

explains that Caminetti’s “dire warnings” that South Asians in the Philippines were now 

contesting their exclusion, ultimately failed to “bulldoze the committee into recommending the 

bill” by the time it adjourned.  Since, as it has been explained above, President Wilson, like both 

Taft and Roosevelt before him, realized the international consequences that would result if he 

sanctioned any further controls on Japanese immigration, Caminetti’s and Congressmen Raker, 

Church and Humphrey’s ongoing connection between Japanese and South Asian exclusion 

influenced the immediate outcome of the “Hindu Hearings.”  President Wilson therefore refused 
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to endorse any anti-Indian legislation that would result from the hearings, and prevented his party 

from raising the matter again that year.    

After the ‘Hindu Hearings’ failed to bring about an exclusion bill, Caminetti continued to 

lobby for exclusion.  In his annual report on immigration for 1914, he warned that Indian 

independence activism on the Pacific coast, which was still “as yet in its infancy,” could become 

serious if the country failed to bar those “who can not be readily and healthfully assimilated by 

our body politic.”  In June he also privately advised Secretary Wilson to ask the President to 

change his position on the matter.  Calling attention to the Vancouver’s ongoing Komagata Maru 

crisis, Caminetti argued that if Canada granted entry to the passengers, some would likely attempt 

to enter the U.S.  Despite this warning, Wilson decided that “I do not think the problem is yet in 

the shape where it ought to be taken up with the President,” and merely raised the issue with 

Immigration Committee Chairman John L. Burnett.12   

In the meantime, John H. Clark, Caminetti’s agent in charge of US immigration at 

Canadian Pacific seaports and the U.S.-Canadian border, also anxiously watched the developing 

debacle at Vancouver.  Clark alleged that several South Asians in his purview had been convicted 

of “crimes against children,” and concluded that the group was wholly “undesirable” to the U.S. 

as a nation whose mission was to “assimilate and build up one strong virile people.”  More 

importantly, in his annual report he cautioned that Canada’s handling of the Vancouver incident 

would have “a material effect” on American South Asian immigration.  South Asians were 

                                                                                                                                                              
11 Hindu Immigration Hearings…Pt. 2, 69, 70, 76-80 and 85.  
12 Hindu Immigration Hearings, Pt. 4, April 16 1914, 129, 130, 132, 137-138 and 145-146; Hindu 
Immigration Hearings, Pt. 5, April 30 1914, 153, 156, 163, 170, 177; Jensen, 159; Anthony Caminetti 
Memorandum for W. B. Wilson, June 13 1914, 1-2, RG 85 E9 52903 110 D, NARA; United States 
Government, Annual Report of the Commissioner of Immigration (Year Ending June 30 1914)  
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1914), 2, 10; Wilson’s statement is typewritten in red on page 
2; W. B Wilson to John L. Burnett, July 3 1914, RG 85 E9 52903 110 D, NARA. 
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already surreptitiously entering Washington from B.C; if Ottawa admitted the Komagata Maru’s 

passengers, they could covertly cross the border as others had done; if Ottawa barred the group, 

the Indians already in B.C. might wish to protest by leaving Canada for the U.S.13   

Andrea Geiger’s discussion of surreptitious Canadian-American border crossings during 

this period indicates that migrant networks did indeed help Asians circumvent the exclusionary 

barriers that restricted their mobility across the 49th parallel.  The “transit privilege” between both 

nations, which allowed Japanese migrants in particular to enter the U.S. by first transferring at 

Canada “remained a point of vulnerability,” because neither country managed to abolish it 

completely.  Further, after 1906, many Japanese destined to the U.S. chose to first land at Canada 

and then applied at Vancouver or Victoria U.S. Immigration stations, because Canada, unlike the 

U.S., had no “transoceanic” deportation rule, wherein Japanese rejected for medical or other 

reasons would be immediately deported to Japan.  If rejected by American officials in B.C. but 

admitted by Canada, Japanese arrivals could pay for medical treatment for trachoma and other 

diseases and remain in B.C.  U.S. officials stationed at B.C. ports and border points believed that 

some Japanese migrants took advantage of Canada’s less stringent medical inspection to re-apply 

for entry to the U.S. after receiving medical treatment in B.C.  For these officials, the migrants 

were “implicitly tainted by having been diseased,” even if they were now cured.14   

While IS agent Marcus Braun had urged the IS in 1907 to align with Canada by requiring 

all Japanese migrants rejected by either country to be deported to Japan, Caminetti’s predecessor 

in 1907 denied that Japanese migrants were illegally re-applying for entry after medical treatment 

in Canada.  Geiger shows that the commissioner felt that Braun’s suggested course of action 

                                                      
13United States Government, Annual Report of the Commissioner…,Appendix III: Report of the United 
States Commission of Immigration for Canada, District No. 1, 200-201. 
14 Geiger, 114-115. 
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would disrupt commercial activity; he saw, “as Braun did not, that the real goal of the United 

States was not to construct an impenetrable barrier at its borders but to establish a racialized 

filter.”  The nation needed workers “even as it excluded those who posed a threat to the race-

based hierarchy that ordered social relations in the West.”15   

By 1914, several South Asians had been arrested along the border with B.C.  

Immediately after Caminetti submitted his annual report, Secretary Wilson advised Chairman 

Burnett that “a large number” of South Asians had entered illegally through Canada.  Others 

illegally entered the country at other points.  Later in the year, the U.S. consular assistant at 

Newfoundland informed Secretary of State Jennings that Syrian residents of that colony’s Bay of 

Island’s community had, for example, paid a local fishing boat captain to smuggle at least one 

South Asian, apparently an “imbecile” with trachoma, to Massachusetts.  The Los Angeles Times 

later reported that a group of “mysterious and unidentified” South Asians, along with several 

Japanese, were arrested at Calexico after walking from Mexico, where half of the party had died 

in the desert.16        

 While Caminetti’s agents continued to prosecute and deport South Asians accused of 

surreptitious entry, the precedent set in a landmark court decision in early 1915 threatened the 

legitimacy of the IS’s policy of executive exclusion.  In February of that year, a lower court in 

Washington State overturned an earlier ruling that had allowed Portland officials to exclude a 

group of Russian immigrants on the grounds that they would be unlikely to find work upon 

landing.  As discussed in chapters 6 and 7, U.S. immigration officials at Angel Island, Seattle, 

                                                      
15 Geiger, 115. 
16 Pearson Robbins, Inspector in Charge, Vancouver, to John H. Clark, February 21 1910, RG 85 E9 51391 
21 21A, NARA; John H. Clark to Anthony Caminetti, May 27 1914, 3; W. B Wilson to John L. Burnett, 
July 3 1914, 3; both in RG 85 E9 52903 110 D; O. C. Gould, Consular Assistant, Curling, Bay of Islands, 
Newfoundland, to Secretary of State, December 16 1914,  RG 85 E9 53854 133, NARA; Los Angeles 
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Portland, and Vancouver/Victoria employed this argument to justify South Asian exclusion for 

several years, and a series of recent court cases had ruled in favor of exclusion for the reason that 

South Asians were LPC due to industrial and social conditions on the coast.  Indeed, Angel 

Island’s chief Commissioner reflected that “one of the most satisfactory developments” in the 

South Asian issue was the “unmistakable attitude of the district court” in refusing to challenge the 

IS’s position that virtually all Indians were LPC.  Even when some judges appeared to doubt this 

generalization, they did not have sufficient evidence to contradict it.  After the Russian ruling, 

Caminetti and others, including a prominent former District Attorney in San Francisco, predicted 

an influx of Indian immigration while the Burnett bill stalled in Congress.  In a February address 

to the House in support of the recently reintroduced Burnett bill, which included a geographic 

provision that would bar South Asians, Church declared that Indians were the “greatest plagues 

we have in the west.”  He added that the Indians living along the Pacific coast were “an off, 

inferior people,” living in poor conditions and always giving “the appearance of slothfulness, 

stupidity, and pity.”17   

 There is evidence to suggest that some South Asians, like new immigrants from other 

ethnic groups, did live in unsanitary, underdeveloped accommodations that considerably impaired 

their social standing among established populations along the coast.  In early 1916, a California 

State Board of Health inspector discovered that a large “Hindu” agricultural work camp near 

Sacramento, which housed up to forty men in high season, was kept in a “filthy condition,” 

mainly because the camp’s owner had provided sub-standard housing for his workers.   The same 

                                                                                                                                                              
Times, October 1 and 3, 1915. 
17 Jensen, 159; Los Angeles Times, November 8 1915; “Report of the Commissioner of Immigration, San 
Francisco,” in Annual Report of the Commissioner General of Immig. (Year Ending June 30 1915).  
(Washington: GPO, 1915), 37; see Caminetti’s prediction on page xvii; Debates of the 63rd United States 
Congress, 3rd Session, February 4 1915, 3053. 
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inspector found a separately owned site in the region clean except for the fact that a hog pen close 

to the “Hindu” kitchen was dirty, and a sister camp on Bacon Island in the Sacramento-San 

Joaquin river delta was in good shape except for the South Asian kitchen and dining room.  At a 

Stockton camp with up to 100 South Asians, Japanese, and Mexicans, the South Asian kitchen 

building was in “dilapidated and filthy condition,” as was the kitchen at a separately owned South 

Asian and Italian work camp on Staten Island near Stockton.  Since these camps were managed 

by different owners, it is not unreasonable to surmise that at least some South Asians did keep 

their meal preparation areas in poor condition.  This was not universal, however.  At a camp 

owned by prominent Japanese businessman in the San Joaquin valley, the inspector found that the 

South Asian quarters were kept clean while the Japanese and Mexican-occupied house was not.  

As was the case with camps owned by whites, unsanitary living conditions could probably be 

blamed as much or more on the managers than on the workers themselves.18  

In his 1915 Stanford university thesis on South Asian immigrants in North America, 

Joginder Chandler Misrow, a former interpreter for the IS and labour camp investigator in 

California, argued that this type of living condition prejudiced Western populations against South 

Asians, but the prejudice was also “partly an unreasoned color phobia, based on the primitive 

instincts of fear and hate.”  The fact that most had traveled so far for work showed that their 

living standard was “dynamic,” not static, and would over time “continually tend to conform to 

the locally prevalent standard.” Like other hard labourers working along the coast, South Asians 

                                                      
18 Inspector Edward T. Ross, “Sanitary Report No. 397 regarding Camp No. 7, Lower Jones Tract,” 
submitted to California State Board of Health, Bureau of Administration, Sacramento, January 3 1916, 4; 
Ross to Dr. W. A. Sawyer, “Regarding camps in delta region owned or control by George Shima, (Camps 
6-9, Shima Tract and Bacon Island),” January 5 1917, 1, 2 and 6; Ross, “Report on camps owned or 
controlled by the California Delta Farms Company, Stockton, (Camp No. 3. Cohn Tract),” January 6 1917, 
1; Ross, “Camps in Stockton owned or controlled by the Staten Island Land Co, SF, (Camp No. 21, Staten 
Island), January 6 1917,1; all of the foregoing in R384-007-1-24 Public Health Dept. Records 1876-1974, 
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“endure[d all the hardships of inadequate lodging,” especially the bunk house, which was often “a 

menace to health and morals,” but often represented the only housing available to them.19  State 

Board of Health documentation indicates that inspectors generally attributed unsanitary bunk 

house conditions not to the camp owners but to the immigrants themselves, especially, as the 

Assistant Secretary wrote to a white farm manager, “certain nationalities” that were unwilling to 

keep their living spaces clean and required “constant supervision” by camp managers.20      

 Bruce La Brack explains that most white populations saw the South Asians who 

inhabited rural work camps as “sojourners,” a term that Paul C. Siu first defined in 1952 as 

“migrants who may freely migrate but who resist both cultural change and any form of 

integration.”  Siu, who researched Chinese immigrants in the U.S., argued that “the essential 

characteristic of the sojourner is that he clings to the culture of his own ethnic group as in contrast 

to the bicultural complex of the marginal man.”  Overall, the sojourner is “psychologically… 

unwilling to organize himself as a permanent resident” in his new land; when he finally does this, 

“he becomes a marginal man.”  La Brack asserts that Siu’s term is in many ways a relic of the 

now outdated 1950s melting pot theory of assimilation, which presumes that migrants “lose one 

set of cultural practices and values and replace them with ‘American’” ones.  For La Brack, the 

sojourner label is partially useful because it describes the situation of some recent Indian arrivals.  

In 1916, most of the roughly five thousand South Asians in the Pacific coast states lived in camps 

where they were frequently housed separately from other ethnic groups.  However, he explains 

that the label does not fit the “majority” of South Asian settlers, who over time underwent 

                                                                                                                                                              
California State Archives. 
19 J. C. Misrow, “East Indian Immigration on the Pacific Coast,” (Stanford University Master’s Thesis), 
May 15 1915, 11, 22, 24, 26, and 30.  
20 Assistant to the Secretary of the California State Board of Health, to Carson C. Cook, General Manager, 
Ridge Land and Navigation Company, Stockton, January 27 1917, 1, R384-007-1-24 Public Health Dept. 
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“varying degrees of culture change” and altered their “ideological and structural patterns,” even if 

many continued to live apart from whites.21 

        In his discussion of “bunkhouse cohabitation” and “troubled masculinity,” Nayan Shah 

explains that the “intensive cultivation” demanded of agricultural production, particularly in fruit, 

cotton, and rice crops, necessitated worker flexibility.  Consequently, ranch managers often 

subleased their land or hired labour contractors, who then sought tenant labour to plant, maintain 

and harvest produce.  Often, “itinerant work gangs” of males and/or families were hired to work 

together, and were sheltered temporarily in cabins, barns, houses, or in tented campsites.  Shah 

points out that labour management “did not retain an exclusive ethnic homogeneity,” as South 

Asians worked for whites, Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos, Mexicans and others and also managed 

camps of workers from these groups, especially by the 1920s.  South Asian work gangs formed 

through “kinship ties,” home communities, and castes, and finally by necessity through their 

shared work and commuting demands.   Living largely apart from women and spending virtually 

all of their working and recreational time together, South Asian male work bands cultivated very 

strong relationships.  Ties between unrelated labourers were “recast with kin-like terms” like 

brother, which “affirm[ed] the intimacy of the relationship.”  A bunkhouse could house several 

men, and sometimes the manager shoehorned more in by having two share one bunk.  Outside 

observers of these sleeping arrangements, which diverged so radically from traditional family 

housing, frequently associated them with immorality, especially sexual impropriety.22     

                                                                                                                                                              
Records 1876-1974, California State Archives. 
21 Bruce La Brack, The Sikhs of Northern California, 1904-1975 (New York: AMS Press, 1988), 20-21; 
Paul C. P. Siu, “’The Sojourner,’ American Journal of Sociology, 58 no. 1 (July 1952): 34.  See Yogesh 
Atal’s discussion of Siu in “Outsiders as Insiders: The Phenomenon of Sanwich Culture: Prefatorial to a 
Possible Theory,” in The Indian Diaspora: Dynamics of Migration, Naranyana Jayaran, ed.,  (New Delhi: 
Indian Sociological Society, 2004), 204. 
22 Shah, Stranger Intimacy, 101-103.   
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 Overall, public and official tolerance of the presence and living situation of South Asian 

workers in the West continued to decline even after executive exclusion, and especially by 1916, 

when Jensen points out that public opinion had become increasingly “fragmented” nation-wide 

over “the issues surrounding the European war.”  Attitudes on the wider immigration issue also 

“shifted” and Asian exclusionists, who had long been protesting Indian labour competition and 

the deplorable conditions at some South Asian labour camps, soon “found the tide running with 

them.”  Western newspaper editorial pages abounded with anti-Indian diatribes; many of these 

exemplified the ways in which, as Laura Stern posits, the “biases” of tropical medicine, “social 

Darwinism” and “Victorian anthropology” had “insinuated themselves into the race betterment 

movement during its incipient formation, eventually leaving imprints on eugenics, especially in 

the American West.”  For example, in early 1917 the San Jose Evening News printed the letter of 

a Portland resident who warned other readers that “if the yellow man is a peril, the brown man is 

a calamity, and God help the white man if both become fairly established in his [this] country.”  

The writer argued that despite the “civilizing processes” implemented by India’s British leaders, 

generations of widespread incest and child marriage had produced a populace both “stunted in 

growth” and “diseased in body.”  While Americans were largely protected by the state’s “rigid 

quarantine measures against the dreadful diseases of India,” he concluded that “that no quarantine 

measures will avail against the centuries of hereditary paganism and immorality that are born in 

every son of India.”23      

Two reports that appeared near decade’s end help contextualize the primacy of the public 

health argument in the final Congressional push for legislative exclusion.  These reports, the 

California Commission of Immigration and Housing’s 1918 “Report on Fresno’s Immigration 

                                                      
23 Jensen, 159; Stern, 46-47; Walter W. Baker, Portland, Letter to the Editor, San Jose Evening News, May 
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Problem,” and the State Board of Control’s 1920 “California and the Oriental,” have been under-

explored in scholarship on Asian immigration, and almost entirely omitted from the 

historiography of South Asians in America.  While these were published shortly after legislative 

exclusion in 1917, they offer useful examples of official attitudes towards South Asians compared 

with immigrants from other groups, and more importantly they support my argument that the 

association between South Asians and disease and/or unsanitary living was ingrained and 

perpetuated in official discourse to the extent that the “Hindu disease” thesis superseded all other 

objections (economic or otherwise) to South Asian immigration.  Indeed, the medical 

scapegoating offered the most compelling support for the idea that South Asians could not 

assimilate into American society and were thus unworthy of immigration or citizenship – an 

argument that, as my discussion on pages 243-244 has shown, featured prominently in the 

political debates that resulted in legislative exclusion in 1917. 

The California Commission of Immigration and Housing (CCIH), created in 1913 after a 

dedicated campaign by progressive era philanthropist Simon Lubin, began as an investigation into 

the wellbeing of immigrants in California.  The resulting state agency helped immigrants look for 

work, and helped private, charitable, and other organizations match employers with workers.  

“Americanization” was a key tenet of the agency, whose members provided immigrants with 

programs to assist in their social and industrial assimilation.  However, Don Mitchell points out 

that “the activity with which CCIH was most closely associated” was the inspection of every 

work camp in the state to help “protect” immigrants from poor conditions.  The agency lacked the 

resources and authority to force improvements in camp conditions.  When the state of California 

founded the CCIH, however, it also passed the “Land Camp Sanitation Act,” which gave the 

                                                                                                                                                              
31 1917. 



 

 

 

300

authority to intervene to the state’s Board of Health.  Richard Street explains that the work of the 

CCIH was also limited because “certain immutable political realities impeded most other 

Progressives from demonstrating much concern for bindlemen and other migrant workers.”  The 

most significant of these was vote of country residents, as rural districts held a key position in 

state Governor Hiram Johnson’s progressive electorate base.  Therefore, besides conducting camp 

inspections and helping immigrants directly, the CCIH influenced policy mainly by compiling a 

series of survey reports on social and industrial labour conditions.24 

 The CCIH report on Fresno’s immigrant “problem” included a general assessment of 

conditions in the central California city, a synopsis of current race relations therein, and a series 

of testimonials by white community leaders and other residents.  While the report covered 

immigrants from across Europe, Asia, the Philippines, and Mexico, investigators found that 

“Hindus” lived in the worst conditions in Fresno, where they rented Japanese-owned houses near 

Chinatown in the summer.  Here they “caused the most trouble to the housing inspector.” A local 

resident stated that the city’s Asians “become just what we make of them,” as white employers 

placed them in “poor shacks” they did not choose “and curse them because they ‘live like hogs.’  

Not surprisingly, area farmers who employed South Asians defended their worth; a former 

President of the Raisin Growers Association stated that while they lived in rustic conditions, they 

were still in some ways “vastly better” than white workers.”  C. A. Degnan, the Commission’s 

Secretary, was less understanding.  He reported that many Chinese residents illegally rented out 

their cellars as rooming houses, and in one such “hole” inspectors had recently found six 

consumptive Chinese men using the space as a “death chamber.” “The Hindus coming into 

                                                      
24 Don Mitchell, The Lie of the Land: Migrant Workers and the California Landscape (Minneapolis: 
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Fresno,” Degnan reported, “frequently sleep in these places and mingle intimately with the 

Chinese and become infected.”  A policeman in the city’s “Chinatown Squad” added that “the 

Hindus are the laziest fellows of all the Orientals and they need some one to drive them;” he 

concluded that “they are a dirty, beastly lot.”25         

 In September 1919, California governor William D. Stephens tasked the State Board of 

Control with investigating the need for a new Alien Land act that would update the 1913 law 

prohibiting aliens “unable to obtain citizenship” from owning land.  A small number of South 

Asians had gained U.S. citizenship after A. K. Mozumdar became the first U.S. citizen born in 

India in 1913.  These individuals would continue to be exempt from the state’s alien land 

ownership regulation.  Since 1913, Asian farmers, including South Asians without citizenship, 

had overcome the Alien Land act obstacle by signing long-term leases of up to three years in 

length.  However, Stephens’ reason for commissioning the Board of Control’s investigation was 

to determine the need for a new bill that would close this and other loopholes in the 1913 act.  

The Board’s submitted and published its resulting report, “California and the Oriental,” five 

months before 75.1% of state voters voted in favor of the new bill on the November 1920 general 

election ballot.  Since the bill was largely intended to curb the Japanese acquisition and control of 

farm land, Roger Daniels and others have discussed the acts’ immediate and lasting impact on 

Japanese agricultural ventures in the state before the legislation was overturned in 1952.  Yet like 

the CCIH report on Fresno, “California and the Oriental” also offers fascinating insight into 

popular opinion on Asian immigrants, in much the same manner as did the federal “Reports of the 

                                                      
25 “Report on Fresno, Pt. II,” 4 and 9; “Report on Fresno Pt. III, The Chinese,” 9-10, and  “Report on 
Fresno Pt. IV, East Indians,” 1-2, all in California Commission of Immigration and Housing, Report on 
Fresno’s Immigration Problem  (Sacramento: California State Printing Office, 1918). 
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Immigration Commission” of 1911.26     

 After extensively surveying California’s “Asiatic” problem in the immediate post-war 

period, the Board Commissioners concluded that the state could never successfully assimilate 

Asians because it was “manifestly impossible” for the two races to mix successfully, neither in 

ideas or in “blood fusion.”  California’s populace was determined to avoid the “mistake” of 

Hawaii in allowing significant Japanese land ownership in that territory.  South Asian land 

control in California was, in fact, a minor issue when compared to the one that arose over 

Japanese or Chinese lease-holding.  South Asians leased or held crop contracts for 2,099 acres in 

the entire state, while Japanese and Chinese settlers controlled 388,287 and 65,181 acres, 

respectively.  Further, only 2,600 South Asians remained in the state after many had left before 

the war.  Despite the small size of the resident population, the Commissioner of the State Bureau 

of Labor Statistics found that the South Asians were the state’s “most undesirable” immigrants 

due to their “lack of personal cleanliness,” “low morals,” and “blind adherence to theories and 

teachings.”27 

 Edward A. Brown, the CIHC’s Sanitary engineer, offered the most vociferous argument 

for abolishing South Asian land leasing.  Brown’s authority on “Hindu” hygiene is highly 

questionable, because he supported his position on this by claiming that his agency had received 

“numerous” complaints by American employees of South Asian farmers alleging unsanitary 

working conditions.  The CIHC’s extensive “complaint” files, which are generally complete and 

                                                      
26 See “Amendments to the Constitution, and Proposed Statutes, To Be Submitted to the California Electors 
at the General Election on Nov. 2, 1920,” http://library.uchastings.edu/ballot_pdf/1920g.pdf; California 
State Board of Control, California and the Oriental: Japanese, Chinese, and Hindus (19 June 1920), 
Republished under the same title (New York: Arno Press, 1978); see, for example, Roger Daniels, The 
Politics of Prejudice: The Anti-Japanese Movement in California and the Struggle for Japanese Exclusion  
(Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1962), 123. 
27 California State Board of Control, California and the Oriental, 7, 10-11, 45, and 101.  
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now housed at Berkeley’s Bancroft Library, show that even by 1922, two years after Brown’s 

report, workers had submitted only four such complaints about farm or ranch managers with the 

last name “Singh,” which was by far the most common name among California’s Indian South 

Asians.  Yet Brown argued that the South Asian standard of living was “so vastly different from 

ours that it is difficult to present it properly.”  He elaborated that since “any kind of a shack will 

serve as living quarters for Hindus,” it was very difficult to compel South Asian farmers to keep 

their camps clean,” and indeed most of their camps had “unscreened kitchens,” “open toilets,” 

“very crowded” sleeping areas, and overall “filthy” camp grounds. However, four CIHC camp 

inspectors offered a contradictory view by painting a fairly positive picture of South Asian 

housing generally.  One described the homes of South Asians living around the Sacramento as 

better than Japanese abodes in that area, while another found that South Asian tenants usually 

installed “Hindu baths” to help workers stay clean.  Fresno’s city health inspector added that the 

“eight or ten” South Asian settlers in Bakersfield “lived in fairly respectable houses.”  28 

  While the statements contained in the Fresno and State Board of Control reports and the 

CIHC papers could not have influenced the federal legislative exclusion of Indians, several 

Congressional representatives delivered similar testimonials on the bill that would become the 

1917 “Barred Zone” act.  Chapter 7 has described the attempts made by Church, Humphrey and 

others to bring about Asian (including South Asian and Japanese) exclusion after Taft’s 1913 veto 

had stopped the enactment of legislation generalized citizenship tests and literacy requirements 

                                                      
28 California State Board of Control, California and the Oriental… 110-111; see the following four 
complaint files regarding unsanitary conditions at South Asian-run camps: “Labor Camp Report regarding 
Camp of Lashman Singh,” December 2 1922; Container 80 File 67; “Labor Camp Report regarding Camp 
of Chanon Singh,” November 21 1922,” Container 80 File 64; “Labor Camp Report regarding Camp of 
Bishan Singh,” February 6 1922, Container 80 File 62; “Labor Camp Report regarding Babu Singh,” 
October 4 1922,” Container 80 File 61; all off the foregoing in BANC MSS CA 194 at Bancroft Library, 
University of Berkeley; California State Board of Control, California and the Oriental …109-110.   
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provisions.  Though Wilson vetoed similar legislation in 1915, in 1916 a Congressional debate 

ensued after John Burnett convinced the House to consider a bill with a strategic geographic 

provision.  This provision would effectively bar Asians from immigrating, and would also 

introduce a literacy requirement for all immigrants. During the ensuing debate, Burnett declared 

that the “committee wants to say flatly that we intended to exclude Hindus” in drafting the 

“Hindu” provision of the bill. However, Illinois Republican James R. Mann recommended using 

language that clearly excluded Indians but did not identify them specifically as a national group, 

in order to prevent “bitterness” in India.29 

 Denver S. Church, whom Jensen describes as “instrumental” to the act’s Indian exclusion 

provision, delivered a special address to the House a few weeks later on the “Hindu crisis.”  

Church, like Burnett, argued that it was in the nation’s interest to discriminate against Indians.  In 

brief, Church described India’s population as “a plague” and “a swarm of hungry flies” anxious to 

emigrate and take white American jobs.  If Congress decided not to pass the bill, Church 

predicted that Indians would soon crowd California with their “heathen shacks and shanties.”  

Mistaking the Sikhs in his Vallejo-area district for Hindus who worshipped multiple gods, he 

argued that the Indian “darkness” would “spoil our light.”  He concluded passionately that:        

 

I wish you had seen the Hindu and knew him as I do…His swarthy, ragged  
form… His lifeless, shuffling walk and drooping, downcast head.… I say it  
is constitutionally wrong for these strange people, who have slept and  
degenerated through the ages, to wait until the last great prize of civilization,  
America, has been discovered and won, and then…fall upon us like hateful  
birds upon the first fruits of spring.30 

 

Church’s lobbying on the Indian issue – which, as it has been shown, drew heavily from 

                                                      
29 United States Congressional Record, 64th Cong 1st Session Vol. 53 Pt. 5, March 2 1916; Jensen, 142-143.  
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the “Hindu disease” thesis – came to fruition in December, when the House passed a version of 

the “Burnett bill” that included the Indian subcontinent within its Asian “barred zone” for 

immigrants.  Jensen explains that act was in fact a “compromise” between the “most rapid 

exclusionists” who desired a bill “openly excluding all Asians, or at least all ‘Hindus,’” and 

President Woodrow Wilson’s diplomatic desire to keep Japanese nationals out of the bill.  After 

the House voted to adopt the bill, the Senate passed it over the President’s veto and the 

Immigration Act of 1917 became law on February 5th, 1917.  Though most Chinese immigration 

had been prohibited by the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, South Asians, along with other Asians 

and Pacific Islanders, were officially excluded for the first time.  Japanese nationals, whose 

immigration was still governed by the 1907 Gentleman’s agreement, were exempt from this 

legislation, as were Filipinos.  While the 1924 “Asian Exclusion Act” provision of the Johnson-

Reed Act finally excluded Indians by name, the “barred zone” provision of the 1917 legislation 

decisively ended the limited Indian immigration that had already essentially ceased when the IS 

began increasing its South Asian exclusion by executive action nearly a decade earlier.    

This final chapter on the American case study has demonstrated that, though Denver S. 

Church’s statement during the “Barred Zone” debates that South Asians were a degenerated 

“plague” would be highly shocking if it was made today, in 1916 it was typical of popular and 

especially official discourse on South Asian immigration.  The medical scapegoating of South 

Asians that had been in place since their arrival in significant numbers in Washington state and 

Oregon in 1906, and California in 1907, played a key role in the Congressional “Hindu 

Immigration Hearings” of 1914 and in a series of publications and reports from that period.   The 

association between South Asians and disease continued during the 1916, where Church and 

                                                                                                                                                              
Representatives,” United States Congressional Record Pt. 5, April 14 1916, 724.  
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others used it to show that South Asians could not assimilate into American society, which was 

the main reason why Chairman of the standing House Committee on Immigration John Burnett 

and his colleagues included the Indian subcontinent in their geographic “Barred Zone.”             

Although international concerns had compelled President Woodrow Wilson, like William 

H. Taft and Theodore Roosevelt before him, to veto and/or avoid introducing Asian exclusion 

bills before they could become law, the Senate’s passage of the “Barred Zone” legislation over 

the presidential veto sanctioned South Asian exclusion in 1917.  Leading up to this step, the 

highly popularized “Hindu disease” thesis had prevailed at both the legislative and administrative 

levels of government, as western Congressmen and IS bureaucrats alike asserted that the link 

between South Asians and disease prevented their assimilation into American society.  This 

assertion helped to legitimize other objections Pacific coast officials had about South Asian 

immigration, including labour-led concerns over Indian competition for employment, and more 

generalized social anxiety about the racial, cultural and religious “otherness” of South Asians.  

The 1917 Immigration Act made official the informal exclusion policy that IS and PHS officers 

had implemented at Pacific coast ports for nearly a decade.  The 1924 “Asian Exclusion Act” 

provision of the Johnson-Reed Act reaffirmed this policy by excluding Indians by name, and it 

remained in effect until 1946, when President Harry Truman signed the Luce-Celler Act into law, 

thus allowing an annual quota of 100 Indian immigrants and giving resident South Asians the 

right to become citizens through naturalization.  In the concluding chapter I discuss the need for 

more scholarship on the period between the 1920s and the late 1940s, when both the United 

States and Canada began reopening their doors to limited migration from India.
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    Chapter 9 

Conclusion and Epilogue: The First Wave and Beyond 

 
This transnational study of the first-wave South Asian immigrant experience in British 

Columbia and the Pacific coast states has shown how elected officials at all levels of government, 

bureaucrats, union leaders, physicians, members of the press, and the general public utilized 

purported public health concerns to justify South Asian exclusion and disenfranchisement.   

While all Asian groups living along the Pacific coast faced opposition to their immigration and 

settlement, India’s subordinate status within the British Empire, and a sustained western 

association of South Asians with disease, uniquely positioned North American discourse on 

South Asians at the intersection of colonial theory, Orientalism, and medicalized nativism.  Many 

white residents sincerely believed that Indians endangered public health, made poor workers, 

lived in unsanitary conditions, and engaged in immoral behavior, but the popular charge 

beginning in 1906 that South Asians were racially predisposed to disease was also motivated and 

sustained by widespread anxiety over South Asian labour competition for white workers, and 

concern about the establishment of yet another “Oriental” group on the continent.  

This thesis has addressed the following central questions: how were South Asians 

racialized and associated with disease in a manner different from other Asians, and how did the 

disease argument influence the popular reception of South Asians, and bring about their executive 

and legislative exclusion in both countries?  Taken together, health-based arguments against 

South Asian immigration and settlement helped perpetuate the widespread belief that Indian 

immigrants were the group least likely to assimilate into Pacific coast imagined communities; this 

in turn propelled the executive and legislative exclusion of immigrants from India, and delayed 
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the growth of South Asian communities in both Canada and the United States.  Although this 

thesis has focused on the vitally important early stages of this process, during which the 

foundation was laid for the exclusion of immigrants from India, popular, academic and official 

discourse maintained elements of these arguments until well after the United States returned the 

franchise and instated a small Indian immigration quota in 1946, and after Canada granted the 

franchise and the same quota system in 1947.  In temporally focusing my study in this manner, I 

broadly address Tony Ballantyne’s recent call for revisionist scholarship on the first-wave South 

Asian immigrant experience.1  

As a comparative case study, this project has contrasted the ways in which South Asians 

encountered obstacles to their immigration and settlement in B.C. and the Pacific coast states 

during the first two decades of the twentieth century.  There were some differences in the two 

cases; the United States legislated South Asian exclusion nearly a full decade after Canada did, 

and the “climate” argument never took root in American discourse or policy as it did in Canada, 

nor did the assertion that South Asians were especially prone to and likely to spread tuberculosis.   

Further, the Canadian government’s response to the initial influx of Indian immigration was 

influenced, albeit modestly, by the country’s imperial ties to Britain and India, and the indirect 

exclusion legislation in place from 1908-1947 was a product of a careful diplomacy not required 

in American legislation on Indian immigration.   

However, there were more similarities than disparities between the two situations.  In 

both countries, the disease argument prevailed even in the face of contradictory evidence 

presented in a wide range of sources, including physician accounts, health inspector reports, 

municipal health reports, provincial death certificates, and state and federal reports on resident 

                                                      
1 Ballantyne, Between Migration and Diaspora, 83. 
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South Asians.  Further, though the Japanese immigration issue caused the American executive to 

delay legislation on South Asian immigration, Immigration Service (IS) executive restriction, 

firmly in place by 1910, achieved nearly the same end as Canada’s legislative exclusion.  

Federally elected representatives from B.C. and the Pacific coast states utilized the disease 

argument in similar ways to further their exclusionist campaigns, as did the bureaucrats heading 

each nation’s Immigration offices. Since members of the IS and the Canadian Immigration 

Branch occasionally corresponded and met on the “Hindu” issue, each agency influenced the 

policy of the other, especially after the discovery of hookworm at Angel Island.  Finally, though 

the Asiatic Exclusion League (AEL), which was affiliated with the American Federation of Labor 

at this time, was far more active in the US than in Canada, AEL anti-Indian literature shared 

significant commonalities with Canadian Trades and Labour Congress publications, as both 

asserted that South Asians threatened public health and morality in west coast communities. 

This study has also moved past a comparative framework to show the ways in which 

policy and practice on the “Hindu” issue frequently transcended the 49th parallel.  This cross-

border collaboration occurred both between South Asian communities and between government 

officials, physicians, politicians, members of the press, and the general public in B.C. and the 

Pacific coast states.   South Asians frequently travelled between both nations, sometimes 

surreptitiously, to find work or to attend community meetings or protests against the treatment of 

Indian nationals in North America.  Indian independence activism also routinely crossed the 

border, as people and the revolutionary literature of the “Ghadr” movement circulated widely 

between Vancouver, Seattle, and San Francisco.      

Significant American participation in the 1907 Vancouver riot exacerbated racist 

sentiments in B.C. and indirectly helped bring about South Asian exclusion in Canada.  After the 
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riot, Canada’s Prime Minister Wilfrid Laurier, Governor General Grey, and others justified 

exclusion using their concern that a protracted “Hindu” crisis would cause another outbreak of 

violence against all three of Vancouver’s Asian groups, which could rekindle diplomatic tensions 

with Japan.  After Canadian exclusion in January 1908, American politicians and the press alike 

argued that the fact that Canada had already excluded their fellow British subjects meant that 

there were no diplomatic or political reasons why the U.S. should not follow suit.  Further, press 

coverage of South Asian immigration widely portrayed it as a trans-border issue.   

In B.C., vociferous popular opposition erupted in response to the South Asian presence in 

lumber camps and cities, especially after 1906, when the Trades and Labor Congress of Canada, 

and the Vancouver chapter of the San Francisco-based Asiatic Exclusion League, added South 

Asians to the list of other Asian groups they protested against.  A highly publicized allegation that 

South Asians had gang-raped a white woman in Vancouver exacerbated the issue, as did negative 

reports from Vancouver's civic health officer and province’s federal representatives, who asserted 

that South Asians were unsuited for Canada’s climate.   These officials explained that the 

cramped and unsanitary living conditions that South Asian workers found themselves in were 

products of their inherent dirtiness rather than their poverty or the local housing shortage.  

Vancouver's city Council, local labour unions, members of the press and others further alleged 

that South Asians carried both “Asiatic” and venereal diseases, despite a lack of evidence linking 

South Asian immigrants with these medical conditions.  When Immigration Branch officials 

conducted a series of visits to the west coast between 1906 and 1912 to study the “Hindoo 

problem,” they embraced the contention made by city health officers that South Asians were 

particularly susceptible to tuberculosis, despite conflicting evidence provided by Dominion 

medical inspectors and other sources.  W. L. Mackenzie King’s 1907 investigation, the “Royal 
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Commission into the Methods by Which Oriental Labourers Have Been Induced to Come to 

Canada,” resulted in two Orders in Council that barred new immigration from India in 1908. 

Continuing tensions between white B.C. residents and the less than 5,000 South Asians 

living in the province compelled the Dominion to investigate the possibility of moving the group 

en masse to a British colony in South America.  After the plan failed, Minister of the Interior 

Frank Oliver used incorrect statistics about South Asian disease in a 1911 Immigration Branch 

report to defend his decision not to allow South Asian families to come to Canada, and the matter 

rested for the next decade.  The precept that South Asians harbored contagious disease shaped 

popular discourse in the debate over whether resident Indians would be allowed to bring their 

wives and children to Canada, and the Dominion’s perpetuation of the “Hindu disease” myth 

justified the continuation of legislative exclusion in the pre-war period. The American discovery 

of hookworm in some South Asian arrivals at Angel Island inspired Canadian officials to secretly 

initiate unprecedented health screening for South Asian arrivals in 1912 and 1913.  In anticipation 

of the arrival of the S. S. Komagata Maru in 1914, the Immigration Branch prepared a 

contingency plan to test for hookworm.  While the Minister of the Interior later concluded that 

existing legislation would serve as a sufficient barrier to the vessel’s passengers, official and 

public protest against the vessel’s arrival largely centered on issues of “Hindu” hygiene, disease, 

morality, and above all, assimilability.    

Even after the Canadian government successfully resolved the Komagata Maru crisis in 

July 1914, and W. C. Hopkinson, the main official responsible for South Asian repression in 

B.C., was assassinated later that year, federal M.P. for Vancouver H.H. Stevens and future 

Superintendent of Immigration F. C. Blair continued to advocate against reopening South Asian 

immigration.  The 1915 official Dominion report on the crisis adopted this conclusion.  When 
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India began contributing to war effort in Europe in WWI, Superintendent of Immigration W. D. 

Scott acquiesced to the India Office’s request that Canada allow the wives and dependent children 

of resident Indians to immigrate after the war’s end.  This small dispensation stirred up 

considerable controversy among politicians and residents of B.C., who argued that any increase in 

the province’s South Asian population would soon lead to greater concessions for that 

community.  A key concession at issue was the franchise, as B.C. was the only province in which 

South Asians (along with other Asians) could not vote in municipal, provincial, and federal 

elections.  While in 1921 Canada’s Conservative Prime Minister Arthur Meighen publicly 

pledged to enfranchise B.C.’s South Asians, his successor W. L. Mackenzie King decided not to 

honor this promise for fear of inflaming tensions in B.C. and among M.P.s from that province.  

The Canadian speaking tour of Indian politician and rights activist V. S. Srinivasa-Sastri, did 

nothing to reverse this situation, nor did Leader of the Opposition Meighen’s failed attempt to 

convince his B.C. M.Ps of the propriety of South Asian enfranchisement.        

In the Pacific coast states, where first-wave South Asian immigrants arrived slightly later 

than in Canada, tensions between white and South Asian workers erupted in a violent riot in 

Bellingham in 1907.  In response to new immigration from India, the Japanese and Korean 

Exclusion League changed its name in that year to the American Exclusion League (AEL).  In 

response to public pressure and the official IS policy that deemed South Asians “undesirable,” 

Public Health Service (PHS) examiners at Pacific coast ports rejected large numbers of South 

Asians on the tenuous grounds that they were “physically unfit” for work in the U.S., while the IS 

rejected others on the basis that they were unwelcome in local communities.  The widely-reported 

views of an American consular official stationed in Calcutta, who argued that vessels transporting 

Indians across the Pacific to San Francisco carried largely “undesirable” immigrants, supported 
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the IS position on the matter.  Though the “climate” argument gained little currency in sunny and 

warm California, the major destination for most South Asians arriving in the U.S, municipal, state 

and federal representatives eagerly adopted the “disease” theory to argue that South Asians 

presented a significant threat to the health of the American populace.  Orientalist arguments about 

the nature of life in India and the inherent traits of South Asians further supported the disease 

theory, as did the assertions of popular writers and others who erroneously linked Indian 

immigrants to specific disease outbreaks along the Pacific coast.   

In 1910, well after Seattle banned all South Asians from entering for the fallacious reason 

that they were either “polygamists” or for other causes, South Asian exclusionists became 

increasingly frustrated that Hart Hyatt North, Commissioner of San Francisco’s newly-built 

Angel Island Quarantine Station refused to adhere to the IS’s policy of executive restriction.  

While this refusal eventually resulted in his firing only months after assuming leadership of the 

Station, the Commissioner-General of Immigration ordered that South Asians should be excluded 

as “Likely to Become a Public Charge” (LPC).  The LPC designation was not, however, a 

sufficient “catch-all” means of exclusion because it was legally vague and susceptible to court 

challenge.  Therefore, IS staffers rejoiced when, in September 1910, a PHS officer discovered the 

contagious parasite of hookworm in stool samples of several South Asian immigrants at San 

Francisco’s Angel Island Quarantine Station.  Since hookworm was a “Class A” (excludable) 

disease under immigration legislation, and since a large percentage of subsequent South Asian 

arrivals carried the disease, this discovery dramatically reversed the recent upswing in South 

Asian admissions at that station.         

Also in 1910, IS officials on the Pacific coast were complaining that South Asians 

claiming previous residence in Hawaii were using this residential status to by-pass PHS and IS 
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examination upon their arriving to the continental United States.  Though legislators quickly 

closed this loophole, South Asians immigrating from the Philippines, another American territory, 

began to arrive at San Francisco in 1911.  This “back-door” to the U.S. was somewhat more 

difficult to close, in that South Asians had passed medical inspection upon arrival in the 

Philippines.  The relatively high rate of South Asian hookworm infection offered an ideal solution 

to this problem, despite the fact that many arrivals from the Philippines were not infected with the 

disease.  Nevertheless, citing the case of one South Asian from the Philippines with hookworm, 

the IS, together with the War Department, which administered that territory’s admissions, 

justified the passage of legislation forcing all migrants from the Philippines to pass re-inspection 

upon their arrival in the lower 48 states.  By October 1913, South Asians from the Philippines 

were being rejected en masse for being LPC or for failing medical inspection, and trans-Pacific 

steamship lines were now refusing to sell tickets to the majority of South Asians attempting to 

book passage to the U.S.  

The final transition to full legislative exclusion began after Commissioner-General of 

Immigration Anthony Caminetti’s closure of the Philippines loophole in 1913.  In that year, 

Caminetti lobbied persistently for Indian exclusion legislation that would remove the need for 

executive restriction.  Fellow exclusionist John E. Raker, a federal Congressman from California, 

raised this issue at the 1913 hearings on the Burnett bill, which was the newest incarnation of a 

series of immigration restriction bills introduced in Congress in the pre-war period.  After hearing 

the testimony of Raker and others, the standing House Committee on Immigration opened a series 

of “Hindu Immigration” hearings in early 1914 to determine the propriety of South Asian 

exclusion.  The hearings did not immediately bring about exclusion, despite the fact that 

testimony and debate during the hearings was slanted heavily towards exclusion and the idea that 
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South Asian immigration was a public health menace.  Though Secretary of Labor W. B. Wilson 

personally recommended the introduction of an anti-Hindu bill at this time, South Asian 

immigration was linked, at least in the minds of Pacific coast exclusionists, to the politically 

delicate issue of Japanese immigration, and President Woodrow Wilson was reluctant to 

introduce any Asian immigration sanctions that would inflame tensions in Japan or disrupt 

Japanese-U.S. relations.   

In late 1916, the House passed a version of the bill that included the Indian subcontinent 

within its Asian “barred zone” for immigrants, but exempted Japanese immigrants from 

exclusion. The Senate passed the bill over the Wilson’s veto and the “Immigration Act of 1917” 

became law on February 5th, 1917, and would remain largely in effect until 1952.  While the 

1924 “Asian Exclusion Act,” part of the “Johnson-Reed Act,” finally excluded Indians by name, 

the 1917 legislation had already ended what little South Asian immigration had occurred since the 

IS implemented executive restriction on South Asians in 1910.  

 

Prologue: After Legislative Restriction 

 
The link between South Asians and uncleanliness and disease persisted in popular and 

official discourse well after legislative exclusion in both counties.  In Canada, the opponents of a 

1919 provision that allowed the families of resident South Asians to immigrate argued that the 

arrival of more South Asians would seriously threaten the health of B.C. populations.  As Chapter 

8 illustrates, the interviews and conclusions contained in the 1919 report of California’s State 

Commission of Immigration and Housing and the 1920 report of the California State Board of 

Control indicate the continuing prevalence of the “Hindu disease” thesis.   These state reports 

offered legitimacy to California’s 1920 Alien Land Law which re-affirmed 1913 legislation 
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barring Asians from landownership, and the Congressional enactment of the 1924 Johnson-Reed 

Immigration Act that explicitly barred South Asians from immigrating.   

A more generalized anti-Indian racism also persisted in both countries during the interwar 

period.  Canadian immigration records from Vancouver opened upon my request demonstrate that 

at least some officials with the Immigration Branch continued to view South Asians as 

undesirable.  For example, after Canada allowed the wives and dependent children of resident 

South Asians to immigrate after 1919, one South Asian in Victoria requested in 1924 that the 

government stretch its interpretation of “family member” and grant temporary entry to his half-

brother.  Although this prospective immigrant came with a very strong character reference from 

his former superiors in the Indian army, Percy Reid, the senior officer in charge of the Vancouver 

immigration office rejected the application.  Reid reasoned that “undoubtedly” the man would 

have immediately applied for permanent residence once in Canada, and, with access to legal 

counsel, “there would be very little question but that they would succeed, and the practice would, 

no doubt, immediately become general, and would be a means of defeating the Immigration Act.”  

Further exploration of these records is necessary to prove that these sentiments were to be 

understood and applied generally, but this case indicates that at least some Immigration Branch 

officials agreed with federal exclusion policy. 2        

Before legislative exclusion in the United States, IS officials had excluded South Asians 

using hookworm testing, by making informal agreements with steamship companies to refuse to 

sell tickets to South Asians, and finally by imposing executive restriction measures at Washington 

ports and Angel Island.  Beginning in 1910 and continuing until the end of Indian immigration in 

                                                      
2 Percy Reid, Division Commander, Vancouver, to S. N. Reid, Immigration Agent, May 31 1924; this letter 
is contained in a later (1968) file of a Victoria resident asking for his wife’s entry to Canada.  Under the 
“Access to Information” terms I agreed to, I cannot identify the immigrant’s name; RG 76 1984-85/279 
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1914, PHS officials tested South Asians for hookworm, a “Class A” contagious disease that 

excluded them under the Immigration Act.  Yet since, as Surgeon General Rupert Blue explained 

in 1919, hookworm could be cured in under two weeks at Angel Island, the Public Health Service 

changed hookworm to “class B” disease.  The reclassification meant that all immigrants who 

were otherwise admissible would automatically be admitted if they first underwent and paid for 

treatment.  Officials revised their policy as early as 1917, soon after the “Barred Zone” legislation 

officially barred South Asians.   While the timing of the PHS reclassification is certainly 

interesting, it may be a coincidence that it came so soon after South Asian legislative exclusion, 

especially since healthy South Asians arriving at Angel Island in the early years of that decade 

were generally rejected for being LPC and deported along with those South Asians who carried 

hookworm. 3            

While the period examined in this study comes to a close in the early 1920s, the 

association of South Asians with disease pervaded popular and scholarly discourse throughout 

and beyond that decade.  Immigration historians have yet to explore a large cache of materials 

relating to this topic that has the potential to expand understanding of the ways in which 

Orientalism and medicalized nativism influenced interactions between South Asians and white 

Pacific coast societies in the interwar period.  In 1923, six years after the U.S. legislated South 

Asian exclusion, University of Chicago sociologist Robert Ezra Park announced the beginning of 

the Pacific Coast Race Relations Survey, a major bi-national research project investigating Asian 

integration in the Pacific coast states and British Columbia.  The project, which was funded by a 

                                                                                                                                                              
GAD VFRC#FAD83-27 Box 1 File 2222H, LAC Burnaby Branch.   
3 Rupert Blue to Commissioner General of Immigration, March 14 1919, 2-3; See Kraut, Appendix II, 
“Classification of Excludable Medical Conditions According to the 1917 Book of Instructions for the 
Medical Inspection of Immigrants, 275-276; Deirdre Maloney incorrectly states that this policy was first 
implemented in 1925; see Deirdre Maloney, National Insecurities: Immigrants and US Deportation Policy 
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grant from the New York-based Institute of Social and Religious Research, had enabled Park to 

commission University of British Columbia professor Theodore Boggs to head the division 

studying conditions in British Columbia.  As a Canadian social economist concerned with racial 

issues, Boggs was a natural choice for the B.C. segment of the study.  Two months after Park 

visited Vancouver, Boggs published a scholarly article in which he noted that a “rigid limitation 

of numbers” South Asians was “imperative” because of the “wide divergence between the racial 

antecedents, political traditions, and social habitudes of the people of the Dominion and of the 

immigrants from the Orient.”  Reflecting the popular assimilation theory of his time, he argued 

that “even a moderate degree of cultural assimilation” could not happen without stringent 

immigration restriction.4   

South Asians have been almost entirely left out of historiographical discussions of this 

Survey, in part because the Survey researchers had considered South Asians secondary to their 

research on the Chinese and Japanese in California, Oregon and Washington.5  Yet since the 

survey data offers invaluable information about the ways in which non-Asians viewed Asians – 

and, perhaps more importantly, the ways in which Asians viewed themselves – there is a strong 

need for scholarship on what the 1920s Survey data can tell us about the ways in which Pacific 

coast residents championed or challenged the South Asian association with disease during this 

period, and the ways in which South Asians perceived themselves and brokered knowledge about  

and the health and social welfare of their communities.       

 

                                                                                                                                                              
Since 1882 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 114-115.  
4 T. Boggs, “Oriental Immigration,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 107 
(May, 1923) 50-54; Debates of the House of Commons of Canada 14th Parliament 3rd Session Vol. 1, 
March 14 1924, 355.   
5 The Survey of Race Relations files are largely housed at Stanford University’s Hoover Library.     
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