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Jane Stannus is right about one thing: Canada is misremembering_
the 1914 voyage. But not for the reasons she thinks.

Her article argues that the event commonly called the Komagata
Maru incident has been simplified into a modern morality tale about
racism, apology, and national shame. She asks readers to
remember that the Canada of 1914 was a British Dominion inside
an empire moving toward global war, shaped by labour anxiety,
imperial security, immigration control, racial hierarchy, and anti-
colonial unrest.

That is a fair challenge. History should not be flattened into a
cartoon of innocence and guilt. States have interests. Borders exist.
Governments think in the language of security, order, and
sovereignty. The British Empire did fear anti-colonial movements.
Ghadar did contain revolutionary elements. Canadian authorities
did operate through laws that courts at the time upheld. The
continuous journey regulation and the $200 requirement were
integral parts of the legal framework through which Canada, then a
British Dominion, managed entry.

Let all of that be admitted.

The problem is not that Stannus supplies no facts. She does. The
problem is that she does not supply the whole courtroom.


https://spectator.com/article/canada-is-misremembering-the-komagata-maru-incident/
https://spectator.com/article/canada-is-misremembering-the-komagata-maru-incident/
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A historical argument can be factually furnished and still be
incomplete if its witness list is incomplete. The question is not
whether the state had fears, whether Ghadar existed, whether the
law was enforced, or whether Canada, then a British Dominion, was
a different country in 1914 from Canada today. The question is
whether the full set of material withesses has been called into the
record.

The First Missing Witness: The Guru Nanak Steamship
Company

The most significant omission concerns authorship.

Stannus repeatedly centres the Komagata Maru. That was the
vessel’s registry name, and it remains necessary to the legal and
archival record. But the registry name is not the whole story.

Where is the Guru Nanak Steamship Company? Where is Guru
Nanak Jahaz? Where is Baba Gurdit Singh as an author of history
rather than merely a figure inside a state security narrative? Where
are the Gurdwaras, the community networks, the fundraising, the
legal mobilization, and the spiritual life that sustained the voyage?

These omissions are material because they change the subject of
the case. When the Guru Nanak Steamship Company disappears,
the event appears primarily as a ship incident: a Japanese vessel
arriving in Vancouver and testing the authority of Canada, then a
British Dominion. When the company is restored, the event
becomes an organized, community-authored challenge to
exclusionary laws.


https://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2026PREM0031-000558
https://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2026PREM0031-000558
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Passengers from the Guru Nanak Jahaz, shown in 1914. (James L. Quiney/City of Vancouver Archives)
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The registry-name argument also weakens once the vessel’s
commercial life is considered. The same physical hull moved
through multiple names and identities over time, including
Stubbenhuk,_Sicilia, Komagata Maru, and later Heian Maru. This
means Komagata Maru was not a timeless historical essence. It
was one registry name within the vessel’s changing maritime life.

Guru Nanak Jahaz, by contrast, does not claim to be a registry
name. It claims something different: authorship, memory, and
meaning.

The registry identifies the hull. It does not identify the moral authors
of the voyage. Registration is not authorship. Komagata Maru tells
us what the vessel was called in Japanese maritime registry
records. "Guru Nanak Jahaz" tells us how the community
conceived, organized, financed, sustained, and remembered the


https://www.instagram.com/p/DWjldl2GUvs/?img_index=1
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voyage.
That distinction is not decorative. It is central.

The argument is not that Komagata Maru should disappear from
the record. The argument is that a registry name alone cannot carry
the full burden of historical remembrance when the voyage was
conceived, organized, financed, sustained, and remembered
through a different moral, Sikh-led vocabulary of remembrance.lt
was a Sikh-led initiative in which Punjabi passengers of Sikh,
Muslim, and Hindu faiths were united by a shared challenge to
exclusionary law.

That name is Guru Nanak Jahaz.

The Second Missing Witness: Passenger Agency

Stannus’s article describes the passengers within a political
strategy, emphasizing manipulation, risk, and the possibility that
they were used as instruments in a larger anti-colonial campaign.
Even if that argument is accepted, the analysis remains incomplete
unless the passengers’ own agency is examined.

What did they believe they were doing? What did imperial
citizenship mean to them? Why did they board? Why did community
networks support them? Why did the voyage carry religious and
spiritual meaning? Why was it remembered through the name Guru
Nanak Jahaz?

A passenger can be part of a political strategy and still possess
agency. A community can mount a deliberate legal challenge and
still possess dignity. A voyage can be politically charged and still
expose injustice.


https://www.surrey.ca/sites/default/files/media/documents/Proclamation-GURU-NANAK-JAHAZ-REMEMBRANCE-DAY.pdf
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Henry Herbert Stevens fonds [Sikhs on board the "Guru Nanak Jahaz", Vancouver, BC]

Nor can the record be complete without acknowledging figures such
as J. Edward Bird, the Vancouver lawyer who represented the
passengers’ cause. His presence reminds us that the historical
divide was not neatly organized along racial lines. In the literal
courtroom of 1914, Bird was the legal proxy attempting to force
open the doors of Canadian law to admit the very arguments the
state sought to exclude.

The voyage produced allies and opponents across communities. A
complete courtroom must hear not only the voices of officials and
intelligence agents, but also those who challenged the state’s
interpretation of law and citizenship from within Canadian society
itself.
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The problem is not that the voyage had political meaning. The
problem is when the state narrative converts that political meaning
into suspicion while refusing to examine the passengers’ own
understanding of their actions. A fair historical record cannot treat
the passengers merely as objects of surveillance. It must also hear
them as witnesses to their own experience.

The Third Missing Witness: Administrative Design

The continuous journey regulation and the $200 requirement were
legally enacted. That is not the issue. The issue is how those laws
functioned.

The continuous journey regulation required migrants to arrive by
uninterrupted passage from their country of origin. In practice, no
ordinary commercial route from British India to Canada satisfied
that condition. A rule written in facially neutral language could
therefore operate as a targeted barrier. The $200 requirement also
functioned within a racialized immigration framework that treated
Asian migrants differently from many other prospective entrants.

A complete record must distinguish legality from legitimacy,
enforcement from design, and wording from practical effect. To say
that a policy existed is not enough. One must ask what the policy
was designed to accomplish, whom it burdened, whom it exempted,
and how it translated racial exclusion into administrative procedure.

A law can be formally neutral and still function as a colour bar. That
is not a contradiction. That is how exclusion often survives legal
scrutiny.

The Fourth Missing Witness: Britain’s 1849 Annexation of the


https://pier21.ca/research/immigration-history/continuous-journey-regulation-1908
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Sikh Kingdom of Panjab

Stannus begins the deeper history of the incident with 1857, the
uprising remembered in British imperial language as the Indian
Mutiny. That date matters. It shaped how British officials understood
rebellion, military loyalty, colonial unrest, and imperial security. No
serious account of British anxiety in the early twentieth century
needs to ignore 1857.

The 1857 uprising did not merely frighten the British Empire; it
ended the East India Company’s rule over India. Rebels invoked the
symbolic authority of Bahadur Shah Zafar, the last Mughal emperor,
while British power responded by transferring India directly to the
Crown under Queen Victoria in 1858. Company rule became formal
Crown rule.

The transfer was not seamless. Even within the imperial military, the
shift from Company rule to Crown rule generated unrest, including
the so-called White Mutiny of 1858—1859, when European troops
resisted the administrative transfer of their service obligations. The
point is simple: the birth of the British Raj was not calm imperial
continuity. It was a contested restructuring of power.

But 1857 is not the only admissible starting point.

For Sikhs, 1849 also matters. That was the year the British East
India Company annexed the sovereign Sikh Kingdom of Panjab
after the Anglo-Sikh Wars. Panjab was not simply absorbed into a
neutral administrative order. It was brought into empire through
conquest. The annexation involved the dismantling of a sovereign
state and the displacement of its young ruler, Maharaja Duleep
Singh, who was still a minor when British authority was
consolidated over Panjab.
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Maharaja Duleep Singh: An 11-year-old child signatory to the 1849 treaty that ‘annexed’ the sovereign
Kingdom of Panjab to the British Indian Empire.

The difference between beginning in 1857 and beginning in 1849 is
not a minor chronological preference. It changes the moral frame. A
narrative that begins in 1857 places the reader inside the fears of
empire: mutiny, disorder, rebellion, and defensive security. A
narrative that also admits 1849 places the reader inside the history
of annexation, dispossession, military incorporation, and the
unequal imperial citizenship imposed on Panjab.

1857 explains something about British fear in India. 1849 explains
something about Sikh memory in Panjab. A complete record
requires both.



Without 1849, imperial anxiety risks appearing natural and
uncaused. With 1849, the reader is asked to consider not only why
the Empire feared resistance, but why colonized peoples distrusted
the Empire in the first place. That is not special pleading. It is
historical context.

The Fifth Missing Witness: Colonial Grievance

Stannus gives substantial context to the fears of the imperial state.
She asks readers to consider British concerns about anti-colonial
organizing, wartime instability, and revolutionary networks. That
context is not illegitimate. States do think in terms of borders, risks,
and order.

But a fair historical record cannot contextualize only the fears of
power. If imperial anxiety is evidence, colonial grievance is evidence
too.

A mature account of 1914 cannot explain why Britain feared
resistance without also explaining why many colonized peoples
distrusted British rule. It cannot examine the state’s concern with
order while treating the colonized subject’s experience of conquest,
exclusion, surveillance, and humiliation as secondary. It cannot
admit imperial surveillance as context while leaving colonial
subjection in the background.

Otherwise, the state receives interiority, the Empire receives
context, the archive receives authority, and the colonized subject
receives suspicion.

That is not historical balance. It is an uneven distribution of
historical attention.



The Sixth Missing Witness: Sikh Service to the Empire

Stannus invokes the wider Ghadar context and its later wartime
entanglements with Germany to explain British and Canadian
security concerns. Let that evidence stand. If Germany is relevant to
the case, however, Sikh service against Germany and its allies is
relevant too.

The same imperial world that feared some Sikh and Panjabi
radicals also relied heavily on Sikh soldiers. At the outbreak of the
First World War, Sikhs were a small fraction of British India’s
population yet formed a disproportionately large share of the British
Indian Army. Sikh soldiers served across major imperial theatres,
including the Western Front, East Africa, Mesopotamia, and
Gallipoli. They were praised when the Empire required discipline,
sacrifice, and martial service.
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sikhs_in_the_British_Indian_Army
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A Sikh soldier of the British Indian Army’s 4th Indian Division, the “Red Eagles,” holds a captured Nazi
Hakenkreuz after the surrender of German forces in Italy, May 1945 — standing before the fading fascist
slogan “Viva il Duce.”

This does not erase Ghadar. It complicates the imperial record. The
article remembers the Sikhs Britain feared, but gives far less
attention to the Sikhs Britain relied upon. That omission matters
because it exposes a contradiction at the centre of imperial
citizenship: Sikhs could be recruited, armed, praised, and deployed
across the globe to defend the Empire, yet treated as suspects
when attempting to move within that same imperial world as free
people.



The contradiction becomes even clearer when placed beside the
imperial language that followed the transfer of British India from the
East India Company to the Crown in 1858. British rule increasingly
spoke of common allegiance to the Sovereign and shared
obligations across the Empire. Whether those promises were fully
realized is a separate debate. What matters here is that many
British subjects from Panjab understood themselves to be
participating in an imperial order whose obligations appeared far
more portable than its privileges.

The central Contradiction: The Empire trusted Sikhs to defend its
frontiers, but not to cross them.

That contradiction belongs near the centre of the 1914 voyage.

The Seventh Missing Witness: Community Memory

This brings us to the deeper problem of modern remembrance.
Stannus argues that Canada is misremembering the incident. On
this point, she is right. But the misremembering is deeper than she
suggests.

Canada misremembers when official apologies remain obedient to
the linguistic categories, names, and frameworks preserved in old
bureaucratic files. To apologize under the name Komagata Maru
while omitting or marginalizing Guru Nanak Jahaz risks prioritizing
archival continuity over historical justice. It risks apologizing to the
passengers while continuing to misname the moral universe they
inhabited.

The colonial archive is indispensable. It preserves evidence,
records laws and decisions, and allows later generations to trace
how exclusion operated. Without immigration records, court files,
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and state correspondence, proving Canada’s exclusionary regime
would be far harder.

But the archive is not innocent. It records the event through the
categories of the power that administered it. It preserves the
evidence of injustice while also preserving the vocabulary through
which that injustice was normalized. A state archive can tell us what
officials called the ship. It cannot tell us how a community named its
own courage.

The Whole Courtroom

The central problem remains: a historical narrative’s conclusion
depends not only on the facts it includes, but on the witnesses it
permits into the courtroom.

Stannus calls 1857 with force, but not 1849 with equal force. She
calls Ghadar, and Ghadar is indispensable to the Sikh and Panjabi
record, but it cannot be made to stand for the whole record, nor
should it be collapsed into the imperial language of “mutiny.” Ghadar
belongs to the history of anti-colonial struggle against British rule.
Sikh memory also carries the history of 1849: the annexation of the
Sikh Kingdom of Panjab, the loss of Sikh sovereignty, and the
unequal imperial citizenship that followed.

She calls Germany, but not the contradiction of Sikh service and
Sikh exclusion with equal force. She calls immigration law, but not
engineered exclusion with equal force. She calls Komagata Maru,
but not Guru Nanak Jahaz with equal force. She calls the state
archive, but not panthic memory with equal force.

This does not make the original narrative false. It makes it
incomplete.



A mature country must not confuse archival continuity with
historical justice. Canada grows stronger not when it replaces one
simplified memory with another, but when it can hold the state
archive, the community memory, the legal record, and the moral
record together.

Guru Nanak Jahaz belongs at the front of remembrance.

Komagata Maru belongs in the record of exclusion.
One preserves the registry.
The other restores authorship.

Until both are admitted into the courtroom and weighed with equal
dignity, Canada’s record remains not false, but unfinished. And in a
country serious about dignity, equality, and historical truth, that
distinction matters.
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