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Resilience Through Separation



 In the Fraser Valley's Abbotsford, the
story of the Gill family has been
popularly narrated through the

experience of Kartar Kaur's husband,
Indar Singh Gill. This is because Indar

Singh’s story is one of the earliest
stories of success and perseverance in
the Fraser Valley, where he came to
Canada in 1930 at 17 years of age,
leaving behind his wife, Kartar Kaur
and their eight-month-old daughter

Gurcharan Kaur.

Over the course of those 17 years,
which included separation from Kartar
Kaur, Indar started his own business

under the name of Indar Fuel
Company in 1951 where he delivered
wood and sawdust to people to burn
in their homes for heat. In 1958, the

appearance of natural gas brought the
end of his company. As such, in 1959,

he purchased an old sawmill in
Mission on the Fraser River.

When the family mill was destroyed by fire towards the end of 1959, the construction of a new mill
began in 1960. This mill employed 30-40 workers who helped produce 60,000 feet of lumber per shift

to be exported to the United States, Japan, and Great Britain. The sawmill was never rebuilt after
another fire on October 9th, 1964. 



In 1979, Indar Singh built a shake and shingle mill in Fort Langley named the Langley Forest Industries
Ltd., which still operates to the present day. In the 1980s, he became involved in raspberry production
and land development after serving as President of the old Sikh gurdwara in Abbotsford in 1951 then

again in 1979.



 During this incredible career and
entrepreneurial growth by Indar

Singh, he remained separated from
Kartar Kaur until 1949. When the
Canadian government relaxed its
strict immigration laws in 1947,

Indar Singh was able to return to
India to reunite with Kartar Kaur.

The couple’s son, Nachatter “Nash”
Singh Gill was born in India in

1948.

 In 1949, Indar Singh along with his wife, Kartar
Kaur and son Nachhatter Singh, travelled via
steamship through Honolulu, Hawaii to San

Francisco.



When the vessel stopped in Hawaii mid-journey,
Indar Singh bought Kartar Kaur her first set of

'western' clothing in anticipation of the
discrimination that would meet them in Canada.

From there the family boarded the Great Northern
Train, entering Canada in White Rock on November

25th, 1949 to reside in Mission, BC. 



The family settled in Mission and had two more
children: Baljit and Malkiat. 

This is what we have known as a community – but what we do not know, or see, or
acknowledge, is how Kartar Kaur Gill, like many other Sikh women in the 20th
century, were separated from their partners as they attempted to build lives in

British Columbia. They lived their own lives in India, awaiting an opportunity to
come to Canada and forge their lives and their families.



For Kartar Kaur, who was waiting to continue her life with her husband and family in Canada, this life included
the tragic loss of her daughter Gurcharan Kaur at the tender age of nine years. For Kartar Kaur, this life included
living with a new family of in-laws without the support of her husband. For Kartar Kaur, this life included feelings

of isolation, pain and anger. For Kartar Kaur, this life included a persistence to keep going. 



These are some of the themes revealed through Kartar Kaur’s own words and in her letters sent to Indar Singh
Gill over the course of their 17-year separation. The images of Kartar Kaur across time and history are

encapsulated through passages in her letters. Her words matter as a means to showcase her story. 



This is her story. 



The following letters were written by Kartar Kaur to her dear husband Indar Singh Gill while they both were
living apart from each other. 

My be loved Sardar j i ,
… the day I  rece ive a letter wr itten
by your hand ,  my days fee ls fu l l  of
l ife ,  the rest you can understand

yourse lf that I  have become a
ske leton cry ing day and n ight… I  don ’ t
know what bad Karma I  d id ,  that we
are separated for so long .  If I  had
known, I  wou ld never have a l lowed
you to go abroad . . .My Sardar J i ,

when we meet ,  I  w i l l  te l l  you a l l  my
pa in… I  don ’ t know what cr ime I

committed that you have gone so
far from me . I  am surv iv ing here
with my inner strength ,  otherwise
seven years have passed…wh ich

woman can stay for so long without
her husband? Otherwise ,  on whose
support cou ld I  surv ive here , when

our b ig fami ly ’s respons ib i l i ty is a lso
on me…The day I  rece ived your

letter , I  fe l t so happy , i t  was as if I
had met you in person…unt i l  I  don ’ t

see your lov ing face , I  am left
th ink ing about how to share my

thoughts with you…
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. . .  My Sardar J i ,  I  want to

remind you that you wrote to
me once that if there cou ld be
some arrangements for you to
sett le in Canada you wi l l  stay
there otherwise you wi l l  come
back home . P lease don ’ t keep

g iv ing me fa lse hopes … if there
is no good arrangement for you
there , then p lease come back
home…th is is between us…p lease

don ’ t keep strugg l i ng there…
Now it has been a long t ime

s ince you have gone there…and I
a lso can ’ t wr ite a l l  the th ings

here in the letter – you may not
know how hard a t ime your
fami ly is g iv ing me . . . I  can ’ t

dec ide what shou ld I  wr ite and
what I  shou ldn ’ t …My Sardar j i ,

when we meet we wi l l  ta lk about
everyth ing and I  w i l l  te l l  you
everyth ing about home …r ight
now I  am in a menta l  c loud ,

overwhe lmed , and I  am confused
…One reason is that you are so

away from me l iv ing in a fore ign
land and I  don ’ t c lear ly see any

future…
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My Sardar J i ,  if any arrangements

for your work have been made then
i t is okay , otherwise even if no

arrangements are made there ,then is
a lso okay and you p lease come back
because many years have passed now
and the way I  am fee l ing ,  I  w i l l  sure ly
d ie…because you are the on ly support
I  have as I  don ’ t have any s ister or
brother and I  have no daughter or

son then whom can I  expect to
support me? . . .Noth ing fee ls good

without ch i ldren … if you say money is
everyth ing then you are wrong as

what are we go ing to do with money
if we don ’ t have any ch i ldren? . . .

Money a lso g ives p leasure on ly if we
have ch i ldren… What e lse can I  te l l
you ,  as you yourse lf are a wise

man… . .what is the po int if we are l iv ing
a lone separate ly…My sardar j i ,  the
t ime is not so good ,  nobody e lse

care for anyone here…My sardar j i ,  I
rece ived Rs . 120 wh ich you sent… . th is
t ime you have sent money , that ’s ok
but for future I  adv ise you not to

send any money even if anyone asks
for i t ,  the rest is your cho ice…
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My lov ing Sardar j i ,
…What shou ld I  wr ite about
coming and go ing when you
keep say ing I ’m coming ,  I ’m
coming in your letters… but
twe lve years have passed

and you have not come wh ich
keeps me l iv ing in uncerta inty

… i t is d iff icu l t to l i ve a lone
for twe lve days , let a lone
twe lve years… I  don ’ t know

how to exp la in i t  to you – do
these th ings not come in

your mind?… I  am cry ing in
rest lessness…but what can I
te l l  you when you don ’ t care
for me …… for the last four
years I  am not keep ing we l l …
I  am weak and s ick espec ia l ly
s ince Gurcharan has passed

away… I  cannot th ink of
anyth ing e lse to wr ite…
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Kartar Kaur and her husband reunited, living their lives in the Fraser Valley. 
A true story of resilience, love and perseverance.


