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			“I made several bookmarks in my ebook copy for passages I wanted to reread. After finishing the book, I appreciate the Earth even more. I am soaking up tips for being better to the environment and rethinking lifestyle choices.

			I am also taking a step back to see the news in a different light, as well as what I consider wants versus needs. As you can tell, this book has had a lasting impact on me.

			Arwinder Kaur’s personal journey and powerful message make this a must-read. Living While Human is a wake-up call, and I, for one, am awake now”. Christy Birmingham-Reyes When Women Inspire Review

			Quotes from Living While Human should be framed and placed in schools, offices, and even on billboards worldwide to help us fully understand the need to embrace sustainable, healthy living.” Foluso Falaye for Readers’ Favorite

			“Informative, insightful, thought-provoking, iconoclastic, exceptionally well written and thoroughly ‘reader friendly’ in organization and presentation, Arwinder Kaur’s “Living While Human” from Tellwell Talent is a fascinating and potentially life changing read from start to finish. While especially and unreservedly recommended for highschool, community and college/university library YA Contemporary Social Issues collections for readers ages 16-21” Mary Cowper MBR Bookwatch

			“Your words and stories have touched us, and we’re truly grateful to have had the opportunity to read your work. Your submission was indeed remarkable” Memoir Prize for Books.

			“A flowing style that is simple, yet captivating to keep the reader glued to the book.... a personal touch which is endearing to the reader. A book worth reading”. Whistler Independent Book Awards

			“Arwinder has woven a captivating narrative that not only delves into the enigmatic human psyche but also presents a candid and heartfelt account of her South Asian family’s migration to Canada. In her compelling memoir, she shares her incredible experiences as a globetrotter during her youth, providing her with a unique education about the multifaceted nature of humanity” Tellwell Author of the month

			“Congratulations! Your book(s), Living While Human, is being honored as one of this year’s Top 100 Notable Books in the 2025 Shelf Unbound Best Indie Book Competition. Our team was so impressed by your work and is thrilled to recognize it among the standout books submitted this year”. Shelf Unbound Best Indie Book Award
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			The author of this book does not dispense advice of any kind related to health (emotional, psychological, physical, mental, or spiritual), lifestyle, diet, medications, relationships, or general well-being. Should you require assistance or advice of any kind, it is best to consult directly with your physician or health providers. The author does not claim to be an expert in any field. The contents are not offered as research in the areas of science.
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			FOREWORD

			By

			Tala Maillot Ygartua

			Twenty-five years ago, Arwinder gifted me Daniel Quinn’s book, Ishmael. She knew that I was passionate about environmental issues, and she knew this book would change my life since it had forever changed her own path. I was grateful to her for the spiritual adventure and all the questions it raised about our role as a species on this planet. Like so many of us, Arwinder wants to contribute to changing this world for the better. The difference is that most of us manage to happily repress the outrage and despair we feel about all the suffering and destruction we cause our planet every day. Arwinder does not repress these feelings because she simply cannot. She possesses that unique character trait called empathy, and she is true to these feelings. Her empathy towards all life on this planet is simply too strong to ignore. At the same time, her loyalty, as well as her joy and passion for life, are contagious. This is precisely why I can not think of a better person to write a book about leading a more honest and deeply connected life here on Earth.

			It is rare to find someone who clearly follows their beliefs and lives their life according to them. I admire Arwinder for this and for everything she has fought for over the years in the areas of social justice and environmental issues. After reading Ishmael, she promoted the book everywhere, hosted call-in shows about environmental issues, met with university and college professors and recommended it for reading, volunteered at numerous environmental organizations, and helped start the idea of eco-loans at local banks. All this alongside her job as a social worker for thirty years.

			It is writers like Arwinder who bare their souls to us that our future generations will thank. As a mother of four little wildings, I am constantly in search of messages to pass on to my children. I often turn to the Indigenous beliefs that were always a part of my life growing up in Vancouver. I am the daughter of artist Paul Ygartua, who spent his life painting the Indigenous people, and my family and I always discussed the importance of these ancient ways that fueled so much respect for our land and its inhabitants. Today, more than ever before, we are in desperate need to foster tolerance and empathy towards every living thing on this planet.

			This is why Living While Human is so crucial. We have always needed to hear these brave people leading the way, but never before have we actually been so ready to listen to them. I pray this new generation will hold nothing but brave souls. I hope nothing more for them than they feel, see, and act for the world around them, as Arwinder is doing.
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			Tala, her husband Mathieu and their children

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			This book is a micro-autobiography, not a full account of my life. There is much left out. Partly to respect the privacy of others, and partly because I’m doubtful that my life would seem all that remarkable or interesting to others. I am not a poetic writer who can describe things in lengthy flowery images, nor am I a writer with literary talent. I can only write about my experiences and what is true for me. Therefore, there are gaps in places, particularly during my two-year travel to England and India. So much happened in those years that I cannot put it all into words. But what I have done is capture some of the more memorable or poignant moments that are forever etched in my memory. This is an accurate account of my experience, certainly not a book for history classes. I, for the most part, describe things from the perspective and impressions of the young teenager I was at that time.

			I write from the perspective of someone raised in Western civilization since this is where I have lived most of my life. But the issues raised about the human condition and planet are relevant and applicable regardless of where people live. The destruction of the planet and the need for action is global and requires a united global response.

			The Europeans colonized and conquered territories around the globe and immigrated to these areas. Historical records more recently acknowledge that Indigenous peoples around the world inhabited these areas before the European “conquest” of the lands. This violent take-over destroyed the Indigenous way of life and has devastated those communities. Gradually and much more recently, the Indigenous people are finding their voice and their identity and rightful place as First Peoples that lived sustainably on the land. At this critical stage, the self-appointed rulers have brought the planet to the brink of total collapse. It is time for them to step aside since it is clear they only know how to destroy the planet for profit.

			It is time to once again let those who lived sustainably for thousands of years lead. Around the globe, many Indigenous groups continue to live without destroying and in a sustainable way. They have the knowledge, wisdom, and connection to the land and other species to show us what we have forgotten. Many in power have not wanted us to remember, but we must: for the survival of the human race, our children and their future, and for the planet to regain its strength and biodiversity. We need help from the Indigenous people and from all those who share the desire to save the planet.

			We know that nature has systems in place that must be followed and replicated. The best people to help need us to listen. They have respected nature and have done everything to protect the planet, the land, the trees, the water systems, and the biodiversity. They know how. We have little time for further delays, fake news, and false promises intended to divert and delay action. Millions can turn to billions of us that are ready for drastic change. It seems that the momentum is building in the right direction. Young people and old want to have real leadership and commitment to protecting all life on the planet.

			It can’t be done one tree or species at a time. It needs the whole of humanity now to create this powerful sea of change. Knowing this movement is gaining power, the corporations and corrupt politicians will devise even more methods and actions to shut this movement down. We cannot allow this. We must become the leaders and force the actions that need to be taken. Vote politicians out, boycott corporations, run for office and ensure we elect more people to office who want to save the planet. Stop feeding the corporate world that is destroying all life on the planet, pouring toxic waste so no one can rely on what we have always had: clean air, water, land, food, and biodiversity. Instead, spend money on supporting people, groups, and causes that are actively trying to do the right thing before it is too late. Break free from the chains of consumerism at the cost of the planet. This is unethical and cannot continue. No product is worth dying or killing for.

			Many areas are trying to fight against the big polluters and land developers. The Amazon and other such areas are being cut and burned at an alarming rate. These groups need our money, our support, and our protests and pressure against the political and corporate machinery that is literally killing us and everything on the planet. They do not deserve our votes, our money, or our support. They must be brought down in a massive way because they have all the power to make laws and policies that allow the destruction to continue while protecting the corporate wealthy few who don’t care one bit how much suffering they are creating. Politicians are not going to do anything, so stop waiting for them to take action or take the lead. If they were committed to this, it would have been done.

			Young people like Greta Thunberg, Malala Yousafzai, and others around the world would not have to be sacrificing their lives to save the future of all of us. Malala survived an assassination attempt on her life, fighting for the right for girls to attend school. Greta has not been attending school to lead the protest against climate change. She endures the inconvenience (and motion sickness) of lengthy ocean journeys by sailboat to avoid using fossil fuel—something no other politicians or anyone else does. People still travel by plane. Greta eats a vegan diet as she is against animal cruelty and because raising animals to eat adds to most of the deforestation, and loss of trees vital for the planet.

			As Greta has emphasized enough (!), the time for talk, meetings, conferences, forums, target dates, studies or other delay tactics is over. There is no more time. We already know what is needed. The scientists know, the ecological experts know, the Indigenous people know. We see it every day: unprecedented hurricanes, tsunamis, tornadoes, floods, fires, ice caps melting, water levels rising, and massive global catastrophes. It is not a coincidence that viruses like Covid-19 are on the rise. There will be many more. All of nature’s systems are reacting to the hundreds of years of massive assault, and it must bring the ecosystem back to balance. We are the primary target for viruses and diseases because that is how the laws of biology work. Increase any population so that it becomes too large to sustain, and the result is an increase of predators. If there are too many rodents in a particular geography, their predators will grow in numbers because they have more prey to live on.

			If the predators outnumber their prey, there will be a reduction of food needed to maintain their increases, and they will then get rebalanced. This is nature, and it must work this way as it is the only way to sustain the whole system.

			Since we humans have made ourselves, the greatest predators consuming the planet, we have now increased beyond what the earth can sustain. As a result, there are civil wars over territories and resources and mass starvation. We see these even at the time of this writing—escalation between Israel-Palestine over territory, which never seems to resolve. The decision to invade Iraq had more to do with access to oil than to root out terrorism.

			The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) (https://www.unep.org) suggests that over the last sixty years, at least forty percent of all intrastate conflicts have a link to natural resources.

			Since we have no predators other than fellow humans and viruses, microorganisms have become our primary predators, with billions of us on the planet living in close proximity, and that number is growing every day. We have also unleashed novel, new viruses we have no immunity to by going deeper into jungles where contact with disease-spreading insects or animals occurs. Our ability to travel globally, coupled with almost eight billion of us, —we saw what happened with Covid-19. It does not mean all of us will die of it, but if we did not have the means to create vaccines, it would be very deadly for millions more. All of the infectious diseases have killed more people than all the wars combined. This is the only way nature has to bring back a balance since we have ignored warnings to do it ourselves. This is not personal, just what nature does with every species on the planet. That is how it has perfectly sustained itself for billions of years.

			It is now or never. We must follow the lead. Nature has made our way forward clear. We need to stop living our lives concerned with petty things and activities like manicures, pedicures, and idolizing the Kardashians, and raising children to think the same way. Too many are doing the wrong thing. People need to admit they don’t know how to save the planet, and the politicians don’t know or don’t want to. Listen to the Indigenous people and groups who do know how and follow their lead and their way. If enough of us, billions, do this collectively, the others will have to follow since they will have no votes or money to stay in power.

			Indigenous people, women, and men from all cultures dedicated to saving the planet need to work to replace all those who are passive or actively sabotaging efforts to save the planet from further destruction. This better protects them from accepting bribes from the big corporate payoffs. Many activists and Indigenous leaders are being killed trying to save the planet for all of us.

			Independent watchdog Global Witness (globalwitness.org) states that 212 defenders (of land and environment) were killed in 2019.

			Activists and Indigenous leaders need our help. Stop buying non-essential things for the sake of collecting them. Increasingly, many young adults are practicing minimalism, finding they are more content with less clutter and being out of the race to collect the most toys. We need to start listening. Start voting. Start taking a stand for action. Let the Indigenous people and the many dedicated groups lead us back to a way of living that nurtures us and the planet. No more destruction. The earth cannot take anymore. We need to help. When I refer to humans, I am not speaking about the Indigenous people but of the one that made themselves dominant over all others and the planet-the mutant culture.

			I regard myself a feminist. I speak in this book about reducing family size by having fewer or, for some, no children. This in no way means that I am anti-procreation. Rather I am anti-suffering. From a social justice perspective, no child should be born into a situation where they are uncared for, neglected, abused, or killed. From an ecological perspective, overpopulation is causing mass suffering of children, from starvation and diseases to exploitation. It is time to remove the taboo about discussing the human population and the critical need to reduce it. Humans are not exempt from nature’s powerful balancing force, and when any population is a threat to the balance and sustainability of the environment and species, it will be brought back into balance. We can do this through intention and choice, hopefully preventing continued mass human suffering and the demise of the planet. Or Nature will and must do it for us. I am for the survival of all species needed for the planet to survive. Since only one species, human, is threatening it, so humans must make drastic changes immediately to correct it. This must include reducing the number of people being added to the planet every day, year after year. This is what all species have done to survive, and so must we.

			Because I am pro-survival rather than anti-procreation, the reader should see my bluntness as a reflection of the urgent crisis the planet is in, rather than judging any individual’s position on having or not having children. People who don’t have children should not be stigmatized or vilified, and people who chose to have them should not be glorified. The mainstream attitude differs towards each. Having children is considered a duty and virtuous, while those who cannot biologically are considered “less” or pitied. Rarely has it been talked about that women actually choose not to have children, and if they are mentioned, they are labelled as “selfish.” In the royal family, there must be an heir. A woman has no choice in the matter. It is her duty. Some men will even sire a baby with another woman to ensure an heir. At this period in time, having a child is no longer a biological choice but also a moral one.

		

	
		
			DESTINY

			Departure India/Arrival in Canada

			I must have inherited my curiosity and sense of adventure about the world from my parents.

			Mom often repeated the story of how she and Dadi ji came to be married. The odds were small their paths would ever cross, as their backgrounds were worlds apart. Mom was born and raised in a city, Kalka, and had a formal education. She was musically talented playing the sitar and harmonium and was a singer and a skilled dancer. She was a natural beauty and managed to look glamorous wearing simple clothes and no makeup. She had dreams of becoming a movie star in “Bollywood,” Bombay, now referred to as Mumbai. She was creative: she knew how to sew, knit, and crotchet and often made her own clothes.

			Dadi ji, on the other hand, was born in a small village, Rattangard of Punjab. He received religious education, and his destiny would be to become a great religious, spiritual leader. Ironically, my mother’s only musical outlet was to sing religious hymns, and it was on this basis that it was decided they would make an acceptable match for marriage. It was an arranged marriage, and for many, this is still the custom today. Parents and extended family members make these decisions. As is often the case, my parents’ version of events differed. She said it was a “forced” marriage; Dadi ji said it was to “save” her from being married to her father’s boss. The boss was much older, not a kind or good person, and may have had an alcohol problem. But it would have been difficult for my mother to say “no” unless she was to be married to someone else. My parents were both accurate. It was definitely a better decision to prevent the marriage to the boss, so she was “saved.” But from Mom’s perspective, any marriage at that time was “forced” because she was not in agreement with any marriage at all.

			Mom was only about eighteen years old when she and Dadi ji were married. Dadi ji was fifteen years her senior. She was naïve. In fact, no one ever had “the talk” with her, and she had no idea how children came into the world. At age nineteen, Mom was expecting her first child and asked the midwife to wake her up before the baby was born because she did not want to “sleep through it!” This was the eldest son born in Kalka in 1949.

			[image: ]

			Mom and dad at time of marriage.

			Branching out

			In India, one’s destiny was largely preordained at birth. One rarely saw women working outside the home to earn an income. Earning an income was reserved for the men in society. Even tasks considered female (within the home) were done by men outside the home. Cooking, sewing clothes, selling goods, weaving, and carving, were done by men. Division of labour was by gender. Males were dominant and visible in the outside world, and they, along with menial (lower caste) women, would be seen doing work outside the home. Males generally followed in their father’s footsteps. The career of the father would likely be carried on by the son. Women were expected to marry and take on the household responsibilities of caring for children and elders, so attending school to get a formal education was considered unnecessary.

			Life was extremely difficult and living in harsh conditions was the norm. My mother would give birth to four more children in India (though one little boy passed away at six months of age). The oldest sister was born in Kanpur in 1952, Paul also in Kanpur in 1956. I was the last, born in Delhi in 1957. The family moved frequently since Dadi ji was transferred to various Sikh temples throughout the country whenever and wherever his services were required. Dadi ji performed religious ceremonies and was also a talented singer and musician, playing the harmonium and the dolik, a two-sided drum. The chance to break out of one’s pre-ordained destiny was almost impossible unless someone had the financial and social support to do so. So, in the latter part of the 1950s, when the opportunity arose for the family to move to Canada, my mother convinced Dadi ji that this could not be passed up. Such was the case for us.

			Our father being educated in religious studies and a respected leader within the Sikh faith, his name came up as a recommendation to fill the vacant granthi (priest) position at the Sikh temple in Queensborough (New Westminster, BC) in 1959. He was understandably reluctant because it would require him to move out to a foreign country, living alone for at least two years under a contract. If it was mutually agreeable, he could gain a permanent position, and his family could be sponsored to join him. He had heard things about life in Canada, and it was not all that positive. That it was lonely, it would be cold. People had lost their traditions; everyone worked and lived separately. He did not speak English. It was all a huge unknown, but for the sake of the children and our future, the sacrifice would have to be made. Sikhs are known to be pioneers, industrious and fearless. This would get tested now. So, in 1959, my father set out alone to a new world.
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			Dadiji far left and friend who recommended him Giani Sujan Singh far right.

			Upon arriving, it was not long before he, in fact, began to see that the stories he had heard were true. It was cold, dark, and isolated. He was very lonely. Hardly anyone came to the temple. People had lost their traditions. Most could no longer speak Punjabi, at least not very well. Most people did not maintain the required Sikh symbols, the five “Ks”: Kesh (hair), Kangha (a wooden comb), Kara (an iron bracelet), Kachera (cotton underpants), and Kirpan (an iron dagger). 

			He was horrified to see this. No one came to any services daily and on weekends, only a few people. Soon they would all be gone until the next weekend. It was like a ghost town. No hustle and bustle of the streets. No music playing on loudspeakers. No steady stream of people coming in to pay their respects or donate money or goods which the priest and family relied on. He was counting the minutes and had decided, once his two-year commitment was to end, he would not remain and would give notice of this. So shortly before that time, my father did just that. He submitted his letter to the board or committee. He gave them all the reasons listed above and included that he would never be able to earn enough money to pay for his family to join him or support them once they did. This was all true.

			However, within the two years, positive change had started to happen within the Sikh community. His presence had begun to increase attendance slowly, and some people could see he was a learned man, a leader. They recognized they needed someone exactly like him to do what he could see was needed within the community. People began to state this in conversations and feedback. They told my father that rather than quit now, it was important to stay the course and build upon the foundation that he had just started to lay. The community wanted and needed the connection to their past, their traditions, and their deep faith. These were always important to the very life and identity of the Sikh people. In fact, people were suffering because they had lost these fundamental needs in their lives. People were lost; many struggled with alcohol abuse and domestic violence. The children had no one to help show them the traditions since their parents did not know them. Well, Dadi ji could certainly agree with this. They offered Dadi ji increased money (but it would be padded to immigration since even that would barely suffice). But more importantly, they would get funds raised, through the community, to pay for the family to travel to join him.

			I guess this (and for certain, Mom’s persistence) was satisfactory to “seal the deal,” and that is how we came to live with our dadi ji in Queensborough in 1962.
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			Arwinder and family after arrival in Canada and of Arwinder about age 6.
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			Arwinder and brother Paul India.

			We became landed immigrants upon arrival, and all of us became Canadian citizens a few years later. Once we arrived (not that I recall the actual trip or arrival), we moved into the gurdwara (Sikh temple). I believe the cooking area was on the ground level with wood-burning stoves. The bathrooms were outdoors. The living area was on the second floor. The temple where the ceremonies and the actual reading of the Guru Garanth Sahib, (Sikh holy scriptures) were held was separate but beside our living quarters. Our daily routine would be to wake up and find our father sitting at the altar reading the holy scriptures where we would pay our respects, kneeling in front of the altar and bowing our heads to touch the floor. We would sit and listen for a brief time (though I may have nodded off to sleep) before getting ready to go to school. It was close, and we all walked to it each day.
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			Dadi ji at alter in Sikh Temple in Queensborough.

			I recall the excitement when Dadi ji brought home the first car soon after arriving in Canada. It was a huge solid tank, as they all were at the time. It was evening and dark, but we insisted on going for a ride. So, we piled in. I was in the back seat. We drove for a few seconds and reached an intersection. My dadi ji turned the car left, but he cut it way too tight, and we went straight into the wide ditch. Fortunately, people were on the street talking and called for a tow truck after helping us out of the semi-submerged car. I remember being concerned that I lost a slipper in the ditch and Dadi ji telling me to forget about that. Queensborough had these ditches throughout the municipality. People with experience driving knew to make wider turns to avoid this. My father continued to make these tight turns for the time that he drove. I would roll down the window and tell the pedestrians to move away from the sidewalk, as he could drive over the curb. I only learned decades later that Dadi ji obtained his driver’s license without passing a written or driver’s test. We were all lucky to have survived.

			Dadi ji also loved hippies because they had long hair (like Sikhs). He would pick up all that were hitchhiking and load the car up to give them a ride.
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			Dadi ji holding me in front of car.

			During this period, there were no ESL classes, childcare workers, or cultural liaison workers, so students who could not speak English, as was the case for the two oldest siblings, were put back three grades. I was fortunate since I began in kindergarten. It was very multicultural in Queensborough (an area of New Westminster), even though most did not have a shared language. People were from Italy, Russia, India, and China. But everyone was friendly and generally happy to be in their new country. We made lifelong friends. One was of Russian descent, Powell (Paul) Janulus. He was brilliant and had a talent for learning languages. He lived with our family to learn Punjabi, Hindi, and Sanskrit. He even converted to the Sikh faith for some time. I believe he made it into the Guinness world record for spoken fluency in forty-two languages. Through him, we would later meet the Ygartua family. Paul and Joanne Ygartua were at the same party at the Janulus home in New Westminster. We watched in amazement as Paul Janulus worked the room, speaking to everyone in their native language while interpreting since many did not speak any English. There was no problem with that, and everyone enjoyed the cultural exchange and music and dance that usually followed. We still keep in touch.
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			Arwinder with Paul Janulus on left and Paul Ygartua on right.

			Soon the temple became the community focal point it was always meant to be. Having our family actually living in the temple was also the norm in India. It became a more structured place that offered services and programs, and of course, as in every Sikh temple, langar (or community kitchen) was provided. Volunteers would arrange a particular ceremony, such as a wedding or a birth, where the Sikh scripture played an important role in choosing the infant’s name. The priest would randomly open the scriptures, and the first letter of the first word would be used to name the baby. My father was happy that ultimately, it had paid off not to give up and return to India. He was now reunited with his family, making a positive contribution to the community where he was very much respected and considered to be an important leader—a mentor for the younger generation. Punjabi classes were also a regular part of the programs.

			Fortunately for the community, our family was unique in that we provided services that others would usually be brought in for. Religious hymns (kirtan) were often performed by a group, like a band, if you will. They could be a variety of ensembles but usually had the base of singer(s), tabla player (hand drums), harmonium (an organ or keyboard) and other instruments depending on each individual performer. Our family was able to play numerous instruments and perform hymns for any services required, at the temple or in people’s homes. Both my parents and the oldest daughter sang and played instruments. The oldest son played mainly tablas. This made it very convenient logistically and probably less costly since our family was able to provide all the necessities of religious service. We became quite the novelty and uniquely able to provide music, first strictly religious, and then later for entertainment as well—a travelling priest and band all in one.
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			Arwinder, parents, oldest brother and sister performing.

			By chance, local filmmaker George Robertson and his partner had decided to make a documentary-style film about the challenges faced by new immigrants. Our family was selected, and in 1964 Running to India was produced and shown on TV for CBC. It also went on to win an award at the Montreal Film Festival during Expo in 1965. This film is now part of the vast materials about our family donated to the New Westminster Museum and Archives.
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			George Robertson and partner filmmakers.

			This continued to be a very difficult time. The younger of the two brothers tested positive for tuberculosis (TB) shortly after our arrival in Canada. He was hospitalized at Sunny Hill Health Centre for well over a year. At that time, parents were not allowed to stay with their child in the hospital, and the visiting hours were very limited and strict. I recall I was not allowed indoors, and once a week; we would visit. If the weather permitted, he would come outside for a visit. He was very traumatized at the initial separation from the family and again every week when he was not allowed to leave with us to come home. Society did not know as much about PTSD for children with severed attachments and the lifelong negative consequences. He was no exception. He distrusted doctors for the rest of his life and eventually developed many health and medical illnesses that were never treated. Now parents can remain with their children around the clock, but perhaps because TB was so contagious, that was not possible. Attitudes now are to allow as much time as possible. It was very unfortunate, but that was the way it was then.

			Coming to Canada was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, our mother embraced the new culture, as she could see that there were far more freedoms than she had before. Her children would as well. But on the other hand, the community could be very harsh and unforgiving for stepping outside the bounds expected of the wife and children of a Sikh priest. Our mom was always impeccably dressed and wore saris and makeup. That was criticized. Everything she did was scrutinized and judged. This eventually caused stress in the marriage, as Mom wanted her husband to support and defend her choices, but the community would press Dadi ji to impose more strict expectations and conformity.

			Mom eventually got a thick skin and would just go about her life without giving in to the outside pressures. After all, this is what she anticipated her life would be once arriving in Canada. She did not want to be oppressed and controlled anymore by outside parties.

			Soon we would move out of the Sikh temple in 1965 or so and into our purchased family home in New Westminster. I would attend Lord Tweedsmuir Elementary School, and the older two siblings went to Vincent Massy Pearson (NWSS) for high school. This area was not multicultural like Queensborough. There may have been one other student in the whole school of South Asian descent. It was not easy to fit in or make friends for myself or Paul. He was the only one wearing a turban, and that made it more difficult. I was called “Paki” or “Hindu” a few times and was more irritated that they did not even have my ethnicity correct since I was neither. Sometimes I would get hit or kicked for no reason, but I don’t think I even mentioned it when I got home. The first birthday party I did get invited to and attended was at the home of a very nice family, but I was bit by a Great Dane (much larger than me). After this, it made my walk to school much longer, as I would detour if I saw a dog on any street. Fortunately, many decades later, I did get over my fear of dogs and have been blessed to have many companions.

			[image: ]

			Mom and Arwinder in front of the purchased family home.

			Being the youngest in the family meant I was the default person when an item was needed from the store at that moment. The house in New Westminster was about four blocks to the store and four blocks back. One family member would send me to the store to get milk. I would get it and come back only to have a different person tell me we needed bread. I would get that, and someone else would tell me to go get another item. Each time my protests would become more emphasized, and I would complain that it would be best if people could make a list as items ran out. It was a good idea, but it was never followed, nor did it ever get me out of walking to the store in a seemingly endless loop. This, coupled with walking to elementary school every day, which was steep hills all the way there (sometimes twice if we can home for lunch), had the benefit of making me get lots of exercise.

			I was not involved in extracurricular activities. Our main form of exercise was either dancing in a performance, or we kids would put on the vinyl albums, all our favourite soul and R&B music at home and literally dance for up to eight hours a day on the weekends. None of them were slow, and others were outright super fast. Music was always a passion since the start, and everyone had some form of musical talent. Dadi ji would tell people that children in the family were not allowed to be born without being musically inclined.

			As our life in Canada went on, I recall our father quite upset that the children had forgotten our native Punjabi language. He would give me and my brother Paul Punjabi lessons daily after school. My brother hated it, but I rather embraced it. I learned enough to read and write it on a basic level. It was as if my father had a premonition because decades later, it was my only method of communication when my father remained in India. He kept all my letters and had a good laugh at my spelling and grammatical errors but would always add how he appreciated receiving them and maintaining the connection. I was the only one who chose to do so and was extremely grateful he had the foresight to teach me my native language. Always take opportunities to learn. It is never a waste.

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			Plaques displayed at New Westminster Museum and Archives exhibition showcasing my family as part of history of south Asian community. Note the image incorrectly included Kanwaljit Kaur (Nina) but
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