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> Pierre Elliott Trudeau and Canada for giving us shelter
> Edward Heath and UK, and India and Pakistan for honouring historic pledges
> The Aga Khan for facilitating our settlement in Canada
> Prince Sadrudin Aga Khan and the UNHCR for picking up the remnants as refugees
> and a host of countries all over for settling us.
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How would you feel? Wouldn’t you
feel bad too — and wouldn’t you want
to do something about it?

Your ancestors come out of drought-stricken
India, often in their mere teens, with no more
than “two-books” schooling. The railway hasn’t
even commenced. Some of your hardy compa-
triots trickle in to do fundi jobs on the railway.
Many get eaten up by lions. You fan out into the
interior, reaching Arua and land of the “tuk-tuks”
by the time the British have not even set up their
offices. You sleep on the top of shop counters,
with a simple meal of kadhi-khichri and yogurt to
keep going. More fundis come not far behind to
attend to laying lead pipes and electrical wiring.
Children fall ill every rainy season from malaria
and have to leave you for the big city in search of
education. You buy whatever produce the farm-
ers bring you — cotton and coffee, but also sim
sim, millets, maize — and sell back by the cupful
cooking oil, by the piece candles, cigarettes, and
matches, cloth by the yard and roof sheets by the
square yard. In the evening you play a round of
volleyball as your only diversion before going off

to the prayer house. Nearer independence the lo-
cal pols point a finger at you for everything that is
wrong in the country, the poverty is all due to you
because you exploit the people. Nationalizations
follow and eventually an expulsion. All your life’s
savings are wiped out. When you open history
books a few years later there is nary a mention of
your existence here. Of course you feel bad and if
you are Asian, writer and half-way decent observ-
er of the scene you make amends by writing about
that whole episode.

This is the book. It tells the story of Asian set-
tlement in Uganda and expulsion in their “own
words” and of resilience in foreign lands and
hesitant return to a country still loved. Of course
not all Asians were duka-owners. There were the
Punjabis who worked side-by-side with Africans
on construction sites and drank together in the
evenings. Goans manned an honest civil service.
Parsis went into land development. Truth to tell,
there never was a monolithic “Asian community”
and by the time of the expulsion most of Asian
wealth was generated from services and industry
rather than trade. There were tycoons amongst
them who were expelled too. Some had monies
stashed away in foreign countries. That didn’t
justify the expulsion either.

The book builds on individual stories of ordinary
Asians and captains of estates and industries. It’s
like the “autobiography” of a people. It will move
those who were expelled and their families but
also the man on the street because there is real
pain here and joy in simple things of life. One
thing is for sure: After this book there will never
be an excuse for not knowing how it really was in
Wobulenzi in 1910 and for dismissing that whole
1972 episode as “the brutal dictator Idi Amin ex-
pelled thousands of them from Uganda.”
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Vali Jamal is an original Ugandan Asian, currently
resident at Kampala. He was in Uganda with his fam-
ily during the expulsion, collecting data for his disser-
tation at Stanford. He has a BA from Cambridge and
PhD from Stanford. Between 1976 and 2001 he was
the Senior Economist for UN-International Labour
Organization and in that capacity conducted several
missions to Uganda where he studied issues related
to poverty and income distribution in Uganda, which
were also the questions he studied for his disserta-
tion. His return to Uganda in 2004 has enabled him
to piece the recent trends in the economy. The book
is informed by these background studies.

vali.jamal@yahoo.com.
visit www.vivaeastafrica.blogspot.com



