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To adventurers and everyone searching for home.










In the end, stories are about one person saying to another:


This is the way it feels to me. Can you understand


what I’m saying? Does it also feel this way to you?


Kazuo Ishiguro1
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Timeline


1600 – The East India Company starts establishing trading posts in India 


1661 – The first permanent British settlement in Africa is made at James Island in the Gambia River


1843 – Slavery is abolished in all British colonies


1858 – Beginning of the British Raj – direct British rule on the Indian subcontinent


1880s – The ‘scramble for Africa’ – colonising the continent


1888 – British East Africa Company is established


1894 – Colonisation of Buganda and the declaration of a protectorate of British empire – extended years later forming the Uganda Protectorate


1896 – Construction of the East African Railway begins in Mombasa, Kenya, using Indians as construction workers


14 August 1947 – End of the Raj – the Partition of India


9 October 1962 – Uganda gains independence, Milton Obote is inaugural president


1962 & 1968 – Commonwealth Immigrants Acts introduced in the UK, reducing Commonwealth citizens’ rights to migrate


25 January 1971 – Coup in Uganda, General Idi Amin seizes power


4 August 1972 – Amin announces Ugandan Asians must leave the country 


5 August 1972 – Confirmation and ultimatum – UK passport holders must leave Uganda within ninety days


10 September 1972 – British Prime Minister Edward Heath publicly confirms that UK passport holders will be allowed in 


18 September 1972 – First flight of Ugandan Asians lands in the UK


8 November 1972 – Amin’s ninety-day deadline for all Ugandan Asians to leave


January 1974 – The Uganda Resettlement Board ends, having served over 28,000 people


4 July 1976 – Raid at Uganda’s Entebbe Airport, hostage crisis


April 1979 – Amin flees Uganda after losing a war he started with Tanzania 


May 1980 – Milton Obote returns as Uganda’s President for a second time


January 1986 – Yoweri Museveni takes power and invites South Asians to return to Uganda


August 2022 – Fifty years since the expulsion










Prologue


You, sent out beyond your recall,


go to the limits of your longing.


Rainer Maria Rilke, Book of Hours1


 


Walking out of Entebbe International Airport, Kampala, I breathed in the prospect of discovery along with the warm night air. Nineteen and travelling independently for the first time, I’d arrived in the place I’d wanted to go more than anywhere else – a country I’d heard snatches of throughout my childhood and that filled my imagination with dreams.


Uganda was somewhere I had always longed for. Perhaps when you come from many places, your past is as much a tapestry of the lands of your forefathers as the people that came before you, a puzzle you can spend your whole life finding the pieces for. Spending weekends eating biriyani and appams with my beloved Indian grandparents, I had come to know some of that part of my background. Uganda remained both within touching distance and somehow mysteriously out of reach.


Soon I was wheeling down the Kampala–Entebbe Road to the city, thrown straight into the heart of a country and feeling intoxicated on the novelty, drunk on dopamine as I took in the colourful matatus (minibuses), the hot, sweet smell of roadside sellers’ scorched corn and the tooting of motorcycle horns. Face pressed to the window, I soaked in the shapes and sounds we sped past. On quieter stretches of the road the nighttime bustle faded into shadows, from which I could make out small lights and fires, accompanied by the burning of hot coals and the frying of meat.  


Then the sounds got louder, until the vehicles behind us started pulling over and my taxi driver followed suit, steering into the dusty kerb, kicking up a fine sheet of orange powder. One, two, three, four – more – cars peeled past, flanked by dozens of motorbikes. ‘That’s the president,’ said my driver knowingly, and then, even more knowingly, took off again immediately behind them, tacked onto the back of the motorcade.


As introductions to a place of high expectations go, it wasn’t bad.


Thirty-six years earlier, my grandparents had made the reverse journey under soberingly different circumstances.


Without the decision of a different Ugandan president to the one aiding my speedy journey into Kampala, they doubtless would have remained. Instead, they became some of the thousands of people exiled from Uganda who took refuge in the UK. Without whom I would not have ended up a next-generation Ugandan Asian in Britain.










Introduction – A General’s Dream


They were either born in India or have retained close connection with India. They have no connection with Britain either by blood or residence.


Ronald Bell, Conservative MP for South Buckinghamshire, UK, 19721


 


[Ugandan Asians are] one of the most successful groups of immigrants anywhere in the history of the world.


Conservative prime minister of the UK David Cameron, 20122


 


Dr Martin Luther King is not the only person to have had a dream of consequence. Nine years after his rousing speech, across the Atlantic Ocean, the president of Uganda was stirring from a dream of his own. Speaking to a somewhat smaller audience of his trusted generals, General Idi Amin declared that Allah had instructed him to expel South Asian people from his country. Most likely a work of fiction, part of the folklore that fortified Amin, the actions that followed the dream tale were anything but. On 4 August 1972, Ugandan Asians retaining British citizenship were told their time was up. The president would later confirm that all South Asians had ninety days to leave the country and that their homes and businesses would be confiscated by the state. Along with accusing them of sabotaging the economy and encouraging corruption, in barely veiled threats Amin warned that those who remained after the cut-off date would ‘find themselves sitting on the fire’.3


Amin hadn’t come to this conclusion overnight. In the decade since Uganda’s independence, tensions had been simmering between the local population and the predominately affluent South Asian community, who made up the backbone of the country’s economy, with politicians fanning the flames. All those who could trace their lineage to India, Pakistan or Bangladesh were told to pack their bags – more than 50,000 people.*4 A large number of these were British passport holders, many having been recruited from India to work for the then British protectorate, or their descendants, and Amin called for Britain to repatriate their citizens. Anti-immigration sentiment was already high in the UK, just four years after Conservative MP Enoch Powell’s infamous ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, and numerous voices spoke out against the arrival of foreigners. So alarmed at the prospect were councillors in one city that they took out a large advert in the Uganda Argus newspaper to forewarn would-be émigrés:


 


* The estimated size of the Ugandan Asian population varies, but an often-cited figure of 80,000 was a number given by Amin, and is seen as a significant overestimation by a magnitude of tens of thousands, based on outdated census data.


 


The City Council of Leicester, England, believe that many families in Uganda are considering moving to Leicester. If YOU are thinking of doing so it is very important you should know that PRESENT CONDITIONS IN THE CITY ARE VERY DIFFERENT FROM THOSE MET BY EARLIER SETTLERS . . . In your own interests and those of your family you should accept the advice of the Uganda Resettlement Board and not come to Leicester.5


The release of classified papers has revealed the attempted permutations of Edward Heath’s government, which included floating the idea of relocating the unwanted exiles to a remote island in the Pacific and encouraging the acceptance of a £2,000 payment in exchange for giving up the right to live in Britain.6 A diplomatic offensive saw thousands of Ugandan Asians redirected to other countries, including Canada, India and America. In the end, the British government largely shouldered its responsibility and more than 28,000 people arrived to the UK from Uganda in late 1972 – the majority with just the clothes on their backs and the small suitcases they had been allowed to take. Everything else – homes, jobs, pets, friends and dreams – were left behind.


 


Having travelled from India in 1953 to take up teaching jobs in the British protectorate, my grandparents had spent close to two decades in Uganda before they left the country for good. Rachel and Philip Mathen – as their Anglicised names came to be – were born in Thiruvananthapuram, in the southern state of Kerala, India. In their first year of marriage they set sail to Mombasa, Kenya, and then went on by rail to Kampala, Uganda. Photo albums are filled with the hallmarks of a happy life, with black-and-white and sepia images marking birthdays in the capital, holidays by the Kenyan sea in Malindi and road trips driving through East Africa’s national parks, filled with giraffes, lions, cheetahs and monkeys and tracking past the mighty Mount Kenya.


In the years in which I knew them, my grandparents didn’t speak of Uganda often. It’s perhaps unsurprising, given the way their lives there were upended. Their memories spoke more strongly of people, not places. I heard tales of aunties and uncles, of family trees woven of both friends and relatives, from the Ugandan and Indian days alike. When they left, it was a harried affair. Flights were booked, bags were packed and arrangements were made to sell or pass on what they could. They sold their Peugeot 403 and the new owner also took on their sheepdog Jack. The family wept as two German women took away their beloved Alsatian called Simba. Their cat had earlier been shot dead by a neighbour who thought it was a nuisance. Soon, new lives were being made. After the family’s reunion in Cambridge on 13 December 1972, my grandmother wrote in her diary that, ‘the Ugandan business, good or bad, was over.’ But, of course, it wasn’t over for them, or the ones that would follow. The exodus had set in motion a global migration, creating a diaspora that spanned continents, along with questions for the generations to come.


Fifty years on, Britain is an undoubtedly multicultural society that includes a South Asian community of around 4.5 million people. According to the census in 2021, Indians made up three per cent of the population of England and Wales, with a further 0.8 per cent identifying as mixed white and Asian.7 There are some visible signs of traditional success for British Asians, from the highest echelons of the prime minister’s office through to the Conservative MPs who have held high-profile ministries, from the chancellor of the exchequer to the home secretary. There’s British-Pakistani actor Riz Ahmed’s appearance in the Star Wars universe or the Hollywood success of Dev Patel, whose Gujarati parents were born in Kenya. These rare individuals are sometimes lauded as being demonstrative of inclusivity. Yet not only are they in the minority, but these examples perpetuate what author Nikesh Shukla refers to as the cult of the ‘good immigrant’, where migrants, and thereby migration, are hailed as a positive force only when they have achieved great success or broken into a mainstream white arena.8 This particularly resonates when it comes to Ugandan Asians, who are often framed as successes for having proved their worth to the country that offered them refuge.


As I’ve spent more time reflecting on race and identity over the years, I’ve realised that my family came to Britain, and later Australia, as archetypal good migrants, and that the degree of colour blindness I was raised with was perhaps a natural part of fitting into predominately white environments. And yet as a person of colour in the UK, skin colour still matters viscerally. You feel it in second glances. You feel it in the weight in the air after racism hits the national stage, when missing a penalty in the World Cup final merits your mural being defaced, or being a cricketer means soaking up racial slurs as banter. And not least in the racial inequities in society. These feelings go hand in hand with narratives around immigration becoming increasingly charged. I’ve noticed parallels between my mother’s generation and mine, seeing the same thorny themes that were visible to the Ugandan Asian arrivals of the 1970s moving out of the shadows into the public discourse. Behind all of this lies another shadow, that of the British empire, which continues to stand proudly in buildings, institutions and attitudes, as well as within the personal histories of people like myself. We need to breathe life into the stories that aren’t told about these times, preserving the less celebratory moments along with the good. Modern Britain is a nation indelibly shaped by its empire, but one in which history lessons still stay silent on the lived experiences of people of colour of the past. Like the Ugandan Asian one.


 


It can be hard to place me. I’ve been variously identified as Iranian, Malaysian, Turkish and Italian. When I was younger, I would complicate the subject and only answer that I was Australian or English when asked where I was from. It didn’t occur to me then that some people were simply interested in finding out more about me – questions about my origins felt hostile, invasive and garnered a defensive and provocative response. For years I have been trying to work out a concise way of summarising my family history. Where you are from, when you come from many places, can’t be answered in a word, or even a sentence. When I would try and give a word – Australia, where I was born, and where I ultimately feel I am from – it was dismissed as the wrong answer. You don’t look Australian, or sound Australian now, so there must be something more. And of course, there is something more. There’s lots more. There’s my forefathers farming on the hills of Kerala, and my mother playing in the hot Equatorial sun in Kampala. There’s my father growing up in suburban Surrey and my years along Sydney’s shores. And at the heart of it, something broken, something unspoken, something – to most – unknown. A splinter, a crack in the tectonic plates of the past – Uganda, 1972.


Throughout my life I have been telling people the shortened version of what happened to Uganda’s South Asian people that year. How a dictator called Idi Amin decided to expel them and that led to my family’s movements across the globe, and that’s why I come from so many places. When I am speaking to the generation above me, there will sometimes be a flicker of recognition. Perhaps they recall the news reports from the time, or the day that some lost-looking children joined their class in school. But for people my age, I am almost always met with blank faces. Outside of South Asian communities, this recent past has been lost from public memory. It’s not taught in schools, and, like so much minority history, is often only shared by those with a personal link to it. The only breakthrough reference came in the Hollywood film The Last King of Scotland, based on Giles Foden’s book, where Idi Amin’s erstwhile best friend, James McAvoy’s Dr Garrigan, turns on the television at one point to see the president announcing the expulsion.


When Ugandan Asian history has been told, it often verges into stereotypes, telling singular, simplistic stories about victimhood and wealth, in which a madcap, archetypal African dictator threw thousands of people out of the country on a whim. In this U-shaped narrative arc, successful people lost everything in the expulsion and then, through hard work and perseverance, regained it again in Britain and beyond, a shining example of a model minority. Starting with nothing, twice, and making good every time, this can become a history of moneyed businessmen and self-congratulation, invariably focusing on certain higher classes and castes. While there’s truth in the uniquely successful paths of some of this community, Ugandan Asians aren’t a homogenous group, and history shouldn’t only belong to those with the loudest voices. We need a diversity of stories to show the wide range of immigrant journeys and to challenge the politicisation of the past.


Too often in this version of the narrative, the British government is the hero, when you’ll in fact see they did everything they could to avoid welcoming their own citizens. People’s memories of Uganda often contain familiar themes, bathed in a rose-tinted glow. The weather was perfect, not too hot, not too wet. The ground was so fertile anything would grow. Lush fruits abounded, with a freshness unrivalled elsewhere. Mango, papaya, matoke – all bursting with the flavours of the sun-drenched soil they grew from. Going beyond this picture-perfect tropical lifestyle means looking at less comfortable truths. If something sounds too good to be true, it usually is. There were the inequalities within society, the advantages the South Asians had over the local population and to what degree they had agency within the colonial system. The presumption of authority, the subjugation and the racism. Viewing Ugandan Asians as simple victims of Uganda, and more specifically, Idi Amin’s wrath, overlooks the complexities of decolonisation, racism and systems of divide and rule, in which they were at times active participants, and where Black* Ugandans suffered innumerable indignities and ultimately, far greater losses of life. We need to see the dualities in this story to view the reality of it. The Exiled seeks to add some nuance, offering a critical examination of this period, exploring the true fate of minorities at the end of empire, and representing just some of the immense diversity of Ugandan Asian experiences.


 


* When referring to Black and Brown people, these words will be capitalised, while ‘white’ remains lower case. How to approach these three terms remains a live debate, with differing views across written media. Here, capitalising groups that have historically been marginalised is done to confer a degree of respect and acknowledge the impact of these self-claimed identities. There are convincing arguments for also capitalising ‘white’. Not doing so arguably reinforces white as the norm and can also be said to allow white people to remain outside of vital conversations about race. However, capitalising ‘white’ also invariably centres whiteness in a way that doesn’t feel appropriate in a book with such strong racial dynamics. See Nancy Coleman, ‘Why We’re Capitalizing Black’, New York Times, 5 July 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/05/insider/capitalized-black.html and ‘White, white’, The Diversity Style Guide, https://www.diversitystyleguide.com/glossary/white-white/.


 


 


In the lead up to the fiftieth anniversary of this landmark migration, I began thinking of ways to tell this story in a bigger way, focusing on the human side. I wanted to showcase a snapshot of this time, weaving together first- and second-generation stories to illuminate the recent past and demonstrate its enduring relevance today. Bringing it beyond 1972, this book shows how migrants settle and build new lives in challenging circumstances, taking in everything from race relations and immigration policies to identity and belonging. My grandmother wrote a diary of her life together with her husband after he passed away, reflecting on five decades of marriage. I’ve been fortunate to lean on this incredibly valuable resource for some of her reflections of her life’s journey and vital factual detail, supplemented with lengthy conversations with my family. To further explore these living histories, I’ve spoken to a range of people who lived through the expulsion, and the children of that generation, uncovering untold stories of resilience, painting a rich picture of exodus and assimilation and illuminating an essential chapter in British history, in which immigrants reshaped society. What did it feel like to build a new life in 1970s Britain, and what is it like living as a person of colour in the 2020s? How did the diasporic experience vary across some of the dozens of countries Ugandan Asians settled in, and what of those who returned to Uganda? In telling these stories I have tried to reflect the depth of feeling with which they were told to me, attempting to give words to the sights, sounds and smells that were experienced, and to bring these moments to life.


This story follows people’s footsteps as they walk across continents, with three families providing touchstones throughout. This includes my own family, seen through the eyes of my grandparents Rachel and Philip, my mother Betty and myself. My grandparents started this whole journey as newlyweds by taking a step into the unknown and boarding a ship from Kerala, South India, to East Africa in 1953, bound to work as teachers for the colonial government. My mother, born in Kampala, and going on to live in England and Australia, is in her late sixties and reflecting on fifty years away from Africa. Secondly there’s Kausar Chaudary, who meets us in Uganda and takes us on a journey through two more countries. After a childhood in Kampala, where she was the second generation of her family born in Uganda, she is a twenty-two-year-old teacher in Gulu, in the north of the country when her life splinters in a new direction in 1972. Thirdly, Hamida Sumar and her siblings Rashid Kassam Majothi and Abdul Gani Ismail share the shopkeeper experience across two continents. Their father Kassam Majothi was a leading businessman in the west of Uganda, and after leaving Iganga, took his business nous with him to Britain, along with his family of eight children.


Many more people appear to share parts of their journeys, from childhood memories of Uganda from friends of my family, to people who met in British resettlement camps and those who are part of the modern East African Asian diaspora around the world today. I’ve also heard from people who helped in the logistics of the expatriation, worked in resettlement and who have moved back to Uganda in the years and generations since the exile. Added to this are many experts, including historians, lawyers and analysts. Wherever possible across interviews and other source material, I’ve sought to give space to women’s voices, which are particularly important to me, having so often been left out of history books. With a focus on South Asian voices, this cannot be a comprehensive picture of everyone’s experience of 1972 and beyond, but seeks to convey the spirit of these times from this viewpoint. More than fifty interviews are supplemented by some of the fantastic testimony gathered through a range of recent oral history projects and archives memorialising this history.9 While testimony and oral history has its flaws – memories can become muted or magnified over the years, buying into convenient, dominant or comforting narratives – taken hand in hand with historical research, it brings the past to life.


 


In telling these stories, I’ve grappled with the many challenges of language when it comes to talking about race and identity. The first and most significant is ‘Ugandan Asian’ itself. We are dealing with imperfect terms. I personally would never verbally describe myself as Asian, although strangers have done, and when filling out ethnicity monitoring forms, the box I tick reads Mixed, White and Asian. Until I began working on this book, I had never really used the term ‘Ugandan Asian’ in relation to myself either. My mother always felt uncomfortable with it, negatively associating it with the idea of the extractive entrepreneur. However, many people, particularly those of the 1972 generation, or those who have returned to Uganda, do self-identify as Asian. To use the word Asian, today, to describe people who came from the Indian subcontinent, feels reductive and wildly non-specific, given the size and cultural diversity of Asia. Even the more geographically specific terms, South Asian and South East Asian, group vast swathes of countries and varied cultures together. In that sense, while ‘Asian’ was the dominant descriptor for this group within Uganda at the time, in many ways it no longer feels appropriate in a global context. Because of this, I have chosen not to rely on ‘Asian’ on its own, although much of the contemporary literature and historiography does use this as a singular term, and instead use South Asian or East African Asian.


But why use Ugandan Asian at all, if there is a fundamental flaw in it? Ultimately, despite my frustrations with the roots of the terminology, as a descriptor, it is indelibly linked with the events of 1972 and beyond. To replace it with another word would be to sever the ties from history. While it’s not a term my family have identified with personally, some in the community do. Moreover, it’s for want of a better replacement. While it’s true that in many ways the word Asian meant Indian, it’s not as simple as to be able to swap the terms – again, due to the actions of empire. The Partition of India in 1947 meant that many first- or second-generation Ugandan Asians gained another feather to the bow of their multinational identity. Families who had come to Uganda from India now found that their roots could be described as Pakistani. And the year before the exodus, further fractures added the prospect of newly named Bangladeshi backgrounds. It would arguably be no less reductive to describe people as Indian in this context as it would be to use the word Asian.


It was actually Partition that brought the term into use, says Taushif Kara, a postdoctoral research associate at Cambridge University, whose mother and grandparents were expelled in 1972. ‘The term Asian emerged before 1947, but was thrust into use after 1947 as a kind of superficial container meant to evade the problem of discursive, mixing up diaspora with the citizens of new post-colonial states like India and Pakistan.’10 Any wording seeking to group diverse communities together will be flawed from the outset, and in this case, South Asians in Uganda were splintered into countless sub-communities much more likely to self-identify based on common languages, religions or geographic backgrounds and castes. ‘Ugandan Asian’ offers a practical way of discerning who we are talking about within the wider history, so has been used in this book, but when speaking about people on an individual basis, you’ll hear their specific background or self-identification.


A book about immigration and race relations can’t help but touch upon the more unpleasant parts of these experiences. In discussing racism, some people describe the racial slurs they had thrown their way, be it on rare occasions, or in a daily barrage of hate. Although words I’d never want to write, I’ve chosen not to censor them when they have been spoken to me by interviewees, as this was a part of their story – often impactful and painful – and is something that is too often sanitised from our collective history.


Another point of tension comes around the usage of the words ‘refugee’, ‘migrant’ and ‘immigrant’ – all hugely loaded terms, which can carry associations far beyond their intention. Some Ugandan Asian histories, and particularly testimonies, use ‘refugee/s’ liberally. It’s the way some self-identify, and it’s the way they were made to feel as they fled their homes without hope of return. It’s also how the British government framed the expulsion in order to garner sympathy at home and abroad. But fundamentally, legally, the vast majority of people who left Uganda in 1972 were not refugees. They had some variety of British citizenship, and, while it was a deliberately complex landscape, this generally engendered a right to remain. They didn’t come to the UK under the UNHCR refugee framework. Only those who had taken on Ugandan citizenship, or who didn’t have passports, and were then made stateless, could be described truthfully as refugees. It’s an important distinction, so I avoid the use of ‘refugee’ to refer to anyone aside from this group. However, as with other terms, if interviewees self-identify as refugees, I haven’t edited their perspective.


This leaves the question of how to best describe the Ugandan Asians on the move. If they weren’t refugees, were they migrants, or immigrants? I would say yes, although neither are words that sit comfortably with me, writing in a time when the word ‘migrant’ is usually followed by crisis, and often linked to images of boats, detention centres and cheap them-and-us political rhetoric. The word ‘migrants’ seems to reduce people’s agency, while ‘immigrants’ ascribes too much. Out of the two, I’ve chosen to use ‘migrants’, as it was certainly a forced migration, a descriptor I have used along with ‘the expellees’, ‘the arrivals’, ‘the Exiled’.


 


The British empire was at the heart of Indian migration over the years and none more so than in the Ugandan Asian expulsion. Although it occurred in post-colonial times, the resettlement struck at the core of the imperial project, with many of those coming to the UK being what Parminder Bhachu coined in the 1980s as ‘twice migrants’, in that they had migrated via an intermediate country to their own. Colonialism took Indians to Uganda and, arguably colonialism, or at least post-colonialism, forced them out.11 Three generations of women in my family tell this story, with my grandmother and mother born in British colonies on two continents, which would both become independent in their lifetimes, and myself born in a former colony on a third continent. The events of 1972 created a global Ugandan Asian diaspora, from Europe to the corners of the Commonwealth in Canada and Australia, but the largest resettlement was in Britain. And in years to come, this mass settlement, during a time of considerable racial tension, would come to be held up as a shining example of one of the most successful assimilations of all times.


But what happened next? Over the past fifty years, the exiled built communities, businesses and families – children who have undertaken their own journeys to uncover their roots. Some, like myself, have discovered a yearning for something unknown but innate, and just out of reach in trying to relate to the past. This is the story of this particular mass migration, but also the story of the British empire and multiculturalism today. Uncovering how first, second and third generations relate to this period in time and to their own identities teaches us about the country’s collective history. As Visram, who focuses her work on South Asian life in Britain, puts it: ‘We have to extend knowledge of our history here, which is part of Britain’s history. It’s not an immigrant history, it’s not a ghetto history; it’s our history but it’s also part of Britain’s history because we are part of this society.’


This is an epic story, of lives wrenched apart and families torn across continents. And it is much greater than that singular story that Ugandan Asian narratives often slip into, as victims of a tragedy who overcame the odds to triumph over adversity. Focusing solely on the business winners does Ugandan Asians a disservice, overlooking the ongoing challenges of a protracted multinational migration from former colonies, as well as the complexities of life in Uganda before the exodus. This is a story laced together by the threads of colonialism, from the first part of this book, Empire, through to Exodus, and ending with Reckoning. A messy human story, which The Exiled hopes to give a richer reflection of. I grew up surrounded by distant memories of the Uganda years, but also with a conflicted sense of identity. I’m increasingly interested in how people with diverse backgrounds, and who call multiple places home, relate to the past. This book is but a piece of this enormous patchwork. This is the fabric of the 1972 generation – and these are their stories.










Part I


EMPIRE










Chapter 1


Where the Sun Never Sets


The continent may be a blot, but it is not a blot upon our conscience. The problem is not that we were once in charge, but that we are not in charge anymore.


Former UK prime minister Boris Johnson on Uganda, Spectator, 2002 (before in position)1


 


Mathukutty and Kunjamma were married on the first day of 1953. It was a beautiful Indian winter’s day – not too hot and with no rain. Sunlight shone against the yellow walls of the village church, causing them to glow a deep orange, and danced off the gold embroidery woven through the bride’s cream sari, which rustled gently in the warm breeze. Outside the church the gentle whooping calls of hornbills could be heard from their perches high in the rows of surrounding palm trees. Standing before three ministers in the Anglican church close to Kottayam in southern Kerala, an area where the number of Christians almost matches Hindus, the couple made their affirmations to love and cherish, from this day forward. Lifting their voices in joyful songs of praise, the congregation raised the union to the heavens. The wedding party then descended upon the groom’s family home, a farmhouse on the crest of a neighbouring hill adorned by rubber trees. Cut off from the mainland by a narrow but fast-flowing river, guests wound their way down the slopes before boarding a small wooden boat and being punted across the waters a dozen at a time. A picture postcard of Kerala, mangroves and palm trees skirted the water’s edge, casting rippling reflections upon its blue surface, which was broken by the occasional bubble from the fish below. Known for its diverse landscapes of backwaters, hill stations and beaches, Kerala is one of several places in the world dubbed God’s Own Country, said to have been created in the image of the Gods themselves. One seventeenth-century legend tells how warrior sage  Parashurama, an incarnation of God Vishnu, threw an axe across the sea, causing the water to recede to the point his weapon struck. The land that rose from the sea was filled with inhospitable salt, so Parashurama summoned the snake king Vasuki, who converted the soil into the fertile, green lands of modern Kerala.2


In typical Indian wedding style, the whole village turned out for the occasion. Bride, groom and a thousand relatives, friends and the rest of the local community climbed up through the rubber plantations, past lines of trees that had been tapped to release their precious white sap. At the top of the slopes, the land flattened out to reveal a large homestead, standing proud on stilts, with stone steps leading up on each side. Here the celebrants gathered together to say prayers, read Bible verses, and most importantly, enjoy a sumptuous feast. Three courses were served on banana leaves, from rich red rice and chicken curries, to brightly coloured thoran, dry curries tossing together shredded vegetables with the flesh of fresh local coconuts. To finish, as the sky turned golden, came bowls of payasam, a sweet milky soup that infused the air with the scent of cardamom. In her diaries written looking back at her marriage, my grandmother described her new husband as both ‘handsome’ and a ‘first-class student’ – two leading characteristics for an Indian arranged- marriage partner. Before this day, they’d spent just a few hours in each other’s company, reliant on their family to broker a successful partnership. Luckily for her, my grandfather was also kind, patient and, like her, in possession of a mischievous smile. They were two adventurous spirits, equally serious and humorous, and wonderfully matched for their journey ahead.


Each one of eight siblings, Mathukutty and Kunjamma – or Philip and Rachel as they came to be known in their moves around the globe – were born and grew up in India’s most southerly state. Both became educators in a region where education was prized, literacy rates topped the country, and there had historically been a progressive stance on women’s rights. After stepping into the new year with their new union, Philip returned to a college in northern Sri Lanka, then known as Ceylon, where he was teaching maths and science, and serving as a housemaster. Rachel remained in India, with the independence to return to work in a government secondary school near Adoor, an hour south of her in-laws’ home. More than 200 miles away from each other as the crow flies, the early months of their marriage were conducted via letter. ‘Though we lived together only for nearly two weeks, we became very much attached to each other,’ my grandmother wrote. ‘We used to write long letters to each other and thus share our love. There were no long-distance phone calls then, at least not in Kerala.’ They dreamed of a future where they could be reunited. ‘We were planning for a job in a place where we could be together, and God had a plan for us.’


Famously it is easier to count the countries that haven’t been colonised by Britain than those that have. At its height, it was the largest empire in history and by the onset of the First World War encompassed 412 million people, making up almost a quarter of the world’s population.3 During the imperial years, the British empire stretched variously from Cape to Cairo, the Americas to Australasia, taking in more than eighty nations and earning the moniker of ‘the empire on which the sun never sets’ – so widespread that at least one part was always in daylight. Or, perhaps more aptly, as Keralan politician, writer and colonial critic Shashi Tharoor put it, ‘The sun never set on the British Empire, an Indian nationalist later sardonically commented, because even God couldn’t trust the Englishman in the dark.’4 Our global time zones to this day take their base from the site of the original Royal Observatory, an enduring artefact of the imperial project that was to take in both India and Uganda. The British arrived in India in the 1600s, establishing trading posts under the now infamous British East India Company, which came to rule large swathes of the country. The huge peninsula offered unparalleled shipping opportunities and from the mid-1700s, the company would account for over half of the entire world’s trade, moving cotton, silk, spices, sugar, tea and opium across the globe.5 In 1858 India came under direct British rule in the period of the Raj, which would last close to a century. India was known as the jewel in the crown of the empire until the country’s schism in the dissolution of imperial rule in 1947, as Partition splintered the nation into two self-governing countries of India and Pakistan. While the Raj was no longer, British influence continued, with a new flavour.


Soon, the British were bringing people across their newly defined borders. Although a hallmark of the British empire, it can be easy to underestimate the vast scale of movement of people across the globe during these years. The millions of Africans sold as slaves and forced onto ships to plantations in America and the West Indies is the best-known example and remains one of the greatest blots on the record of humankind. We also hear readily of European convicts being sent to the new colony of Australia. These were far from the only occasions where the empire moved people like commodities, but the memory of much of this movement is lost in the vast expanse of the imperial years. Despite studying East African and Indian colonial and post-colonial history at university, subconsciously gravitating towards my distant past, I hadn’t grasped the scale, depth and premeditation of the migratory paths of Indians under the empire. While Indian people already had a historic relationship with East Africa, the indentured labour system brought hundreds of thousands more people to this part of the world. Inspired by the abolition of slavery, it was an opportunity to continue accessing untapped labour, but now conceding to pay a price for it. Slavery was finally abolished in all British colonies in 1834, although emancipated slaves weren’t immediately freed, instead bound to plantations in an apprenticeship system, with slavery fading out over the next four years. Indentured labour came to fill the gap in manpower.6


Illicit slave-trading inevitably continued unabashed but was now supplemented by increasing numbers of indentured labourers from India, moved from one part of the empire to another. Plantation owners in Mauritius, nervous about the limits to their financial gain without a regular supply of workers, were one of the early adopters, calling more than 20,000 Indians to the island in the five years after the abolition of slavery. These dubious pioneers in a new labour experiment were said to have inspired John Gladstone, father of British prime minister William Gladstone, to recruit indentured labourers on his plantations in British Guiana (later Guyana). The first 437 Indian labourers, pejoratively known as ‘coolies’, sailed to the Caribbean at the start of 1838 and hundreds of thousands more would follow.7


India’s population served as a ready supply of cheap labour, many of whom were willing to take their chances in colonies abroad in the hope of escaping poverty at home. Agents travelled to rural villages to recruit people seeking a better life. As indentured labourers, workers had to declare they were travelling voluntarily, and signed up for five-year employment terms. However, there was widespread abuse of the system, and terms could be renewed, trapping some in permanent positions. As demand grew after the abolition of slavery, indentured labour could arguably be dubbed slavery by proxy. The British shipped Indians to colonies around the world, with large numbers of workers sent to plantations across Africa and the Caribbean, working on the major commodities beyond sugar including tea, coffee, rice and rubber.8 Mauritius and South Africa fielded tens of thousands of people, and it’s estimated these countries, along with the Seychelles and the East African region, received more than 750,000 Indians across the nineteenth century. In all, more than 1.3 million Indians would be moved across the world, from islands in the Indian Ocean like Réunion to Trinidad and Jamaica in the Caribbean, through to Fiji, Australia, Tanzania and Uganda, being brought into and helping to build the colonial systems in these countries.9


Empire 2.0 flourished elsewhere, with the greatest nineteenth-century expansion taking place in Africa. Explorers like Captain John Hanning Speke had already been venturing across East Africa, in his case, searching for the source of the River Nile. He was the first European to reach Lake Victoria, Uganda’s great lake, in 1862, and Henry Morton Stanley followed thirteen years later, documenting the region’s societies in greater depth.10 Soon, more commercial exploration was underway. Following five years of investigation and engagement in Uganda via the Imperial British East Africa Company – the British empire’s commercial wing focused on developing trade on the continent – the Kingdom of Buganda fell under British control in 1894. The Uganda Protectorate was established, and borders were drawn up that roughly correlate with present-day Uganda, although the precise borders were not definitively settled until 1926 – and future leaders, including Amin, would continue to question them many decades later, claiming that parts of neighbouring Kenya should be returned.11 Unlike Kenya, the Protectorate status garnered Uganda a level of self-government not afforded to full colonial administrations, and there remained some autonomy among local leaders. However, the new colonial system locked in inequity and misunderstandings from the start, even in the country’s name. Uganda is a mispronunciation of Buganda, which arose from Swahili-speaking traders’ tendency to drop the ‘b’ from many African place names. The British arrivals naturally followed their example, but it meant that the entire country was now named after the Buganda kingdom, despite the region containing many dozens more languages, cultures, economies and politics. This, writes Cambridge University historian Richard Reid, was ‘to an extent an accident of history, or more aptly of historical geography.’12 It’s easy to forget that the borders we so faithfully respect today are arbitrary. That the clean lines on maps, which cut across diverse landscapes and undulating topography, fixed once-fluid cultural heritages in time. When travelling overland in East Africa it’s always struck me how distinct a country can feel from its neighbour as you cross a border, even though these were lines drawn in the sand as the continent was carved up between empires like the spoils of war.


 


In Britain’s now former colony of India, four months after their wedding day, a visitor arrived who would change the trajectory of my grandparents’ lives. ‘An education officer from Uganda – an Englishman – visited Kerala,’ my grandmother wrote. ‘His main aim was to recruit teachers, especially of maths and science, to work in Uganda.’ The recruiter bedded down in Kottayam, staying with the local Anglican bishop who happened to know the family. The bishop wrote to my great-grandfather asking if his daughter could be interested in a teaching job in Uganda. Seen widely as a golden opportunity, as better-paid government-sponsored jobs in a land of promise, Rachel’s father helped to arrange an interview for her. She took along her husband’s CV to speak for the both of them, telling the recruiter that they both wanted jobs. The two highly qualified, accomplished and English-speaking teachers were an attractive prospect. ‘Within a few days I received a letter saying that we were both selected,’ she recalls. Writing to her husband, he was thrilled at the new opportunity, resigning from his post in Jaffna and returning to Kerala in June. Preparations got underway, with bags packed and repacked, and the kitchen full of activity as supplies were gathered for the long journey ahead. Friends and family spoke in hushed tones about the perils awaiting them, attempting to fill the couple’s heads with fears. Africa was a place where snakes hung from trees waiting to kill you, Rachel’s brother warned ominously. Plus, Uganda was so hot that when you put your hand on the table to write, you had to have a piece of blotting paper underneath. ‘We got ready to go to Uganda without knowing anything about the place,’ she wrote, undeterred. ‘We were going with the idea that we would have to draw water from a well, cut firewood for cooking. We were young and ready for all that.’


The British Protectorate of Uganda was still in full force in 1953 when my grandparents and many of their contemporaries boarded boats heading towards promised prosperity in Africa. When Queen Elizabeth II was crowned in Westminster Abbey in June of that year, she came to preside over thirty-nine colonies and protectorates. It would be a further four years before the first African colony, the Gold Coast, achieved independence as Ghana. The 1950s and 1960s saw more and more countries gain independence, but it wasn’t until the 1997 transferral of Hong Kong to China that many viewed the true end of the empire.13 Having grown up under British control, my grandparents had watched their country achieve independence, but were now heading to a country still under colonial rule. The sense of progress in moving abroad for a better opportunity than those afforded to them at home cannot be separated from the fact it was enveloped in the familiarity of British authority that ran deep through the Indian continent. Preparations had involved considering the climactic and wildlife hazards, but perhaps not the implications of what willingly entering into a colonial system once more would really mean for them.


 


One morning two months after their encounter with the English recruiter, Rachel and Philip stood at the bustling port in Bombay, their life squashed into the suitcases at their feet. Rachel held tins packed with homemade Indian sweets that her mother had poured her love into, a way to come along with her daughter on their journey. Bodies thronged the dockside; passengers waiting to board their vessels, families flocking towards arriving loved ones, street sellers touting fresh vada pav – the city’s famous fried potato dumplings in bread rolls – while porters wove at speed between them, laden with bags on their shoulders and backs. The bump and grind of steam engines thundered as they fired up, ready for the long journeys ahead, and their horns pierced the air. The heat of the engines added to the sticky Bombay summer day, as passengers queued to board a British India Steam Navigation Company ship and take the BI Line to the Kenyan coast. The fleet included ships called Mombasa, Arusha and Uganda, named after places where the company traded.14 These cities and countries were just distant names to my grandparents, as they set sail on their great adventure towards them.


Saying goodbye to her parents, Rachel was hiding a secret beneath her sari. She was already pregnant with her first child, my mother, and was desperate not to have anything stand in the way of the new life ahead of them. ‘My mother suspected I was pregnant, but I did not tell her as they would not let us go if she knew,’ she wrote. ‘My father travelled with us in the same train from Cochin to Alwaye to be with us for the last time. When he got out, he said he may not see us again, and that was the last goodbye.’ Sailing across rough July seas added seasickness to morning sickness, making for a difficult voyage. The journey typically took between eight and ten days depending on the conditions, but was on the longer side as the couple found themselves tossed across their bunks by the turbulent seas each night. Unable to eat, my grandmother gazed weakly at the ceiling each night, praying for respite, and arrived exhausted when they finally docked on a new continent. Landing in Mombasa, Kenya, with their heads still swaying from the days at sea, they boarded a train to Kampala. Relieved at the more soothing movement of the train, Rachel broke into the supplies of sweet round laddoos and gulab jamun, and jalebis, twisted strands of deep-fried batter soaked in sugar syrup, as she gazed at the vibrant sights passing them by. ‘The train passed through national parks with giraffes, beautiful coloured birds, lions and deer of various kinds,’ she says. ‘We took three days and two nights to reach Kampala, the main city in Uganda, a city on seven hills.’


Theirs was not the first wave of Indian arrivals in Uganda. In their journey of land and then sea, they were following a well-trodden path. Those who had come by choice like them, those compelled as indentured labourers before them, and those who’d come seeking opportunity long before the British empire had even been imagined. There had been a lengthy history of immigration west over the years, predating the age of empire. Indian merchants had been trading along the East African coast for up to 3,000 years, sailing into the coastal ports of Mombasa and Zanzibar on the annual monsoon winds on dhows with proud white sails.15 The cultural impact of this early exchange can be seen in these places today, where Indian influences are visible in the architecture of Stone Town’s striking antique wooden doors, originally made out of teak from Asia and sporting brass studs reminiscent of those on Indian fortified doors, and tasted in the rice and chapatis embedded within Kenyan cuisine. There’s evidence of traders visiting the Somali coast as early as the seventh century BC and Indian settlements in today’s Mozambique in the twelfth century. While traders mostly moved on, some settled in the region and began to move inland with their wares.


Indian migrants remained on the periphery of Uganda’s economy and society until the colonial imperative sought to sustain their presence, especially in light of slow European migration to the region. The first governor of British East Africa said that the protectorate ‘has everything to gain from Indian settlement’, while a colonial administrator suggested East Africa should become ‘the America of the Hindu’.16 As a diaspora of traders arrived, new clientele encouraged some to stay on the continent, setting up more permanent shops near travel hubs or in growing cities. Uganda’s wealthiest man can trace his family tree to such early trade routes. With an estimated net worth of $1.2 billion as of 2019, investor and business magnate Sudhir Ruparelia has built his wealth across multiple sectors spanning banking, real estate and travel. Ruparelia, his father and grandfather were all born in Uganda, but his Gujarati great-grandfather landed in Mombasa back in 1897. After setting up a trading store along the coast, he decided to wind his way inland, arriving in Uganda six years later.17


Trading, however, only brought small numbers of people from India until imperialism began trading lives for labour. Although Uganda offered lush surroundings and a good lifestyle, attempts to bring more European settlers to Uganda were hampered by the country’s remote location. Inland, and not readily accessible like coastal British East Africa, a huge railway project was developed to connect swathes of the British regions. Tracks needed to be laid to link the Kenyan coast first with Kisumu, west Kenya, and later all the way to Lake Victoria in Uganda itself. To construct and maintain what became 1,286 miles of rail network, the British East Africa Company, instead of recruiting local people, who they viewed as unskilled and inexperienced in engineering, brought up to 40,000 Indians to Kenya and Uganda through indenture.18 In 1875, in the wake of the abolition of slavery, Lord Salisbury, secretary of state for India, recommended Indian immigration to East Africa for settlement, colonisation, and to keep the construction delivered on budget and to deadline. Indenture was the new unrestricted labour source in the empire post-slavery. Motivated to migrate for better lives, escaping poverty and famine, workers signed up to join the railway project. Through the 1890s, mostly Punjabi Sikh and Muslim immigrant workers laid tracks in back-breaking work under the heat of the equator’s sun across hundreds of miles from Mombasa to Kampala, including crossing a 450-metre-high escarpment in the Rift Valley. Cost-cutting, heat exhaustion and tropical diseases coalesced into devastating working conditions. It’s believed 2,500 workers died over six years of laying train tracks – four for each mile of railway track.19


As well as those brought to work on the physical railway construction, the British also employed South Asians in a range of associated jobs, including surveyors, carpenters and doctors. Unlike many of the transient traders before them, some of those who survived the construction project settled and made homes and lives, with small towns along the route of the railways becoming dotted with new Indian communities and mixed-race families. Of the tens of thousands who worked on the railway project, only around 6,700 stayed on in East Africa, but they had sown the seeds of South Asian migration to the region. These lower-caste workers, indentured ‘coolies’, were to be the start of Uganda’s settled South Asian population. Between 1880 and 1900 up to 20,000 migrants would head to East Africa, mostly to work in Kenya, but daring men took their chances further inland.20 Some would go on to become a ‘wealthy mercantile class of planter industrialists,’ says historian Saima Nasar.21 The railway brought Anwer Omar’s grandfather to Uganda from Junagadh in Gujarat. After working on the railway line, he eventually settled in a small town called Mengo, where Anwer’s mother was born and would later bring him into the world. ‘Those who stayed back after working on the railway flourished, because they worked hard,’ he says. ‘They all started with little stores, or dukas as they called them.’22 The dukawallah – shopkeeper – would become synonymous with Indians in East Africa. As well as becoming a visible presence within commerce, opening dukas was also the route into building much larger business empires.


Back in the late nineteenth century, with business booming in Africa, the continent also caught the attention of individuals looking to start anew in a country on the up. Kausar Chaudary, who is now in her seventies and living in Birmingham, recalls how her grandfather chose to emigrate from Jullundur, India, to Uganda for the perceived opportunities on offer. ‘When the railways were being built, all sorts of developments were seen to be going on in Africa,’ she says from the terraced home she shares with her husband of nearly 50 years. ‘My grandfather studied veterinary medicine, but he was also a farmer. He wanted to come to Uganda to keep cows and goats. Having a farm is how he got started.’ Indian migrants took to all manner of professions across economic life beyond the shopkeeper archetype to include farming, hunting and trading. Kausar’s mother had grown up in Kenya, hailing from another family who had chosen to take their chances across the Indian Ocean. ‘My parents got married, and we never thought about what happened before that, because this was home. This was our country, Uganda, and that was it.’


By the end of the Second World War, there was a sizeable population of largely Gujarati and Punjabi immigrants in Uganda.23 From entrepreneurs to labourers, teachers to priests, all life was represented in the Indian communities here. Hindus, Sikhs, Muslims, Christians and more had all migrated, marking the Kampala skyline with temples, gurdwaras, mosques and churches. And active recruitment continued in India, as my grandmother’s experience showed. When searching for skilled workers, including teachers, doctors, and the supportive pillars of the colonial administration, the British still turned to India over hiring or training African staff. For Bashir Lalani’s father, who was just eighteen in 1929 when he left Bilka in Gujarat on a steamboat to Mombasa, Africa was seen as a land of promise. ‘Coming from a South Asian background to the African continent, the language was completely different, but he managed to acclimatise himself and understand the culture,’ Bashir says of his father. ‘The early days for my family were rough, like most new immigrants in a new country. They were shop merchants trading in local goods and cash crops. That’s how they made their way – life was very peaceful under the British colonial powers.’24


The unrestricted immigration of the late 1800s moved into a restricted and then checked phase by 1950, as the British almost became a victim of their own success, introducing stringent restrictions in an attempt to control the flow of hopeful arrivals. By this point a local community had already long been established. Ugandan census data shows that in 1948 the number of Ugandan-born South Asians reached 16,000, compared with just 3,377 in 1931.25 The 1949 Immigration Act, in particular, set out specific, high economic status requirements for immigrants, but this didn’t stop growth, as over the following ten years, while the number of European immigrants to Uganda increased from under 4,000 to over 10,000, the respective number of South Asians grew from 35,000 to over 70,000.26 In their journey across the sea, my grandparents joined a longstanding history of migration to East Africa from India, but it was still a leap into the dark for them and their contemporaries. Kampala had touches of home, from the Indian and British influences, to the Keralan-landscape, while containing all the components of a new adventure.


 


It is almost impossible to grasp the scale of the British empire now. Today, our world feels smaller but more interconnected, albeit still shaped by the value systems that governed the globe for so many years. As Kehinde Andrews noted in the title of his book The New Age of Empire, ‘racism and colonialism still rule the world’.27 But just two generations ago, it irrefutably ruled the world. For the India and Uganda of the 1950s, empire was something overwhelming. It changed everything, on macro and micro scales, down to my grandparents being recruited as imperial agents to head from Kerala to Kampala. For myself, growing up in Sydney four decades later, empire also cast its shadow, even if I didn’t fully understand it. In 1990s Australia, primary school history lessons were singularly focused on Captain Cook, as much as the UK has focused on Henry VIII. I was too young to make a connection between the ships arriving in Botany Bay and the ship my own family took across the same ocean. Empire is the origin story for the Ugandan Asian exodus. My grandparents were born in a British colony, and crossed continents working under the framework of imperialism. The post-colonial structures enmeshed with legacies of inequality that were established in these years are what engendered support for the expulsion. At the start though, this was a venture of opportunity for many, with unseen costs down the line.










Chapter 2


The City of Seven Hills


A journey once begun, has no end.


Kiran Desai, The Inheritance of Loss1


 


The bronze-tipped minaret stands tall and proud on Kampala Hill, a lemon-hued edifice reaching towards the heavens. Ascending 304 steps to the highest point of the Uganda National Mosque, there’s an unrivalled view across modern Kampala, which now spreads as far as the eye can see across hill after hill, earth-coloured homes and towering blocks dotting the distant slopes. Today, this city of seven hills is a city on the move. Opened in 2007, construction of East Africa’s largest mosque began during Idi Amin’s rule in the 1970s. But as his star waned, and then extinguished, construction stalled for three decades, until funding came in from Amin’s former friend and one of the continent’s other infamous dictators, who lent his name to the then-called Gaddafi Mosque. Inside, the mosque can seat up to 15,000 at prayers on the carpets weaving around cream towers that reach up to ivory ceilings, flanked by ornate, carved borders. As light streams through yellow and blue curved stained-glass windows in technicolour, your eyes are drawn up to the hypnotic geometry carved into the main dome, from which a contrasting dark chandelier hangs back down to the mortal realm. With a headscarf tucked over my ears and my shoes slipped off at the door, I step onto the soft turquoise and maroon patterned carpet, which my accompanying guide informs me was designed by the mosque and produced in Libya, a physical representation of the multiplicity in this mosque’s construction. The geographic symbolism in the interior design goes further still. Wood from the Congo, glass from Italy and chandeliers from Egypt form a trifecta of materials representing the African, European and Arabian influences on this country. This, my guide adds with a flourish, ‘is all about representing me and you’.


Kampala has long been known as the city of seven hills. Today, it’s closer to a city of twenty-one hills, but its roots can still be seen within its modern expansion. From the top of the minaret, which casts its unique shadow on busy city life below, 360-degree views take in the original seven peaks – Mengo, Rubaga, Namirembe, Makerere, Kololo, Nakasero and Old Kampala – each with its own stories to tell. The National Mosque sits in Old Kampala, the birthplace of the city itself. Folklore has it that the swamp and slopes here were the perfect home for herds of antelope, which would gather in great numbers to graze on the hills and drink from pools of water. These soon became the hunting grounds of the Kabaka, the King of the Buganda Kingdom in southern Uganda, which encompasses Kampala. In the 1890s, Captain Frederick Lugard, chairman of the Imperial British East African Company, set up a fort on the top of the hill. The British referred to the place as ‘the hill of impala’. In Lugandan that became Kasozi Ka Empala. When the Kabaka would go out hunting, courtiers would say he had a’genze e Ka’mpala – he’d gone to Ka’mpala. And so the name Kampala was born.2


The East African Rift Valley system, forged from the moving bones of the Earth, bisects Uganda twice as it cuts up Africa’s eastern swathe, with the great mountains of Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania and its northern brother Mount Kenya taking the limelight. But the rolling landscapes continue outside of the dramatic topography of the tectonic region. Each of the other six hills of Kampala cleaved out of the earth came to have its own unique identity, communally representing the many diverse religions, kingdoms and identities of the city. Two of the hills are adorned with the markers of Christianity’s arrival in the country. Namirembe, named after the Lugandan word for peace, is topped with Uganda’s oldest cathedral, St Paul’s, with burnt-orange walls the colour of equatorial earth. At the pinnacle’s base, royal burial grounds known as the Kasubi Tombs house the kings of the past. At the peak of Rubaga Hill sits a striking Catholic church. Once home to the Kabaka’s palace, after a bolt of lightning hit it, the royals resettled on a neighbouring hill, giving this and Namirembe to the missionaries.


Atop Mengo Hill you can find the remnants of the Kabaka’s palace. It was here, in 1900, that the Buganda Agreement was signed allowing the British protectorate to be formed. The country’s biggest man-made lake borders the palace, while Buganda’s parliament building is found across on Namirembe Hill. Getting there involves a unique quirk, which can be spotted from the bird’s-eye view from the towering minaret. The road connecting Mengo Hill with the parliament – lutiiko – building, crosses a roundabout, which unusually has a gate and road also running through its centre. It was built solely for the use of the Kabaka, for whom tradition forbids the use of the roundabout. To get to the parliament from the palace, he had to go in a straight line. North of Namirembe sits the ivory towers of the country’s oldest university, on Makerere Hill. The university was founded in 1922 and alumni of the hill of knowledge include former presidents and prime ministers Joseph Kabila (DRC), Julius Nyerere (Tanzania) and Milton Obote (Uganda). Mulago Hill overlooks Makerere and is home to a leading hospital, while Nakasero Hill, now in the centre of the city, completes the septet. This was the meeting place for much of the colonial administration and today the streets are dotted with embassies and high-rise hotels reaching out into the skyline. Each of these hills once marked not just a topographical high point, but also a rise of wealth and power, where those in possession of both watched over the lives playing out beneath them under colonial rule.
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