PIONEERING ISMAILI SETTLEMENT

IN EAST AFRICA

By:- Kassamali R. Paroo

The only authenticated record of our Ismaili settlement
in East Africa, I find in a report prepared by PROFESSOR WALTER
BROWN, who was assigned a task of research in 'pre-colonie=ml
history of Bagamoyo'" by a University of Michigan. He stayed
some months in Bagamoyo and Zanzibar, digging in old German
and Zanzibar records. He writes:- "Through the second half of
the 19th Century, Bagamoyo's largest Indian Community was the
Ismailis or as they were popularly known as Khojas'".

"During the first three decades of the 19th Century, Ismailis
gradually imigrated from India to Zanzibar. By the commencement
of the fourth decade, there were 165 Ismaili families iacluding
26 married women in Zanzibar. In 1866, there were 2558 Ismailis
residing at the following towns:-

Place of Residence Individuals

Zanzibar 2100
Pemba 57
Bagamoyo 13?
Marima Villages 25
Dar-es-Salaam 43
Kilwa 176
Mungas 18

2583

KIRK in his report on Bagamoyo in 1874,notes:— "Yet all

indications point to a most dramatic and economically important
increase in the number of Khojas from the mid-1870's and through-
out the 1880's - when they gradually eased the Hindus from their
position of Bagamoyo's primary merchants. There were basic dif-
ferences in their trading patterns. The Hindus were known as
Wholesalers, while the Khojas as Retailers. During the mid-1870's,
however, atleast half a dozen wealthy wholesale merchants were
Khojas. Certainly, the fact that they were the principal merchants
and shop-keepers in Zanzibar, had direct consequence for Bagamoyo'.

"During these decades, the Khojas outnumbered the Hindus, two
or three to one; but the weight of numbersdoes not alone explain
the formers' rise to prominence. The increasing number of competant
Khojas wholesale merchants operating in Zanzibar, provided the newly
arrived Khoja immigrants with important and helpful business con-
nections. These Khojas did not have to deal with the Hindus retailers.
They could rely on their co-religionists. It should also be re-
emphazised that the Hindus did notbring their families from India
until the German period. The Khojas, on the other hand, frequently
emigrated from India with their wives and children'.




PROF. BROWN further writes:- "The Indians generally did
not entrust any of their financial dealing to African employees.
But the Khojas had a trusted, devoted, non-salaried, employee -
his wife. Thus, while he operated the wholesale place of business,

‘his wife remained in the shop handling retail trade. A Khoja

female was wife, mother and business associate'".

It is likely that some of the Zanzibari Khojas came to
Bagamoyo before 1%40 writes JOHN G%ﬁx in his book called "Trading
Expedition (1857)7 One of the firstﬂSOMJI KHAKHWANI (connected
with Amir Somji) who landed in Bagamoyo in 1848. His family was
known as Kassamali Ismail & Co.

"During the late 1850's, the HANSRAJ brothers, Kanji &
Janmohamed (connected with John Kanji), settled in Bagamoyo.
They helped to build the town's Jamatkhana and both in turn were
appointed Mukhi'.

"But for two most renowned Khojas, Prof.Brown continues, who
lived in the 19th Century in Bagamoyo were, SEWA HAJI PAROO
and ALLIDINA VISRAM. The latter expeyded to Kenya & Uganda.

This is a brief history of very early pioneering Ismailis.
It is said that, THARYA TOPAN in Zanzibar, SEWA HAJI PAROO in
Bagamoyo and ALLIDIAN VISRAM in Kenya - Uganda earned title cf
the '"UNCROWNED KINGS'" in their respective territories.

One other writer says:- "Arabs and/or Persian Shias may have
settled on the East African Coast, in the 9th Century, but if they
did so, they left no definite mark. Indian Khoja Ismailis came
ajter and have had a tremendous and very visible impact. Ismailis
had begun settling in Zanzibar perhaps as early as the 16th
Century but by the 19th Century they had certainly become the

largest and most powerful of the Indian communities in the
SULTAN'S realm".

"It was via Zanzibar that the first(known) Ismaili %;rived

in Kenya. This was WALJEE HIRJEE who landed in MombasJA1867.
In 1871, another pioneer, LAKHA (connected with Amir Kassim-Lakha)
arrived from India to settle in Lamu. The third prominent pioneer

was SULEMAN VIRJI, who was appointed the first Mukhi of Kuze Jamat-
Khana of MombasaM1888'".

""Much of the impetus for economic expansion continued to
come from Zanzibar where there was the Ismaili as THARYA TOPAN.
Then there was SEWA HAJI PAROO in Bagamoyo".

The renowned ALLIDINA VISRAM bought the business of SEWA
HAJI PAROO when the latter died in 1897 and expanded his activities
in Mombasa & Uganda from 1898/1899. He started simultaneously
with laying railway to upcountry. It is quite true to say that
many of our present prominent  Ismailis in Kenya & Uganda, started




&

~until, I believe, late 1890's. These were long and hazardous

their root in employment of ALLIDINA VISRAM”.

Transport between India and Zanzibar was mainly by Dhows,

voyages.

So far I have dealt with early pioneering period, which I would
call the "GOLDEN ERA", unitl the down fall of ALLIDINA VISRAM in
1922/1923, as a result of depression followed the first World War.

In my opinion, the period between the years 1928 to 1937 , was at

its ebb for the Ismailis economic conditions in whole of East Africa.
This can be judged by the fact that in 1937, the Community had great
deal of difficulty in collecting £25,000 to celebrate the Golden
Jubilee of our 48th Imam and even greater difficulty to get paid up
capital of £25,000 to start the Jubilee Insurance Company.

The third period in our Community's economic condition began
after the end of the Second World War, in 1945.

In 1946, we celebrated the Diamond Jubilee of the same Imam
when £350,000 were collected for this purpose and ¢1 million
required to establish the Diamond Jubilee Investment Trust Limited
was oversubscribed. Thereafter, the history is current.

Speaking at the inauguration of the Diamond Jubilee Investment
Trust in 1945, Imam Sultan Mahmomed said:-

"It is the future of Ismailis, One million pounds of Capital
plus £350,000 of the Diamond Jubilee Fund. How many such
companies are thergat present in East Africa? It is to be a
matter of great importance to Ismailis in East Africa and

INDIRECTLY TO THE WHOLE WORLD'.

We already know the results of above remarks. Since 1945,
many Ismailis have become property owners and the majority are
home owners.

Subsequent to the Jubilee Insurance and the Diamond Tredt, other
two sister companies like I.P.S. angd T.P.S. have also played signifi-
cant role in the development of the country.

We also had several Ismailis individuals who have participated
in politics of the country. Some were elected or nominated on
Legislative Councils of Kenya, Uganda & Tanzania. some, even, held
Ministrial posts. Two of our prominent Ismailis namely Sir Tharya
Topan & Sir Ebu Pirbhai, had Knight-hood bestowed on them by the
British Monarchs.

Having such a rich history of the Ismailia settlement in East
Africa, it is really very sad that we are lacking their detailed
records.

Presently, a great-grand son of Allidina Visram came to me
asking me for some details of his great-grand father. I had some
details due to my father's connection with the family;and gathering



a little from a book by Sir Fredrick Jackson,
days in East Africa", I gave him the material .

entitled "Early

Some one pulling the legs of my own randso :
our family came from Peru and thus we der%ved thgln;zédPZ;gothat
Because of his ignorance, he belébved if for a while, untii i had to
correct him that our forefathers caeme from a most backward province
of Western India, called Cutch, to Zanzibar in 1852 T opened a
shop in Bagamoyo in 1860 and settled there until, migrated to Mombasa
in 1913.

Isn't it distressing to know that our young generation had no
idea or have wrong ideas about the part our forefathers have played
in development of East African regimed !

Reayon !/

Bearing this in mind, in January, 1989,in one of my waezd in
Kuze Jamatkhana of Mombasa, I suggested and which I repeat here, that
our National Council or any other relevant body, should engage a
qualified person from outside or locally, on voluntary basis or paid’
to come to Nairobi, Mombasa, Kisumu, Zanzibar, Dar-es-Salaam and
Mwanza and interview members of the families who had immigrated to
East Africa in the 19th Century or early 20th Century then collstf
proper records. I am sure you will find over a score of families
to interview. This is a matter of urgency because within next
5-10 years we will not find links with such members of old families
and we will lose all sources of information.

I also suggested in my said Waez that the National Council of
CANADA should open up a small Bureau, under a small committee, in
TORONTO, to collect and journalise all important events of Ismailis,
taking place in Canada & U.S.A. Our settlement in Canada & U.S.A,
within 20 years, has already reached or will soon reach a figure of
fifty thousand (50,000). This was the maximum number of population
ever reached in East AFrica, including Madagascar, Portugese East
Africa and South Africa. If such kind of step is not taken from now,
I am afraid, we will again be leaving no legacy of records for our
future generation. :
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