                                                        CHAPTER ONE 
                                                                          ZANZIBAR 
Hardly anybody knows me, the simple, low profiled and unassuming commoner. Above all dull, dumb, meek, introverted, aloof, pensive, deeply sensitive, highly conscientious and extremely shy. Also panicky and scary, in my childhood the sight of a maskini(beggar) scared me to death and  I would hide myself under the cover of my mother's chadar(veil). All that makes me a real complex personality. Why had God to endow me with all the negative attributes? May be it was genetic defect. I was born on the 18th of February, 1948 into a highly religious and orthodox family of Indian ancestry in that tiny island of Zanzibar off the eastern coast of Africa. My father, SHERIFF FAZAL MOHAMED SHERIFF, was also born in Zanzibar in 1898 and so was my mother, MARIAMBAI KHAMIS DAMJI, in 1911. I therefore consider myself a pukka Jangbario(Zanzibari) though my command of the language Kiswahili is substandard unlike the other Khoja Ithnashris  who had inhabited the island. 
Zanzibar with its insular position was a prosperous place where the Omani settlers had imposed their Sultanat but owed allegiance to the British Colonial Government. The one sad aspect of Zanzibar had been its cruel slave trade that scarred an otherwise remarkable history. The once 'slave trade market' by the side of the Protestant church at Mkunazini and those isolated, scattered and ruined graves (makaburini), specially those bordering the big baobab tree (mbuyuni), at several  spots in the stone town bore testimony to the tragic past. Perhaps the Zanzibaris' notoriety for their fixation with mashetani (ghosts) could be ascribed to such spirits haunting around there. The Portuguese had also earlier ruled the island as evidenced by their old fort. Zanzibar fascinated the Indians from Kutch and Kathiawad, and in particular the Khojas who emigrated in hundreds by dhows in the nineteenth century. At a later stage even the Agakhan, H.H.Sultan Mohamed Shah, patronized the island and made it his headquarter for a brief period of time in the 1940s. Other initial settlers were the Hindu Bhatias who provided merchandise and financial acumen. Moreover, Mahatma Gandhi en route from South Africa to India, paid a visit to the Bhatia Mahajanwadi at Ziwani. Years later in 1948 Gandhiji was assassinated and sadly this time his ashes brought to Zanzibar when a large number of Asians gathered at the dock as a mark of respect for this great Mahatma. The ashes were then taken to Jinja (Uganda) to be scattered in the Nile.
My ancestors being Khojas had landed in Zanzibar from Jamnagar as far back as 1850s as Ismailis. The Khojas around that time had their own brand of Islam and they seemed a confused mass. Their beliefs had thrown them into disorder. The devout ones with their orthodoxy could not bear and accept the changes and modernity that seemed creeping into their system. They revolted and while some were debarred from the jamatkhana others abandoned it on their own. They adopted the main brand of Shiaism calling themselves Ithnashris (twelvers). They even recruited the priestly Persians to guide them through, hence the origination of an Agha(Persian) community in Zanzibar. Alongside were the Bahranis(Arab Shias from Bahrain) whose inspirations emanated from Major Mohamed Ahmed Khan (Kalbe Ali Khan), a wazir(minister) to Sultan Majid/Bargash. He proved a great influence and helped out the Khojas to secede. 
Zanzibar had a prosperous Khoja community and it was quite forthcoming into this secession. In fact the Kuwwat Jamaat(communal society) of Zanzibar became the first ever Khoja Shia Ithnashri Jamaat in the world in 1882 when the Khojas elsewhere including the subcontinent were still facing opposition to establish their separate identity. There were stirring events and emotions got roused as the dissidents fervently built up their mosque. Initially the connection between the two Khoja groups hanged on for a while and even a couple of dhegs(large pots) used to be dispatched to the jamatkhana from the mosque during jaman(feast). Social traditions also prompted the two counterparts to meet each other. Later restrictions became severe and even family members separated disconnecting ties between each other or the two met in hiding at a secret place. 
There were certain institutions like Nasser Nurmohamed dispensary which were meant for all Khojas despite religious differences between them. Not all the dissidents converted themselves at one time but rather gradually. Worse followed when Khoja Ithnashris split among themselves and formed two separate jamaats, Kuwwat and Hujjat or Junni and Nai, with their respective mosques and cemeteries. Zanzibar was witness to all the chaos and entanglement that had befallen the Khojas of that era. 
Zanzibar was extraordinarily different. Its narrow streets, laid with stone houses adjacent to each other and almost clinging to the opposite ones, formed an unusual sight. The hustle and bustle in its streets and bazaars created buzz and livened the atmosphere. The tinkling bicycle bells sent aside passersby as cyclists made their way through those narrow lanes. The milkmen knocked the doors of the residents and delivered milk that had to be filled through a tap from the bulky churn placed on the back of their bicycles. On the way people would be seen drinking kahawa(black coffee) which was habitual of the Zanzibaris. The Washihiri (Yemeni) kahawa sellers with their brass dele(cone shaped containers) went around juggling and rattling their small cups. They had peculiar and methodical way of pouring coffee into those cups. The Zanzibaris were pious and highly affectionate people, and their impeccable life style was an exemplar to the rest of the world. 
There were several Asian communities in Zanzibar and they had their own places of worship. What was striking was the spectacle of their processions such as Ithnashris' julus, Ismailis' dhan dhan, Hindus' marriage or Goans' funeral procession. Also striking was Zanzibar's eateries, and some of them still form part of my consistent reminiscence. Those masis' bajia, Abedi's mix, Adnan's mbatata (potato) and Maruki's halua(sweetmeat) tasted exceptionally good. Zanzibar was just one of its own, its vendors like Ali hawking "Adanda" to sell off his bajia, the Asian gubiti(candy) seller or Mamdu Bi(Mohamedhusain Virjee) selling malai(barafu or ice lolly) were special in their own way. 
Zanzibar's  fruits like doriani, shokishoki and matufa were unique and besides Zanzibar can be found in certain parts of South East Asia only. The crowded market at Darajani was the source of Zanzibar's abundant supply of fresh meat, vegetables and fruits including the exceptional mangoes, shomari and muyuni. The Suri(Yemenis) and Somali formed Zanzibar's seasonal traders and among the many items that they brought were the popular ubani maka(chewing gum), ghonda(dried fish) and kismayu ghee. The little Zanzibar was also famous for its cloves, copra, carved wooden doors embossed with metals, man drawn rickshaws and the popular picnic resorts of Chwaka, Oroa, Fumba, Jambiani, Beju, Paje, Mkokotoni and Mangapwani beaches. 
In the evening people gathered at Forodhani or Jubilee garden by the sea side sitting here and there on the ground, benches or at its fountain which was in the middle. Many formed small circles and chatted or played cards. The group of boys and girls strolled along there and even glanced admiringly at each other. In one corner stood Habib Pira's 'fruit & ice cream' stall while in the centre vendors stretched themselves in a raw selling mohogo(cassava), mishikaki(roasted meat), mango chips(keri), nuts(jugu, jugu mave, daria, bisi) in paper cone, cut sugar cane(miwa or ganderi), chana bateta, different kinds of juice(machungua, mabungo, ukwaju, ndimu, anenasi, miwa), various coconut and tropical fruits(joya, kichwa nazi, mapera, kungu, kunazi, mbuyu, zambrao, fu, chavia, embe kizungu) and all sorts of eatables. Children played ashore with sand at Forodhani Mchanga adjacent to the garden. On Tuesday evenings the police band played its orchestral music at the Jubilee memorial and entertained the public. Forodhani commanded spectacular view of the monumental Beit al Ajaib(House of Wonders), Sultan's Palace and Portuguese Fort. 
At the other end of stone town was the spacious Mnazimoja ground where Zanzibar's sports loving public participated in various outdoor games.  Mnazimoja had three cricket pitches with a patchy pavilion, a couple of volleyball courts and a vast football field. A little further on the right of Mnazimoja stretched the Coopers ground where the English had their club. They played golf, tennis and cricket. In its centre was the structure of its circular shaped pub where the colonialists relaxed and entertained themselves with alcoholic drinks.  
The Sultan in his traditional joho(aba or robe) and kilemba(turban) went around in his vermilion coloured Austin Princess driven by chauffeur in red kizibao(short overcoat) and waved at passersby and acknowledged their salaam(salutation). At times even from his palace balcony he waved at the onlookers. The British Resident rode in his black limousine. The askari(police) in khaki coat, pair of half trousers and red tarboosh cap patrolled and kept guard over the island. There was absolute harmony and peace. Even petty theft was a rare occurrence while the terminology 'corruption' was unheard of and did not figure at all.   
At dusk the loud siren(hon) would traditionally go off and the fluttering red flag in the backyard of the Sultan's palace descended from its mast. The azan(call for prayers) from the mosques and the church and temple bells sounded from each and every corner. The public servant with his long wooden rod went from one street to another lighting street lamps. Zanzibar by night though dim was inviolable and had its serenity, sanctity and also liveliness. 
I was the sixth of my father's seven children. He had two wives.  The first one bore him three children namely Mohamed (Master Sheriff), Marzia(wife of Husain Hassam Ladha) and Fatma(wife of Yusuf Abdulla Jaffer Dewji). After the death of the first wife my father married my mother who delivered him four more children in Zainab(wife of Fida Rashid Manek), Husain, myself and the youngest Nargis(wife of Turab Jaffer Khamis Damji). My father was strict and a thorough disciplinarian. He would wake up my elder brother Husain for morning prayers with a cane. Sadly he passed away in 1956 when I was only eight. 
I very well remember that sad night when a certain relative had the guts to place me in the room in which my father's corpse lay and make me recite yasin. He was no more his sleeping form but a lifeless object. I was panic stricken and all alone in the room in which an unusual calm prevailed. Next day sometime in the afternoon amidst the crying and wailing the cortege left the house and I was made to walk under the jeneza(coffin) on our way to the graveyard(Nai Chungani) across Mwembeladu. 
Life became a struggle as my brother Husain was still schooling then. It took a while before he joined the employment rank of the Colonial Government in Zanzibar. My father's death had also meant certain liberty for us. The abandoned reddish cane that hanged on the wall in the room no more evoked fear associated with it. Also the Grundig radio found its place in our house and along with it flowed  Indian music. It paved my way to Indian cinema. Eventually in Daressalaam two decades later I became the Indian weekly Screen's casual correspondent for East Africa and at times even previewed Hindi films for TFC before they were even censored. 
However nothing could deter me from my religious traditions that were deeply rooted in me as I was brought up in an entirely sacred Zanzibar atmosphere. My father was adopted by his uncle, Jaffer Mohamed Sheriff, and his huge mansion on Kiponda Road where we resided was willed to us. Unfortunately it was under the trusteeship of the Administrator General and today away from Zanzibar my brother Husain and I are left to collect its negligible rent from Mambomsije (Administrator General's office). My father's other properties included the three huge buildings located at Malindi along Kituo cha Taa. They all got confiscated after the Zanzibar Revolution of 1964 and their notice published in the government gazette. While one of the three underwent renovation and still exists the other two have fallen into a state of dilapidation.   
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	               Our mansion on Kiponda Road opposite Junni mosque
	The Mailindi building(dark) that was confiscated


Our house was right in front of Kuwwat(Junni) mosque and we became part of its ritualistic events. It was the era of those devout Khoja zealots and the house vibrated with majlis and melodious marshias and nauhas. Certain old and sick ones preferred to the congested imambara our house where besides listening to majlis they could also view alams and shabihs through the windows. The house was blessed with the Muharram majlises held in the afternoons of 5th, 6th and 7th of the mourning month and iftaar on the 28th of Ramadhan. On Ashura and Chehlum nights it would be packed with ladies who came to view the julus. In the evening the ladies' majlis and matam resounded from Mehfile Ali Makam which was also located in the same vicinity. 
Even the sight of mayats (dead bodies) wrapped in kafan(shroud) became fearfully visible. I still shudder at the memory of the 1961 Zanzibar riots. The sight of the beheaded corpses or those with amputated limbs that were being brought to the mosque for ghusal was just horrible. The Ngambo residents who had got looted and taken to Rahaleo for a couple of despairing days during the 1964 revolution were also seen sheltered at the imambara. 
The azan meant pulling up my pyjamas and rushing to the Junni mosque for prayers. Habib Rashid Jetha and Mohmedali Premji taught me how to say namaz. Opposite the mosque was a small barber's shop where the barber Toto Hajam cut our hairs and also provided the latest gossips. The barzaimamwaro(the long stretched pavement outside the mosque) was a meeting spot for mazungumzo(talks) by community members. Alongside the youngsters hanged out at Mamdu Bi's barafu stall to amuse themselves. In the neighbourhood the feature of attraction was Takim Travel Service's window display of a range of toy aeroplanes that held special fascination for passersby. At the Jacksi's they displayed a manequin, and the brand Shikibo, Double Two, Nylon and other variety of shirts. During my father's days the elderly led by Mulla Abdulhusain Mohammed Walli gathered in our shop(downstairs) at night and the discussion revolved around religion, Khojas and the communal affairs. In the holy month of Ramadhan they talked late into the night. 
Ramadhan in Zanzibar was unique. It would be greeted with a 21gun salute. Its hectic evenings generated tremendous pace. The vendors abounded selling the Zanzibar specialty like kitumbua, kalimati, mkateyakumimina, mkateyaufuta and mkateyamofa. It was also customary among its acquaintances to send  each other the routine sinia(platters of snacks, desserts and curry[kuku waku paka, samaki waku paka]). The nights were even livelier and Forodhani provided the perfect resort. At around midnight the faithful were awakened for dakhu(last meal before the fast) by the powerfully toned  'Uthoyaro Musalmano wakt usurka, roza rakho Ramzanka lanat karo shaitanko....' of one Farjalla(Uthoyaro) who went around with his stick and dimly lit lamp. Then followed the Washihiri drummers and the Asian Bawo who eulogized the Muslim Saints and mocked the fashion trend. Eventually exploded the 'one gun fire' at two o'clock sharp.  
Personally I would look forward to 'darsa' (recitation of koran) at night and in particular the one at Sheriff Dewji's residence where the wonderful environment inspired tremendous admiration. On arrival you would be greeted with Mohammed Sheriff Dewji's benign smile as the children with vase of asmini(jasmine) rushed to offer you bits of flowers. Then followed kahawa and sharbat(juice) as you awaited your turn for the koran recitation under the direction of Agha Mehdi Shustari. On the 28th night a beautifully wrapped gift packet would be presented to all the regular attendants. The darsa at Kiwanjani(Mehfile Shahe Khurasan) was under the direction of Habib Rashid Jetha. It was famous for its istekhan(black tea) served in shapely small sized cups. Also throughout Ramadhan Kiwanjani  hosted iftaar(fast breaking meal) feasted by various individuals upon their respective invitees. 
The Eid moon attracted a big crowd at Forodhani and its sighting alike Ramadhan moon was greeted with a 21gun salute. Eid was a festive occasion with three to four days of public holidays. After the usual eid prayers and barazas the Zanzibaris shook hands and warmly greeted each other. The streets brightened up with their new white khanzu(robe) and kofia(Zanzibar cap). The Wamanga(Omanis) in their traditional attire chanted and paraded through the town jumping up and down with their jambia(swords) and sticks to display their swordsmanship. They were also reputed for their halua(halua ya Mmanga) and everywhere on eid day visitors would be relished with halua and kahawa. In the evenings  eid was marked with fun fare at Mnazimoja  where there would be toys' stalls, food stalls, ngomas, karagosi(puppet show) and such gimmicks. 
Mnazimoja was also the venue for Prophet Mohamed's 12th Rabiulawwal maulidi when matwana(trucks) carrying hundreds of natives arrived from shambas(villages) and distance as far as Makunduchi to participate in the festivity. At night the illuminated ground would be packed with Zanzibar's cosmopolitan public including the Sultan and the entire Royal family. The maulidi stretched the whole night and the entire stone town echoed with its melodious kasida, barzanji and zikiri. 
Before I was enrolled into the primary school at the age of seven I had to attend koranic lessons during day time at school Faiz and also at the residence of Mulla Fatu Magawa(Mrs. Fatmabai Panju) and Mulla Bibi Zara(Mrs. Aliakbar  Sayad Husain Shustari). The religious education provided at the night School Faiz continued right till I finished my secondary education. Eventually the school shifted its premises from the old one by the side of the mosque to the new one on Kiponda beside my residence. 
My primary school was Sir Euan Smith Madressa(ESMand now Haile Salasi School) at Mnazimoja(earlier ESM was the balconied building around 'old fort' at Forodhani) and till the fourth standard it functioned as Gujarati medium with the red turbaned Master Premchand Mehta(Master Kilemba) symbolizing the school's Indianization. Some of our teachers were Parsi as Zanzibar had a small Parsi community too. They had their Agiari(Fire Temple) with its dastoor(priest) and even  'Tower of Silence'(cemetery) at Kilimani/Ziwani where they buried their dead unlike the Parsi way of disposing their corpse which is exposing them to the sun and vultures. Our principal Master Arjani and the portly Master Kanga were Parsi. The canning by the Parsi teacher Master Rana was really painful. The Ithnashri teachers included my eldest brother Mohamed Sheriff (Master Sheriff), the anglicized Ebrahim Jaffer Ebrahim and the fanatical Bakar Taki Walji(Master Baker) under whose tutorship the Ithnashri  boys had field day. The recess time at ESM was as good as food fair when vendors from different corners gathered in the school yard to sell their speciality.
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The primary school, Sir Euan Smith Madressa (ESM), now Haile Salasi school.
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The secondary school, King George the vi th, now Lumumba College 
Zanzibar's government secondary school was the best in the whole of East Africa. The new one at Sateni came to be known as 'King George the vith' (now Lumumba College). Its teachers were mostly British seconded all the way from the United Kingdom by the Colonial Government. The teachers namely Hens, Davis, Evans, Pasco, Gregory, Wesson, Ellis and Howley became household names. Also the Asian and African teachers like Desai, Naik, Kureshi, Khakoo, Peera, Zubeir, Abdulrehman and Aboud Jumbe(later the President of Zanzibar and the mainland Vise President) commanded great respect. Imagine only 60 students from the entire Zanzibar and Pemba would be selected to attend the government secondary school after passing the challenging 'Entrance' examination. They formed the cream of the product and their names broadcast on Sautiya Unguja(Radio Zanzibar). They were the real intellects unlike the elites of today who gain admission into good schools through their money.   
There were other reputable schools too like Technical School(now Gamal Abdel Nasser) at Beit El Raas, some three miles from the town. Also besides ESM there were a couple of more schools overlooking Mnazimoja such as Saida Matuka Girls Secondary School(now Ben Bella and formerly Government Boys Secondary School) which was in line with Khalifa Hall(now TVZ) and the shapely Zanzibar museum. There was also the white domed Aga Khan School near Majestic Cinema at the far end of Sokomohogo/Mkunazini streets. Majestic was rebuilt after the original building had gutted in one of Zanzibar's worst fires sometime in the 1950s. Besides Majestic the other cinemas in Zanzibar were Empire and Sultana(now Cine Afrique). They held matinee shows of Indian films charging a mere one shilling a person, and what came to be popularized as 'one shilling all-round'. The Aapki Farmaish (Request for Indian songs) presented by Zarina Patel and Farouq Malik, and likewise shairi by Bakari Abedi and tarab music were some of the popular programmes broadcast on Sauti Ya Unguja and eagerly awaited by listeners. 
One of Zanzibar's most prestigious schools was St. Joseph of the Catholic Mission(now Tumekuja) that admitted only selective pupils. It was located behind the High Court which was on the main Shangani Road that stretched from Siva Haji/Karimji Jivanji Hospital(now V.I.Lenin) and the British Resident's Mansion(now State House) along Victoria Garden right up to the Post Office at the far end of Portuguese street where mainly the enterprising Hindu community resided and which bursted with crackers on the night of Diwali. It also consisted of the Goans who specialized as tailors. Across there was the monumental Catholic Church with its twin towers and those sculptured statues of Virgin Mary and other apostles that really appealed to the eye. The cathedral along with the Khoja Ithnashri Hujjat mosque minaret at Mkunazini/Sokomohogo were some of Zanzibar's landmarks. Zanzibar's financial network controlled by the private banker Jetha Lila and the Standard Chartered and National & Grindlays banks operated from here.
Portuguese street/Shangani also housed the clinics of the well known Dr. Taylor, Dr. Goradia, Dr. Mehta and Dr. Patel. Further down in the gully of Changa Bazaar was the clinic of Dr. Menezes, and on Kiponda that of Dr. D'silva. The Khoja dispensary at the far end of Forodhani and what now is the ostentatiously displayed 'Cultural Centre' was the most spectacular. Those who had served there were Dr. Gulamhusain and Dr. Raza Khakoo. The Zanzibaris had penchant for calling people by way of nick and a certain Muslim Punjabi doctor was named Dr. Awara. 
The round clock protruding from the building on Shangani signified Zanzibar's High Court. Its Chief Justice, Sir John Grey, formed an authority on Zanzibar's judicial system. Other prominent personalities included Judge Green and Magistrate Husain Rahim. Zanzibar boasted a Secular Court and a Sharia Court. Sheikh Omar Smet and Abdullah Saleh Farsi were Chief Kadhi for the Sharia Court. The Talati brothers of 'Wiggins and Stephens' and the Lakha brothers were some of Zanzibar's leading lawyers. Wolf Dourado went on to become the Attorney General. 
Zanzibar's oldest newspaper was a weekly Samachar published by Fazel Master whose establishment dated back to 1901. The bilingual (English and Gujarati) paper was circulated on Sundays only. Such another was 'Zanzibar Voice' by Ibrahim Kassam. Also Rati Bulsara entered with his very own Adal Insaaf. The Government Press besides the gazette delivered Maarifa on Thursdays.
Portuguese street adjoined Sokomohogo/Mkunazini streets which were largely occupied by the Bohoras who were old settlers and dealt in hardware, crockery or had tin/glass cutting workshops. They had as many as three mosques which were situated at Kiponda, Mkunazini and Sokomohogo. Others  were Kutchi Sunnis comprising Memon, Khatri, Sonara, Sumra, Surya, Loharwadha, Girana, Juneja, Sameja, Chaki, Kumbhar, Hajam, Bhadala and such Kutchi artisan/smith communities. There were also Sunni communities other than Kutchi such as Kokni(Muslims from Maharashtra) and Surti Vora(Muslims from Surat, Gujarat).
Portuguese street also converged on Hurumzi(Vaddi Bhajaar) where the Hindu and Jain temples were located. It was also where grocers abounded and the public bustled in purchasing their requirements. The shop/residence of my maternals, RHK Damji (one of East Africa’s biggest importers of onions from India and spices from South East Asia in the British Colonial days), was here and formed the point of our frequent visits. The street extended up to Saleh Madawa's shop or the huge Ismaili Jamaatkhana(prayer hall) that stretched all the way from one road to another. It formed terminus for several by-ways and lanes that headed towards the Khoja(Ithnashris/Ismailis) and Arabs/Comorians(Wangazija) dominated Barza Tharia(named after the Khoja Ismaili Mukhi Tharia Topan and where the famed vendor Ba Musa used to sell fruits), Kiponda, Malindi, Ajam Gully, Khor Bhajaar and lastly Darajani which marked out the end of stone town and from where emerged its outskirt or the suburban area of Ngambo.  
The Zanzibar harbour that spread over Forodhani/Malindi/Funguni area was the scene of hectic activity and contributed considerably  towards the economy. Zanzibar was a 'duty free' zone and overseas liners and cargo ships anchored regularly. The dockers loaded and unloaded goods while port clerks and officers hastened the proceedings. The men in white dress and black tie symbolized Zanzibar Customs. The long handled narrow hamali carts with heap of gunny sacks would be seen coming out from the port and being pulled and pushed by porters who made their way through those narrow streets. The dry dock at Funguni(Forodha Papa) smelt of fish. It was where dhows and schooners were sheltered and fish net lay on quay.
Al Hazra and Al Said formed Zanzibar's passenger ships and journeyed to and fro 'Zanzibar-Daressalaam-Pemba'. Later these ships were replaced by the new ones which were 'Khalifa'(Jamhuri) and 'Salama'(Africa). The Zanzibar aerodrome was located some three miles from the town at Kembe Samaki and constituted a small air strip and an ordinary building with tiny control tower. Its flights were restricted to the neighbouring East African towns. 
Zanzibar was just out of this world. It was a godsend gift. Those who had experienced its superabundance and easy life shall vouch for it. The locals or indigenous Zanzibaris were God fearing and honest people. The rapport between members of various communities and the brotherliness that prevailed was distinctly exceptional. While cosmopolitanism was at its best in Zanzibar the teams Ithnashris, Ismailis, Hindus, Bohoras, Sunnis, Arabs, Comorians, Parsis and Goans that participated in its cricket tournaments were all communal based. Even the English had their team (English Club) that played friendly matches with others. However the best  was 'Cosmos' which was made up of players from obviously different communities. What an era! 
Mid fifties onwards African colonies had begun detaching their colonial rulers. Such an awareness was felt in Zanzibar too and as a result the political parties Afro Shirazi Party(ASP), Zanzibar Nationalist Party(ZNP) and Zanzibar & Pemba Peoples Party(ZPPP) came into being. Some closely contested elections resulted in bloody riots on the first of June in 1961. In stone town Darajani was the scene of stone throwing and mob violence but it was rural Zanzibar which bore the brunt of casualties. Never before had Zanzibar experienced such outrage and the riots did raise an alarm. Eventually ZNP and ZPPP joined hands to form Zanzibar's first ever independent Government, and also agreed to the treaty to retain the Sultan, Jamshed Bin Abdullah, as monarchal symbol. 
Jamshed led a fast life, contrary to the reputation his predecessors Sayed Bargash Bin Saeed and Sayed Khalifa Bin Harub had acquired. Sayed Khalifa had strong ties with the British and even the islanders seemed to like him. He died at the age of 80 after reigning for 49 years. That day impelled solemn observance and the radio broadcast live commentary and recitation of koranic verses. The atmosphere was somber and the town lay deserted as almost its entire population had gathered outside the palace for the funeral which took place in the afternoon after asar prayers. He was buried behind the palace. Various communities held special prayers during the mourning period declared for him. Sayed Khalifa was succeeded by his son Sayed Abdullah who reigned for just a couple of years. He passed away after his leg was amputated. That paved the way for Jamshed to come on the scene, albeit Zanzibar then was in the process of decolonization.
The date 10th December, 1963 was set for Zanzibar's independence. It was in the grip of festivities and the entire town decorated with flags and electric light bulbs. Forodhani was transformed into a glitter. The Palace and Beit al Ajaib with decorations emitting bright light and sparkles were the cynosure of all eyes(the like of decoration on the occasion of Queen Elizabeth's Coronation, Princess Margaret's visit or Sultan Sayed Khalifa's enthronement anniversary/birthday). On the eve of independence Zanzibaris gathered at Coopers Ground to witness the ceremony. Excitement was at fever pitch. The British Rule was coming to an end and the Resident Sir George Mooring thus making an exit. The Queen was represented at the ceremony by her husband Prince Philip, the Duke of Edinburgh. At the stroke of midnight Zanzibar became independent. Amidst cheers and roars the Zanzibar flag replacing Union Jack was hoisted and 21 guns fired. The ecstatic crowd then rushed to Forodhani for a spectacular fireworks display. It was a great moment for them as they had their aspirations of Uhuru, and hoped to thrive and prosper.
The new Government under Prime Minister Mohamed Shamte seemed confident and disdained Britain's offer of military assistance. Ironically it lasted just a month. The dawn of 12th January, 1964 struck Zanzibar with a bloody Revolution. It was a Sunday and the last prior to the commencement of the month of Ramadhan. Many had arranged a picnic to Chwaka and Jambiani(vunja jungu). Some had even preceded and were heedless of what was to come. We became aware of the news after my brother who had gone to buy bread whisked back when told that some disturbance was suspected in the island. Just then the old clock on the wall chimed seven o'clock, the radio was switched on and tuned in to BBC. The news of Revolution in Zanzibar and the overthrow of its Government made the headlines. We were aghast. Sauti Ya Unguja taken over by the rebels was also on air.
Suddenly gloom spread around and everything seemed sullen. The town had become dead silent and only the sound of gunshots heard at intervals. The strongest resistance came from Malindi Police Station which was not much of a distance from our house. It was the last battalion to surrender. The battle raged throughout the night. The distinct sound of gunshots dominated the still of the night and stirred eerie sensation. The happenings of that day and the days that followed, and those of the curfew imposed nights will etch on my mind forever. The coup was led by a self proclaimed Field Marshal John Okello(a mason of Ugandan descent). His authoritative tone, implausible utterance and abrupt commands on radio sent a chill down our spine. The ASP leader Abed Amani Karume was named Zanzibar's President and to lead the Revolutionary Council. Mohamed Shamte and his ministers were imprisoned. Others also were imprisoned. Sultan Jamshed fled the island along with his entourage. Many got looted, some even raped and a large number killed in the Revolution. It was a horrifying experience which also determined the destinies of hundreds of Zanzibaris. They dispersed here and there, and their old foundations degenerated into nonentities.
The political unrest and the wind of change that had blown through Zanzibar in the wake of its Revolution coincided with the completion of my secondary education. It was a period of turmoil and the cold blooded murder of four innocent lives at Taziakhana by a member of the Revolutionary Council coupled with the abduction of four Agha(Persian) girls who were forced into interracial marriage shattered the community’s nerves. Zanzibar was no more the heaven of peace it once boasted of. Hundreds of Asians literally fled in utter despair.ade farewell to my house and with hard feelings left Zanzibar. My sister Nargis after being made redundant by the High Court where he was working winded up all the affairs. He was the last to part with the house and in abidance by the deed of its Trust handed over its keys to the Administrator General at their office. 

The 1914 Certificate issued by the Directorate of Education, Zanzibar Government. 
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CHAPTER TWO
THE SUBCONTINENT 
 

The sudden transition from Zanzibar's old stone town into the glamorous Churchgate/Marine Drive of Bombay was a vast contrast for me. It was where the affluent society existed. The affluent also occupied Bombay's posh Valkeshvar/Malbar Hill, Napeon Sea Rd, Peddar Rd, Warden Rd and Breach Candy. They were the lucky ones who were born with silver spoon and had all the amenities of life. Bombay had its complexity too. The sight of its slums and its inhabitants clustered in inhuman conditions was shocking. It was also sad to see the slum dwellers squatting on roads to defecate. Imagine whole families living under one shanty roof where they cooked, married, copulated, bred and died in appalling condition! My ideology took a drastic turn. I was a changed man.  
Bombay with its superbly displayed Victorian architecture at Gateway of India, Kala Ghoda, Flora Fountain, Victoria Terminus, Dhobi Talao, Crawford Market, Pydhoni, Opera House, Dadar and various other places seemed exclusively different. The congestion at Kalbadevi/Bhuleshvar and Masjid Bandar was mind boggling and alarming. You were a nobody, an insignificant mortal among the masses. There were hundreds of them, some in their dhoti attire, just going ahead and indifferent and immune to those around them. You also came across characters like jesters, jugglers, musicians, magicians, eardrum cleaners, snake charmers, fortune tellers, masseurs, physically handicapped and haggard looking beggars, all sorts of vendors and various others. It was amazing to see the berserk crowd, buses, trams and the leisurely paced tongas causing traffic jam. It was also amusing to watch a cow obstruct the traffic. The cow is sacred to Indians and the Hindus revere it. They touched it, kissed it and even fed grass to it. Bombay's hectic train system and its commuters rushing up and down at Churchgate and Victoria Terminus(VT) railway stations baffled me. It was altogether an entirely different world for me. 
Bombay also seduced me by its spacious and modern cinema houses. Saturday nights took us to English films at Eros, Strand, Regal, Metro and Sterling while Sunday evenings were reserved for the Hindi ones at Apsara and Maratha Mandir. The Gujarati natak(plays) formed another attraction for me and I would often be seen at Birla or Tejpal theatres where they were performed. The melodious Mohamed Rafi was my idol and I would attend the Rafi nites going all the way from Churchgate to Sion at Shanmukhanand Hall. My liking for the qawals Yusuf Azad, Abdurab Chaos, Jani Babu and Aziz Naza and their catchy lyrics meant returning to the hostel in the wee hours of the morning after the qawali nites at Patkar and other halls.  
Bombay's glamorous restaurants became a matter of routine as I had begun acquiring taste for its Mughlai, Tandoori, South Indian and Chinese cuisine. I also could not resist Bombay's famous bhelpuri, sevpuri, panipuri and raghra that the bhayyas would sell on the roadside or at Chowpaty and Juhu beaches.  
The roadside food was not all that hygienic and I had to be admitted in JJ Hospital at Byculla with typhoid. I had several friends who were medical students at the Grant Medical College (GMC) attached to the hospital and they provided me with a special room meant only for the medicos. There I experienced one of the saddest incidents of my life. One Maharashtrian boy who also had typhoid was brought into the room. He hailed from a poor family and was doing his internship after passing his final MBBS examination. Sadly the fever escalated and the youthful doctor passed away. His entire family gathered there and surrounded the body. His parents were uncontrollable and their wailing over the dead body was heartrending. They lighted  diwa and performed certain religious rites before taking away the body.  
I was completely disheartened by that incident and the room gave me a severe fright. I demanded to be removed to the general ward where death was a common sight but the ward had a number of patients whose relatives and associates frequented and enlivened the place. I stayed at the hospital for almost a fortnight and was reduced from 51 to 37 kilograms. My typhoid ended horrifically with its after effects that had bulk of my hairs disappear. They were falling in bunches and for almost two months I could not take a hair bath. I was prescribed a course of 50 injections but by then enough damage had been done to my otherwise good hair growth. 
I resided on the 'B' Road of Churchgate at Jai Hind College Hostel that was located by the side of Hotel Natraj at Marine Drive which commanded spectacular view of the solid buildings that stretched in a row overlooking the highway and Arabian Sea. It was the cynosure of Bombay and at night its illumination transformed it into a breathtaking view that the Bombay public termed 'Queen's Necklace'. We would daily go for evening or after dinner stroll around there. The hostel had mostly the East African boys who were the 'Patels' and 'Shahs' of Kenya and Uganda. There were also the arduous and intellectual South Indians of Kerala and Madras. My acquaintance with all of  them grew closer and I was even made to celebrate along with them their colourful festivals of Diwali, Holi, Janmastami, Ganpati and Rakshabandhan when the hostel would hold feast. The cafes and bistros at Churchgate like Venice, Gaylord, Talk of the town, Bombaylis and Napoli became our favourite joints. We would sit there for hours chatting endlessly, listening to music and consuming espresso, at times even beyond midnight. 
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Bombay's spectacular Marine Drive 
 
One of Bombay's peculiarities is its monsoon when the rains come pouring down and the innumerable umbrellas go abruptly up. It would begin in the first week of June and last till August. Once I happened to pay a friend a visit at his Navjivan Society residence in Bombay Central when there was heavy downpour causing incessant showers that  just would not stop. My friend and his family insisted that I stay overnight with them but I was adamant to return to the hostel. The Navjivan Society compound was inundated with water that had reached chest level high. We found ourselves being pulled by its stream and my friend who was accompanying me to the Bombay Central railway station had his pair of spectacles swept away.  It was impossible to reach the station which was just a few footsteps away. We had no alternative but to retreat and I ended up staying at my friend's place for two days. Bombay was declared bandh (closed). Everything had come to a halt as buses and trains did not move and nothing functioned. 
The monsoons also remind me of one dull and rainy evening when I had gone to meet another friend at the National College hostel in Bandra. There I accompanied him to a nearby clinic along Gazebo restaurant on Linking Road where we found one shoeshine boy drenched in wet cloths and shivering. He was breathing heavily and passed away within no time. His colleagues on the pavement seemed immune to the tragedy and carried on with their routine as if nothing had happened. When intimated to carry away the body they shrugged off the attendant and suggested to dump it in a municipal van. I was aghast. That incident amply demonstrated to me Bombay's treachery and the callousness of its people.
Somehow the trashy Indian cinema always fascinated me. I even grasped the tricks of its distribution and exhibition trade reading such periodicals as 'Trade Guide' and 'Film Information'. Once as a stargazer outside Shanmukhanand Hall on the occasion of the 1967 Filmfare Award function a friend Rafiq Pirmohamed (now in Dubai) and I were subjected to laathicharge   (battering) by a hawaldar (policeman ) when the crowd rushed at Dilip Kumar who had won the best actor award that year for his role in 'Ram aur shyam'. Interestingly some of us at the hostel once even participated in the shooting of a 'C' grade or low budget film 'Ek din adhi raat' starring Sujit Kumar and Kumkum at hotel Blue Nile. We were seated in its dance hall and the dancer Madhumati danced around us to the tune of music that was being played.  
Film shooting with its cuts and retakes is monotonous. I was again witness to its tediousness when taken to Rajkamal Studios at Parel to see the shooting of B.R. Chopra's Dharmendra starrer 'Aadmi aur Insaan'. During my latter visits to Bombay my association with Screen's editor Mr. Pillay had me pay a visit to Ranjit Studios at Dadar where the shooting of Manmohan Desai's Amitabh Bachchan starrer 'Parvarish' was going on and availed me the opportunity of a brief chat with the modest Mr. Bachchan in his make up room.  I also attended the recording of film ‘Do Musafir's duet by Mohamed Rafi and Lata Mangeshkar under the baton of Kalyanji Anandji at Tardeo's 'Song Recording Studio'.  
My visit to the extraordinary Tajmahal reminded of the time when we would marvel at its photographs. During my Cutch and Kathiawad (Saurashtra) trip the hotel in Bhavnagar where I had been staying held bhajan at its roof top on amas(full moon) night and there I was coaxed into smoking. It felt good and I, the teetotaller, went on to smoke a packet a day for almost 25 years till dissuaded by ill health. After repeated trial the distasteful habit came to its end in July,1992. 
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The extraordinary Taj-Mahal at Agra
 
I was overwhelmed with emotions by the sight of Khojawad at Jamnagar, my ancestral town. What a contrast between the cosmopolitan Zanzibar and the traditionalist orthodox spot in India's remote Jamnagar! My grandfather Jaffer Mohamed Sheriff had built the mosque at Jamnagar. His photograph adorns the wall of the Khoja Ithnashri Boarding House along with those of Nasser Noormohamed, Dawood Haji Nasser and Jetha Ghokal. It made me feel proud.  
Typical of India is its concentration of Khojas in one place known as Khojawad where side by side stand the mosque and jamatkhana. The Khojas there are referred to as vaddi Jamaat  (Ismailis) and nindhi jamaat (Ithnashris) rather than Ismailis or Ithnashris. In Kutch Kero I had put up at a relative’s place where strangely one brother was Ismaili while another Ithnashri. In the evenings when one visited the jamaatkhana another went to the mosque.   
In Bombay Khojas reside at Dongri. I used to perform Ramadhan amaals at Dongri's Palagalli mosque till four at night when I would go to Nizari restaurant in Bhindi Bazaar to take my dakhu or sahri(last meal before the fast). Bhindi Bazar in Ramadhan enlivens at night. Otherwise for dakhu I used to have sandwiches and tea at the hostel while for iftaar(meal for breaking fast) I would go to a Muslim restaurant across Flora Fountain. During weekends I visited Mohamedali Road and Bhindi Bazaar to feast on malpua, firni and faluda at Suleman Osman's sweet stall along Minara Masjid. On Eid day after the Eid namaaz at the Palagalli mosque I would treat myself to shirkhurma at Nizari and then proceed to Bombay Central where there was a dingy restaurant that was famous for its jukebox with old records. I would sit there for hours listening to Rafi's sad solos as away from family such festive occasions accentuated my loneliness. I returned to my hostel with packets of aflaatoon that I would distribute to my Hindu friends.  
In Muharram I attended night majlises at Dongri's Kesar Baag or Bhindi Bazaar's Mughal masjid or Babarali imambara. The shame ghariba majlis were held at Rehmatabad cemetry(where the film actress Meena Kumari(Mehjabeen) is buried) by the side of Arambaag(Khoja cemetry) at Ray Road in the Mazgaon area. At dusk candles placed on graves would be lighted creating dim and sombre atmosphere. After the majlis beggars in expectation of alms queued up the route from the cemetery. The best Muharram that I ever experienced was the 1969 one in Karachi where I attended daily four majlises of Allama Rashid Turabi. It began with the Nishtar Park majlis at 5 in the evening followed by the 8 pm one in Khalikdina Hall, the 9.30 pm one in Bara Imambara and finally in Azakhane Zahra or Irani Hall at around midnight. On Ashura day after the morning majlis at Nishtar Park the big julus procession stretching for almost a mile would commence from there and culminate in the evening at Bara Imambara in the Khoja vicinity of Kharadhar.  
The one person Khoja Ithnashris need be proud of is Mohamedali Jinnah, the founder of Pakistan, for he was one of them. I feel particularly more inclined because the Jinnah family hailed from somewhere around Jamnagar though they had shifted long back to Sindh where Mohamedali was born in Karachi. During the independence movement Mohamedali Jinnah was stationed in Bombay. Jinnah had married a Parsee from Bombay. She died also in Bombay before the partition and was buried in Arambaag, the Khojah Ithnashri cemetery. With the partition of the subcontinent most of the Khoja Ithnashris  from India moved to Karachi, Pakistan.  
I have had the rare opportunity of crossing the Indo-Pak border twice, once through Vagha(Amritsar) and another through Husainiwala (Ferozpur). The strange ways of the world places Pakistan on one end and India on the other. I found myself inbetween on no men's land or what has been pronounced 'International Zone' and could see both the Pakistani and Indian soldiers guarding their respective borders. It made me emotional for it reminded me of the partition that had led to the reciprocal genocide that saw the massacre of thousands and displacement of millions. I was born around that period of the partition and had grown up with the notion of heroics of Mahatma Ghandhi and Qaide Azam Mohamedali Jinnah. I also made a point of visiting in homage to the Samadhi (crematorium) of Gandhiji at Rajghat in Delhi and the makbara (mausoleum) of Jinnah at Mazare Quaide Azam in Karachi.
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	The Khoja mosque at Jamnagar built by Jaffer Mohammed Sheriff 
	The childhood heroes, Jinnah & Ghandi
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The Khoja mosque at Palagalli, Bombay 
 
Travelling by train in the subcontinent is exhilarating and adventurous. Along the route the view has its scenic attractions-the Kanbi (farmers) and govar(shepherd) of Gujarat in their huge feta(turbans), the bearded Sardarji of Punjab or the white capped Bhayya of Uttar Pradesh absorbed in their routine, their ladies in colourful and traditional garments, the cattle grazing on pastures, the peacock spreading its lovely feathers to display those eye catching patterns; such images created a beautiful scenario. The train halts at various stations which are crowded and noisy. Passengers move to and fro with their luggage carried by themselves or the coolies. The stations abound in hawkers selling food, drinks and different items. The compartments are full of passengers with characters who can be real fun to be with. They chat, play cards or sing songs for their amusement.   
I had my own adventures too. In Pakistan I happened to travel from Karachi to Lahore on my friend's (Pakistan based Tanzanian) ICFS (International Council for Foreign Students) card that enabled me concessionary fare. I was also carrying a Bombay friend's suitcase with the imprint 'K.K.NAIR, BOMBAY' inscribed on it. The ticket checker caught me red-handed for travelling on somebody else's card. I was not only made to pay the full fare but even the penalty. I felt really ashamed though I was actually entitled to a lesser fare but had forgotten my card in Bombay. 
On another instance when travelling from Lahore to Karachi the train had halted at Multan and I needed to go to the washroom. I was in a third class compartment and the train packed with passengers. It was just impossible to move out and the only outlet possible was through its narrow windows. I could see the locals swiftly penetrating through it and was prompted to venture the move. While with great difficulty I managed to come out it was just impracticable for me to get back. I was helpless and panicky as the train was about to leave. Eventually I got lifted and pushed from outside as my co passengers within the compartment pulled me inside. I had made an ass of myself and felt really embarrassed.  
In the nineteen fifties and sixties the best form of journeying was by ship. The BI (British India) liner with its vessels like Karanja and Kampala made voyage all the way from Capetown to Bombay and in between anchored at various ports. The departure at Mombasa port where passengers from Kenya and Uganda boarded created overwhelming scenes as family members and relatives parted and bed each other farewell.  
The bunks below created congestion unlike the comforts of cabin provided to ticket holders of first and second class. The passengers befriended each other and relaxed on the deck listening to news and music on radio or played cards. In the early morning passengers with their towels queued up outside the washroom. The meal at the ship was a sumptuous affair and included rich dessert and all sorts of fruits. The passengers packed into the ship shop that opened for specific hours and sold latest items at duty free price. At night it would be a gala affair and passengers treated to film shows, music parties, bhajans, qawallis and tombolla on the deck.  
The youngsters looked forward to disembark at the exotic Seychelles that was well known for its notoriety. The Muslim passengers exulted at the ship's arrival in Islamic Karachi symbolized by Pakistan's green flag with its crescent sign raised on the ship mast. The poor Hindu passengers irrespective of their nationality were denied entry in those days and envied their Muslim counterpart as they disembarked. They boarded back with packets of dry fruit that was Pakistan's specialty.  
During my several trips the one sorrowful happening that I witnessed in the ship was the death of a small boy aged nine or ten years. He hailed from a Muslim Punjabi family of Nairobi and was on his way back via Mombasa along with his mother and younger brother but death snatched him away.  Sometime in the afternoon the ship came to a sudden halt, its flag lowered to half-mast and we passengers and crew made to gather at the deck where the shroud wrapped body was placed in the middle. There was pin drop silence and only the sound of waves crashing against the ship could be heard when the ship captain moved forward towards the body. Everyone seemed chocked up as he removed his cap and performed the salute.  Eventually the crew lifted the body and lowered it into the sea. The ship then sounded its siren to resume its journey and the gathering dispersed. The body floated on the endless Indian Ocean while the heartbroken  mother and the sad and stunned younger brother stared at it in disbelief as it drifted away. It was a deeply distressing scene.  
On arrival at Bombay it would be chaotic as passengers packed their trunks and fastened their luggage while the impetuous Bombay porters or coolies in red shirt spread out themselves in every corner of the ship. As students we carried saleable items that fetched reasonably good price in Bombay and enabled us extra resource. As usual I would be panic struck and while others swiftly cleared themselves through the Bombay customs I found myself trapped repeatedly having my items impounded or levied with severe duty and penalty.  
My panicking and clumsiness has been hindrance to my development. As a bicycle learner I got knocked off again and again while my stint of driving with jerky motions and ultra sensitivity was a fiasco. All along I have been a pedestrian. As a child I would accumulate fifty cents to gain entrance to the Khalifa ground (now Mao Tsetung Stadium) to watch a cricket match when other children of my age would stealthily climb over the wall. I did try it once but found myself at the mercy of the watchman.  
Academically I bungled over my career pursuing a BA degree course from Bombay in India when I was prima facie eligible for admission to science or commerce. In India a BA degree is more of a disqualification than qualification for it is only the girls, the rich or those who fail to gain admission in other faculties opt for arts. My expectations were therefore met with frustrations and I merely passed the time for the duration of my course. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
CAREER 
 

My career begins in Daressalaam which has been my home after we left Zanzibar. Firstly I became a teacher at the Tambaza Secondary School (formerly Agakhan Boys Secondary School) but taught for just a couple of months. However noble the teaching profession may be careerwise it is ill favoured. Ironically I landed a job as a Bank Accountant with NBC (National Bank of Commerce) where the post of Economist for which I had applied was occupied.  I was initially designated Management Trainee and it was with the assurance of receiving severe training in accounts that I consented to the offer. 
I owe a great deal to National Bank of Commerce for grooming me into a caliber personnel. I was put on a vigorous training in accounts, on the job as well as at the Bank's Training Wing and the Institute of Finance Management where I attended several courses and seminars. Some of those who conducted the seminars were none other than President Nyerere's economic advisers like Dr.David Green and Dr.John Loxley. 
Being ethnic Indian the treatment accorded to us citizens at government and parastatal offices was worthy of praise. Tanzania is a beautiful country. I found the wildness of Ngorongoro, Manyara and Serengeti more attractive than the artificiality of Egypt's Pyramids. For that matter the whole of Africa is beautiful, and its people too. It is rightly stated that black is beautiful. I always associate black with goodness. My favourites in sports are Blacks, West Indies in cricket and Brazil in football. 
My fellow Zanzibaris, the indigenous ones, were just super. They were so humble, modest and hospitable. It is sad that Africans throughout Africa are subjected to exploitation while the politicians keep amassing fortunes. I still recall attending those Saturday night rallies by Hizbu or ZNP (Zanzibar Nationalist Party) at Darajani. ZNP had jogo(cock) as its symbol and the crowd agog for the occasion chanting 'voti umpeni jogo'. I would even attend the ASP(Afro Shirazi Party) rallies on Sunday evenings at Kiswandui. ASP had kisima(well) as their symbol and their supporters aplenty. That might have been political awareness but there is this pretentiousness also on the part of African politicians that has cheated and deprived Africans of their expectations. 
I vividly recall attending the Tanganyika independence celebrations on the night of 9th December, 1961 at the National Stadium in Daressalaam and also the Zanzibar one on the night of 10th December, 1963 at the Coopers ground. That Zanzibar Government lasted just a month and was toppled by the Zanzibar Revolution of 12th January, 1964. On 26th April, 1964 Zanzibar united with Tanganyika and the UNION was named  TANZANIA. There were high hopes but the post independence era has flopped miserably.   
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The wildness of Africa- Our landrover surrounded by monkeys at Ngorongoro
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The Zanzibar Revolution of 12th January, 1964  toppled the Sultan 
and the Sultan's Palace became People's Palace
When President Nyerere nationalized houses in 1971 his intentions might have been good for his socialist policy demanded cheaper house and lower rent so that it would be within the means of the poor. It backfired severely. Contrarily today only the filthy rich can own property and its exorbitant rent makes it inaccessible to the commoner. What an irony! 
The whole of Africa, east to west as well as north to south, is burning. The political unrest, coups, genocides, corruption, tribalism and economic chaos coupled with natural calamities like draught or fatal diseases like aids inflicted on Africa is beyond imagination. The future of Africa and its inhabitants is foreseen as entirely bleak. 
It is not that colonialists were good but they were definitely better administrators and knew how to deliver goods. South Africa may be basking in the glory of Nelson Mandella but it is a fact that its government cannot keep up the pace of the former apartheid regime. The relinquishing of political hold on South Africa seems a blessing in disguise for the Whites (Kaburus) as economically they have most of Africa under their clutch. The penetration of South Africans into Tanzania has changed Tanzania's economic scenario. They have snatched even the good old NBC. 
Some of NBC's policies since my time were detrimental to the economy of the country. The ujama(socialist) policy implied lending in millions to unviable projects. Also its’ phasing out of non citizens who had been earning just as much as us citizens and replacing them with expatriates at exorbitant cost was highly uncalled for. I went on to become NBC's Accountant at branch level, Zonal Controller at Zone level and eventually Economist with its Directorate of Research & Planning at the Head Office level. I was even appointed on the bank's Planning Committee and would consult on the affairs of banking and finance with the likes of Dr. Rwemamu who was Personal Adviser to President Nyerere. 
One of my good pals at NBC was former Tanzanian cricket captain Praful Mehta who opted not to come back to Tanzania after playing in England for East Africa in the 1975 World Cup. On the local cricket scene the dominance of Upanga to which Praful belonged was under threat from USC(Union Sports Club) whose championship reign was setting in. Praful would hate being teased about Upanga's decline. I could easily associate myself with members of the other communities who I found more accessible than members of my own community. Even then I was always handy with support for USC or its players with letters in the dailies siding their cause in the disputes with DCA (Daressalaam Cricket Association) or TCA (Tanzania Cricket Association). 
I do feel odd to be associated with cricket when I am a non sports person. Many whom I meet on the way indulge me in cricketing talk. Instinctively I desire all sorts of sports activities but find myself a non performer. My wishes thus remain unfulfilled and can never be furthered. Even then I have had my share as a spectator at a few international meets. Summer in England is great for sports fans. It provides real bonanza with its cricket test matches, Wimbledon tennis and Derby and Royal Escot races. It is lush green everywhere and the Daressalaam cricket grounds like Gymkhana, Kinondoni and Burhani pale in comparison to the scenic English County grounds with their picturesque pavilions and cathedrals.   
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    The picturesque county ground in England 
Wimbledon is vast and almost a village. Wimbledon prides in its environment that befits the affluent who flock there not only to experience the excitement of tennis but also make purchases of its precious mementos besides entertaining themselves to costly strawberries and cream. The atmosphere at the Centre Court is electric. 
Football or soccer as the British call it is the real craze in the UK. Its season stretches from autumn through winter right up to spring but gets over by summer. The English Premium league gets followed all over the world. In fact football is popular everywhere including Africa where the Africans are mad about it. East Africa's most prestigious tournament used to be 'Gossage' and Zanzibar formed its underdog. Zanzibar’s most popular footballers were Hija Saleh(Malim Hija) and Shioni Mze. Once sometime in 1959 when I was at my aunt's place I had the privilege of accompanying her brother in law, the late Roshan Master, who was the editor of the weekly 'Samachar' to a Gossage match between Zanzibar and Kenya at the Khalifa ground. He held a special pass and we were made to sit in the VIP section just behind the British Resident and the Sultan's family members. Zanzibar's Majham and Boti displayed thrilling football but eventually Kenya prevailed. Elijah Lidonde, Kenya’s star footballer, scored twice to beat Zanzibar 2-1. 
In Zanzibar we had several football teams but Malindi used to be my favourite for it was the team of our locality. The entrance to the stadium cost ten cents and the encounter between Malindi and Vikokotoni, a la Simba and Yanga, would be the talk of the town. Whenever Malindi won, the shop of one by the name of Ashur in a corner of Malindi would distribute freely a glass of mixed fruit or fresh orange juice. I remember once as a child to have followed my maternal cousin, the late Mohamedraza (Golo) Damji, who was a member of Malindi club to its party at Sheriff Musa. Malindi that season had won all the trophies that were displayed there and its supporters danced to the tune of tarab as the celebrations continued right through the night. 
However it is cricket that has been my passion (refer 'Cricket Mania' under 'Features'). The teams in East Africa were communal based which despite cricket's low standard made the competition fierce and enthralling. As a child I followed my brother Husain to the local matches and even made efforts to grasp the cricket commentary and 'Sports Round Up' that he would attentively listen to. He also used to receive the Indian magazine 'Sports & Pastime' that I found very much fascinating. Thus began my love or association with cricket. 
At home I would bang a rubber or tennis ball against the wall. At times it even hit the crockery displayed on the adjacent wall and broke it into pieces for which my mother would rebuke me. My maternals were the Khamis Damjis whom we paid regular visits at their Hurumzi residence. Eventually my younger sister got married into their family and I also ended up with one of theirs. The Hurumzi gully and stores provided the spot for our tennis ball cricket matches. Sadly the childhood cricket mats Zafar Manji and Iqbal Damji met with tragic ends. 
Initially it was mere statistics of the game that seemed to interest me but gradually I absorbed its finer points such as technique, footwork, wicket and its rules and regulations. All these would monopolize my conversation with my cricket fanatic friends or acquaintances. The Jamali brothers are amazing. Their tempers flared during tense moments in the local matches. They are fanatical Pakistan supporters and would ring even after midnight contemplating the following day's play. During the initial stages of the 1992 World Cup in Australia there was no television station in Tanzania and only those with satellite dishes could view live matches. We would gather at three at night to watch live matches at the residence of Mohamed Jaffri, another of those cricket maniacs. 
In the early 1980s I was suffering from depressive disorder. It was going to the cricket grounds that gave solace and provided a bit of relief to me. At that time spotlight was on AK Club’s Shiraz Sumar on the local cricket scene. I wanted to occupy myself doing something and indulged in a profile of Shiraz for an Ismaili friend. That feature became the talk of the cricket circle. I was merely being impartial but USC might have felt otherwise. Also around that time USC had come out with a souvenir that gave no mention to Zanzibar cricket and lacked material content. I expressed my view point but was met with rebuttal and taunt implying that I knew peanuts. I took up the challenge and the rest is history. Never had USC received so much publicity. 
The local dailies and weeklies vied for my cricket columns. My column with the Express had become really popular. It gave me that secret thrill of being liked and recognized. Once when seated at our Elise Corner baraza a group of youngsters from Tanga were brought there to be introduced to their cricket correspondent. They could not believe their eyes as I blushed with shyness. My columns entailed me to reach the British Council every Saturday by 8.30 in the morning when their parcel of English dailies arrived. I would be the first one to grab the papers, scribble my notes and collect as much material as possible. 
Such was our enthusiasm in the enthralling local competition that we would not return home during lunch. We had formed our own group comprising all Bohoras except myself and would arrange lunch at the ground itself or visit different restaurant on every Sunday. There have been sad moments too! My companions to the ground were the three Adamji brothers (Amir, Hatim and Sajjad -Nariarwala) who remain no more. In fact Amir's  death was a horrifying experience for me. On one Saturday afternoon as I was waiting down the road along with him for a friend Mohsin Kayzar’s car to go to Burhani ground for a cricket match, Amir all of a sudden groaned and passed away. The public gathered there and in panic I rushed to call the nearby doctor who on arrival declared him dead. 
The Adamji brothers were also members of the 'baraza' group. It was at the baraza where we would idle our time. My association with the Bohoras had a positive effect and the aloofness in me somewhat abated. We would arrange barbeque program on the balcony of one of our acquaintances or go for picnic. During Ramadhan we would sit late into the night and relish the biting, kahawa, fresh juice and ice cream that was served at the baraza. At one time the baraza group consisted of as many as 25 members. Today we hardly gather and remain just a few. Most of them have passed away. 
One of my favorites at the baraza was Sadiq Mithaiwala. He was a hilarious character and would relate his funny adventures. Once he was tempted into a boxing bout against a huge African at Arnatauglo Hall to earn some quick bucks. The Asians received his entry into the ring with great applause. Then began the fight and with his opponent's very first blow Sadiq got knocked out of the ring. He had passed out, only to regain consciousness the following morning when he woke up in his bed. 
I regret to state that I hold sour feelings for USC for not being responsive to my contributions. In that respect hats off to Agakhan Sports Club for their courtesy, and acknowledging whatever few write ups I did for them with letters of thanks or invitations to their functions. What really infuriates me is that all Tom, Dick and Harry insert their names over my original write ups to grab credit for themselves.
It is not that I am exceptional but rather a mediocre writer who merely builds up articles with emotion and sensation that excite or incite a section of the public. As a matter of fact in my younger days I was more attuned to the Indian language Gujarati and would read all sorts of Gujarati periodicals and publications like Chakram, Sharbat(later Begum), Abilgulal, Savita, Ramakdu, Chitralekha and several others. Our maalim, the priestly Agha Mehdi Shustari, used to call me to his crockery shop at Kiponda and would make me translate his letters and texts into Gujarati. 
English language was never my cup of tea. Even in school I fared badly at it and my English teachers showed disregard for my essay writing. I was reasonably good at other subjects but English language deprived me of a first grade in my Cambridge School Certificate examination. It gave me complex and I vowed to overcome this weakness of mine. I became a voracious reader and marvelled at the writings of Somerset Maugham and VS Naipaul. In Bombay I would sit for hours at the Asiatic restaurant at Churchgate sipping tea, munching khara biscuits and reading through the columns of the afternoon dailies. However the consistency of my writing began with the papers on the research work and feasibility studies that I had to prepare while at NBC's 'Research and Planning' department where at least a paper a week had to be presented to the Directorate. 
I furthered my career joining in 1976 the Commercial Bank of Dubai which was an associate bank of Chase Manhattan in Dubai. As its inspector I travelled throughout the Emirates staying at luxurious hotels in places like Abudhabi and dining at posh restaurants. Having stayed in India the greed and money mindedness of the Indians in Dubai therefore did not surprise me at all. Behind the facade of prosperity and modernity lies his insincerity and insecurity.   
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The residence around Fish Market at Dubai
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My employers in Dubai- CBD, The Associate Bank of Chasemanhattan 
Despite its East African background my own community seems going astray. The nauveau riche is the product of unfair means of dealings. Strangely he is looked upon with rave admiration and respect. He is being sought to lead the various committees. It is really confusing and I fail to reason out good from bad when viewing it from religious point. Outsiders regard with detestation such displays like 'live like Ali and die like Husain' and mock us for in reality the community projects a different picture altogether. In the good old Zanzibar there were no people with extreme riches but mere 'well to do' ones who were pious and knew where to draw the line.   
My father was a brilliant student and refused the lucrative government job offered to him. He was in cloth business, especially fine fabrics. His marginal profit did not have to exceed two percent. He also dealt in kafan(shroud) for which his clientele was classified into two, the 'haves' and 'have nots'. While the 'have' paid its mere cost price the 'have not' paid nothing.  In emergency the indigenous African could knock the door even late at night and would be served readily and without reluctance. 
Today it seems religion is sanctioned by wealth. The so called 'ziarat group' in reality is 'shopping spree in disguise'. Those with abundance throw away their donations in the form of carpets or chandeliers to show off their status and relieve themselves of their excess or burden. The holy month of Ramadhan is conspicuous not by its sanctity but the 'Korean Hall'  that takes the centre stage. It is where the social congregation assumes control and chit chat and sports tournaments thrive. The 'ittefaq' observance is marked with children taking in 'nintendo', 'carrom' and such games in the mosque.  We should learn from our Sunni brother for whom 'ittefaq' is renouncing everything except  'ibadat' that he engrosses himself in and feeds on sour and simple  'iftar' and 'sahri'. Who are we trying to stupefy? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
  LIFE 
  
Dubai was a debacle for me and I found myself back in Daressalaam where my career has slipped noticeably over the last two decades. Besides working for the Chandarias for some 13 years I am now being dragged here and there killing my time. Life has put physical as well as mental strain on me and I feel real exhaustion. There was a time when I loved travelling. Between 1967 and 1995 I travelled abroad almost every year. Today even if offered a free ticket I would not like to travel because of exhaustion. It is unfortunate that I have not gone to Mecca for Haj and now my physical strength would not permit me to go through its hassle. I could not even perform 'umra' when I was right there in Jeddah for two days but due to uncertainty of my onward flight my desire remained unfulfilled. Though I never attend the annual Supreme Council Session it simulates in me the feeling of accomplishment when in its invitation letter it erroneously addresses me as 'Alhaj'. I pray to Allah to grant me ‘shifa’ and ‘niema’ to perform this obligation.
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The shop scene at Harrowweald in London
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One of the many tourists' sites in England- Windsor Castle 
My only ambition is to travel to Iraq for the ziarat of Imam Husain at Karbala, and at Najaf for that of Maula Ali whom I idolize. Maula Ali was the advocate of true socialism, its real champion. He would not even light a candle ascribed to Baitul Maal(Treasury) when performing other than official duties. I am also a great admirer of Mother Teressa despite her faith as she served humanity, and Imam Khumeni too for his simplicity and above all he was a man for the masses. 
Today's computer age has revolutionized the world. The new invention may have simplified human task but it has also set in its dreadful monotony. No doubt its advantages are manyfold. The rare and costly telegram is replaced by the regular, casual and inexpensive email. Internet chatting to far off relatives and friends is a matter of routine. What is in vogue today is the mobile phone. Wherever you may be, on your way or at a site or resort you can communicate through it. The globalization factor has eased and narrowed links. In the past a rare journey to Daressalaam from Zanzibar implied send off besides sukhri(present) and its reciprocity. Today one may travel all the way to London or New York as often as twice a week without even a hint. 
There used to be a time when the aapki farmaish(Indian songs) program on the radio would be eagerly listened to and the visits to cinema houses awaited with enthusiasm. Cinema goers would queue up outside cinema houses to book tickets in advance and during interval jostled so that no part of the film was missed. Today the video and television may screen films of choice in the room itself but also lead to a spell of dozing. The soaring inflation has made life extremely difficult. Three decades back a dollar cost as little as seven shillings while today it is priced at eight hundred shillings. The purchasing power of an ordinary citizen is reduced considerably.
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Long queus outside Cameo Cinema House. The queus have vanished and no more remains Cameo. 
Even cricket has lost its old touch. Before there would be hardly two to three test series in a year and cricket followers looked forward to them. The one dayers or limited cricket was not heard of. Today's commercialization has resulted in numerous one dayers but in terms of technique the game has become poorer. It is just bang and bang. Imagine fifty overs being shared between eleven batsmen while a bowler restricted to only ten overs. The battings and fixing of matches is really saddening. My favorite West Indies, once referred to as the mighty West Indies, is a depleted force today. A test match involving them gets finished in a day and a half. There was a time when even five days of full play were not enough and the test would result in a draw. Today with the emergence of such teams as Zimbabwe and Bangladesh competition has become lopsided. At the local level certain anti elements crept in causing real disarray in the game. No doubt my interest in cricket is waning. 
My serious problem is that I am absentminded and suffer from forgetfulness. Its main target seems my precious passport document that had to undergo temporary abandonment on as many as four instances. The very first instance that I recall occurred way back in 1960s in Mombasa when in sheer excitement of meeting my sister my handbag with documents in it was left in the cab. Before I could remember it the cab had moved from their residence at Fish Market. I chased it running like a mad man and fortunately a traffic halt at Fort Jesus enabled me get hold of it. 
The second time was when I heard my name being mentioned on the public announcement system at the Bombay port. It startled me and on reporting to the officer concerned I was shown my passport of which I was completely unaware. The third incident happened at Cairo airport where I was in transit. While standing in a queue and waiting to board the plane it dawned upon me that my passport was missing. I became apprehensive and ran here and there looking for it. The departure time was approaching and I was losing my nerves when it struck me that I might have left it in the washroom below. I rushed downstairs and to my utter relief found it exactly there. 
The last incident was a sensational one when I had gone to London with my family. We were on a shopping spree one day moving from one end to another and eventually dropping at Swiss Cottage on our way to a relative's place for dinner when we realized that the bag containing our passports and tickets that we had carried along with us was not there. I shuddered and just did not know what to do. We prayed to Allah and besought the saints for help. We were not in a mood to proceed for dinner and turned back in despair dropping down at Wembley Station where as a mere last resort I reluctantly approached the stationmaster. I could not believe my ears when he pronounced my name in a peculiar accent. The bag was found in the tube that luckily for us did not proceed further and had halted at Wembley Station. We were then directed to Finchly Road Station where an officer made us fill the form and pay five pounds against the receipt of which our bag was handed back to us. God and the saints had come to our rescue. It was just miraculous. 
In Dubai the exorbitant house rents varied considerably and had to be prepaid annually. We therefore tended to change our residence every year during our stay there. Once on my way back from the office in my absent minded state I landed at the previous house. I was stupefied with amazement to see a stranger open the door. In London it was usual with me to sit in tubes in deep meditation while my station had passed way back. 
Sometimes such incidents can put one in a precarious situation. Again in Dubai I returned home once carrying purposelessly an item from a supermarket that I had neither paid for nor intended buying.  Instantaneously I returned to the supermarket to place it back stealthily in its original place. Over here once on a Saturday night in the middle of a barbeque at hotel Africana I remembered that the strong room keys under my custody had been left at the bank itself. I left the dinner and was driven to the bank where the security man who had access to the main gate escorted me to my room. The keys were right there lying on the table. 
Funnily every Saturday I get my quota of paan(beetle leaves) wrapped but reach home empty handed. Actually I place the paan packet on a cupboard in one corner of the mosque but after prayers forget to collect it, only to come back all the way from home and return. 
Time ticks away and memory fades. Most of my writing is a memoir and thus nostalgic. Before I am assigned any write up I find it not all that easy but once I put myself into it everything flows. The mind races, images explode in the head and the retentive memory crops up. Writing at times can be stressing.  I become intensively obsessed and irritatingly preoccupied. Once during the 1984 Supreme Council Tournament I had kept awake the whole night preparing the write ups. The following morning I interviewed the former Zanzibar fast bowler Gulamhusain Ismail(Golo) at his residence and from there hurried to  Gymkhana ground to report the Union versus Dar Brotherhood match that was being played. It was scorching summer and the physical and mental pressure that I was imposing upon myself became unbearable. Unusually I did not stay longer at the ground and in a state of dizziness returned home where I passed out. 
It therefore really hurts when there is no recognition or somebody else grabs the limelight. During the write ups I even sacrificed routine family chats or children's attention and at times they even complained of neglect. With my priorities and preoccupations I used to get this wretched feeling that I was even neglecting my old mother. She is almost ninety, invalid and restricted to her bed in a tiny compact room recalling nostalgically the spaciousness of our old house and the good old days of Zanzibar. 
My mother has gone through real difficult days in her life but gave us all the affection and pampering. She even spoilt us for despite hard days she met with all our demands and wishes. Even today she is concerned about her children, wherever they may be. All along since my birth more than five decades ago I see her suffering from ill health and day by day it keeps deteriorating.
In Fatma(Dolly) I have a real understanding wife who tolerates my eccentricity without a complaint. My daughter Sameera is somewhat scholarly and pursuing pharmacy at the Muhimbili Medical Centre. I owe my website to my son Nabeel who is obsessed with computer. With his keenness on mathematics and physics he is a probable candidate for a degree course in engineering. 
Life has its ups and downs. At times it can be dreadful. Africa with its poverty abounds in crimes. Burglary is rampant in this part of the world and even we were not spared from the misfortune of being its victim. It was the 17th of Ramadhan in March, 1989 when during morning hours our house was burgled. I was away in the office. Two armed robbers with gun following our maid entered inside our house along with her. It was traumatic for my mother and wife who were subjected to their cruelty. They emptied cupboards and bags, and robbed us of our ornaments, cash and other precious possessions. The experience was a mental torture. We were dealt a cruel blow but then life must go on. 

I am proud to be a Zanzibari. One belongs to where the childhood memories exist. Sadly it pains me to visit Zanzibar for it is no more the good old Zanzibar that I was associated with. Its stone town is a ghost town and haunting. You pass through those streets and gullies where you frequented in the past and some ghostly feeling creeps in, and in the still of the moment everything around there seems sad and sullen. The impoverished inhabitants look dejected and stare hopelessly at the visitors. Today's Zanzibar is more of a tourist resort and a dumping ground for cheap imports inducing the mainlanders to go on a shopping spree. There is a drastic change in its cosmopolitanism and its Asian population has dwindled considerably. In its place an Indo/Arab/African race has cropped up.   
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The beautiful Khoja Nasser Nurmohamed dispensary is now a Cultural Centre 
The twentieth century has ended and the new millennium dawned. Today I kill my time reclining on the sofa or my bed reading books,  listening to Abdulbasit’s Koran recitation, Murtaza Bandali’s Jungbari nauha/marshia and the old songs of Rafi, Lata, Talat, Mukesh and Hemant or those ghazals of Mehdi Hassan and Jagjit Singh, watching BBC documentaries and flicking the television channels. I am also adapting myself to internet and marvelling at its phenomenal performance. Life is a passage of time. There have been good days as well as bad ones and I will always cherish them. I am 53 years old now and life past fifty seems to expedite the end.
Click here to view and hear collection of Classic Indian Film Songs at Dewani site 
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A TRIBUTE TO MY MOTHER 
      
     8th January, 2008.
 
Soon the Muharram moon will be sighted but for me it will be a different Muharram, for my beloved mother who all along had been with me remains no more. Just before eid she had expressed her feelings for the coming Muharram and reminded me to set aside her marsia and nauha cassettes, hardly realizing that by Muharram she would be gone away from this world.   
Just a mention of Muharram and she would be filled with nostalgia for the Zanzibar days. Our house in Kiponda was right in front of the Junni mosque and we were literally part of its ritualistic events. The whitewash, the volunteers doing the cleaning, the imambara walls adorned with black cloth and the windows hung with black flags heralded Muharram. The imambara emanated air filled with oud fragrance as the smoke from the burnt oud urn spiraled over the glittering alams, mimber and every corner of the imambara.   
The house also vibrated with melodious marsia and nauha. It was the era of the devout Khoja zealots and the soulful rendering by Mohamedhusain Ahmed (‘bole imame umam, parda uthalo koi’, ‘jab akheri rukhsatko Husain’), Murtaza Bandali (kyukar juda huva sare’, arbaike sogwaro alwida’) or Jaffer Hassanali Mulla Raza (dushmankobhi khuda na dikhaye pisarka daag’, kabre Husain alwida’) accentuated the emotionally charged atmosphere. The ladies who did not attend the majlis would come to our house to listen to it and even view alams and shabihs through the windows. On Ashura and Chehlum nights and Chehlum evening the house would be packed with ladies who came to see the julus.   
Muharram evoked many poignant memories for us. The ladies gathered at our place to knead the dough and shape it into laadus which were then distributed as fateha (nyaz) during majlis in our house. It was also customary for my mother to dip stock of old cloths in a container with certain liquid to blacken them as all of us must wear black. In particular I’ve vivid memories of holding her finger and attending the ‘Mehndi’ ceremony on the 7th of Muharram at Nai Misid. She moved around with thal of fruits along with other ladies and encircled small girls holding mehndi plates and flags. A particular incident she would often relate to us was the 1947 Muharram that she did in Karbala where at the Nasser Noormohamed Musafarkhana she conducted the mehndi ritual on the 7th of Muharram and besides mehndi prepared her specialty halua ya badamu (almond sweetmeat) despite my father’s hospitalization in Karbala. Her friends Fatubai Abdulla Panju (Fatu Magawa) and Kursumbai Peera Champsi who were co zawars always vouched for this incident.  
Sadly in Daressalaam due to ill health and old age she was bedridden most of the time. The cassettes of Murtaza Bandali with those old ‘Masaebe Panjatan’ marsias had great sentimental value for her and she would listen endlessly to them. Her selfless devotion to the services and azadari must get her marked out as an ardent azadar. In Zanzibar whenever the afternoon julus passed through our street she would hand an embroidered piece of cloth to me to be delivered to Maalim Mohamed Jivraj who led the julus. Here her younger sister Sugrabai Master who was an attendant at Mehfile Abbas would always send for laash and alam cloth to be embroidered or stitched and she derived immense satisfaction from this sacred performance.   
Now her tape deck by the side of a window otherwise playing ‘ghamka paigham leke aya ye mahe muharram…’is silent. The room is a sad reminder of her final hours when throughout the night she groaned and shivered. My wife Fatma, sister Zainab and myself kept a round the clock vigil by her bedside. After the morning prayers I called my brother in Arusha to inform him that her end was nearing. I stood momentarily in the balcony to view the colour of the dawn sky of that fateful Monday, the 24th of December, 2007 and it looked grim and gloomy to me. The clock on the wall was ticking away. It struck seven. Her breathing was slowing down. We fed her with khake shafa and turned her bed towards kibla. My wife who was by her bedside tried to nudge her but her breathing had stopped. She was absolutely still and there was serene expression on her face. I bowed solemnly towards her and leaned forward to kiss her cheeks. I was crying in silent and held out my hand to my sister and wife who were wailing. They ran into my arms to hug me. The doctor who had turned up the previous day was called. He pronounced her dead.  
I tried to control myself and called my sisters in London and New York. I could not talk much as I choked on my words. Outside the house it was normal as if nothing had happened. Gradually the neighbours and relatives started to gather. A little later the hearse arrived from the mosque. The door opened with a frown to give way to the stretcher that was brought in. My mother who used to pray for me silently was parting from me. A terrific sadness overcame me as I saw her being laid into the stretcher and taken away from the house. I felt myself completely helpless and could do nothing. My mother was gone forever. Nothing would ever be the same. Her bed was removed, her medicine taken away and bit by bit everything hers taken off. All signs of her have begun to vanish.  
But to me her sweet smell stays in the room, the room that you saw on entering the house and where she would be lying on her bed and giving everybody her broad smile. Right from the first night of Muharram she would attire herself in black till the 8th of Rabiulawwal. Whenever I went to the mosque for a Muharram majlis she would take out her money and give it to me for offering to shabih. She would be anxiously waiting for my return when I handed her a jasmine plucked from its bunch placed on the shabih. I would then relate to her what the zakir had recited and her eyes moistened. As a child I remember hearing the story of Karbala from her and playing with a cradle that she would make from her handkerchief whilst at the mosque. On Ashura day I would forsake my shyness and fetch nyaaz for her from the mosque. I would then rush home to serve it to her.    
Alas, my mother is dead and gone. How can I ever forget my ‘Bai’? That is what we called her. If I was late from work she besought Allah and Imams and offered up ‘tasbeeh’ or 2 ‘rakaat nammaz’ for my safe return. If I had headache or slight illness and did not come out of my room she would repeatedly ask my wife for me and even send her maid to the room to check if I was alright. In the 1960s I was in Bombay for four years. During this period never a week passed without her writing a letter to me. Every Monday downstairs at the hostel I eagerly awaited the postman to deliver her letter. My colleagues envied me as they hardly received any mail. She would fill the entire page, front and back, writing from top to bottom without leaving any gap and saw to it that she covered all the stories and the latest happenings. I had made two box files out of these letters and retained them till 1990s when I destroyed them as water had got into the files and rusted the letters.  
She was an avid and voracious reader of Gujarati literature. The two cupboards on the first floor of our house in Zanzibar were full of Gujarati magazines, periodicals and classic novels by Shaida and some other writers. Her brother Fidabhai from Dsm kept their flow continuous. A number of her friends and acquaintances came to our house at night to have their letters written by her. They expressed their thoughts and messages and she would jot down the contents in the letter.     
She was a person of great humility and in particular very kind to the poor and downtrodden people.  In Zanzibar the ladies from ‘bewakhana’ often came to our place to partake in the meal or we visited them to offer some food. She had palled up with non community ladies also like Safu Masi (‘Masi Kumbharo’, the terminology we applied in Zanzibar to those who hailed from the ‘Kumbhar’ community) who daily in the morning came to our place to tell her woes to my mother and draw comfort from her sympathies and consolatory words.  
What was striking about my mother was the simplicity of her old way of life. The material world did not attract her at all. She preferred worn out cloths to the new ones which she gave away to the needy. Characteristics such as hypocrisy, diplomacy and sycophancy were alien to her. Her honesty was her excellent quality and recognized by everybody. She never lied. At times it put us in jeopardy, for even at the Customs or as a pretext of saving certain situation she would not lie. So many ladies trusted her with their valuables which she would store for them in a safe place. We at times gave her a scolding for shouldering such responsibilities. Our neighbour and her friend Sakubai Jessa (Saku Sukari Mawe) while leaving for Dsm had left her ornaments with her. Poor Sakubai was one of the victims of that tragic sea accident in 1970 and never returned to Zanzibar. That placed a big burden on us. Eventually her son Mohamedhusainbhai (Babu) had to be contacted upon his return from overseas and the ornaments handed back to him.  
In her heyday she was held in very high regard and responsible for fixing many couples into a holy matrimonial bliss. Her untiring toil in shopping cloths and ornaments, especially for the marriage occasions, was exemplar of her unstinting assistance to her relatives, friends as well as outsiders. So many from Dsm and other towns on the mainland would write to her to make various purchases for them. Not that she worked on commission. In fact the ‘sonaras’ (goldsmiths) and ‘darjis’ (tailors) who were well known to her induced her to earn something out of it but she would vehemently decline the offer. Furthermore, she embroidered the green coloured ‘Imam Zamin piece of cloth’ by inscribing ‘Ya Ali’ on it for the bride and the groom. Also her aptness for making ‘masalo’ (sugary coconut chips of varied colours) had drawn popular demand.   
Besides Zanzibar she used to reminisce about her time spent in Kutch and Jamnagar. That prompted my eventual visits to these places. An intriguing narrative of her anecdotes was her return to Zanzibar from Kutch by dhow. When they were about to reach the shores of Mombasa their dhow was trapped in a severe storm. The ‘Maklo’ (Kutchi term for the crew leader) pleaded for forgiveness saying that nothing but a miracle could save them and requested them to offer prayers. Everyone was crying. In a dizzy and hazy state she took out her ‘mor’ (clay tablet) and sprinkled ‘khake shafa’ on the traumatic Indian Ocean. After sometime the storm subsided. Indeed it was a miracle. Eventually they reached Mombasa and later Zanzibar.  
To me personally she remains a vision of a kind and extraordinary person. I still visualize her in a chadar (veil) that had a golden jeek embroidered picho (niqab or face cover) with jumkha (golden chains dangling from it) and buying us tidbits in the Zanzibar stone town. My dad died long back and it was she who had brought us up.  She saw to it that we got whatever we desired, even if it meant restraint on her budget. Her pampering continued no end despite the fact that we were no more kiddies but oldies in our fifties and sixties. She was indeed the mother par excellence. 
She was a treasure of traditional values. Her profound knowledge of Khoja customs and traditions and her insight into the Zanzibar Khoja families right through the Kutch and Jamnagar days enabled me fascinating research into our history.  She was in a position to easily find out where one person/family/connection was in relation to another. She died at the ripe age of 96 years but her mind was sound and sharp. Till her last days she used to tell us very vivid account of the past and her experiences. Now I have none to respond to my queries.  For us family members an era has come to an end. When she was there so many people came to our house to see her. Our contacts from abroad whilst in Dsm always came to greet her. Now there won’t be anybody to pay us a visit. Her memory will linger forever. May Allah rest her soul with Eternal Bliss in the vicinity of Chahrda Masumeen.  
Tribute to my mother Mariambai Sheriff Fazal (nee Mariambai Khamis Damji).
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