Memories of 1960
Nurdin M. Kassam

April 27,2010
My dear siblings and children,
April 27, 1960 — April 27, 2010

Today is exactly 50 years since I embarked on a French ship named La Bourdene and left Dar-es-
Salaam to go to London for further studies. Perhaps it was on this fateful day that the seeds of what
we are, how we are and where we are today, were sown. If the Universe had not propelled me to go
to London for further studies, where would I be now, where would the family be? In Tanzania,

Vancouver, London? Who knows? For one thing I would not have met Haneefa and there be no

“Life can be best lived by looking forward but can be best understood by looking backwards.” This

is perhaps as relevant a day as any to indulge in a little reflection.

First a snapshot of the fateful day — April 27, 1960. The embarkation was in the late afternoon. Firoz
and Amir accompanied me and my baggage (including my harmonium) in a motorboat which took
us to the ship. On embarking the ship, I was led to the basement in the fourth class (which had the
cheapest fare, £49.50p — equivalent of one hundred Canadian dollars for the 21-day trip). The room
was below sea level with about 15 three tier bunk beds with thick tarpaulin as a mattress. The room
was no bigger than a lounge of any reasonable Vancouver home. For the next 21 days, this room was
going to be the bedroom, sitting room, dining room and entertainment room for about 45 people.

There were no walls or curtains — hence, no privacy. Most of the occupants were army personnel.

As Firoz and Amir left to go ashore, they took with them the world I had known, loved, and of which
I was an integral part. The ship left an hour later, and I waved the final goodbye to Dar-es-Salaam
from the deck, waving to tiny figures at Kivukoni beach and who I presumed were members of my
family although I could not identify them from so far! That was the last time I saw them for many
years. At that time, telephones were not common and cell phones not part of our vocabulary. As night
fell, the ship gained speed, I sat on the deck gazing behind in the vast nothingness of the darkness
that engulfed the sea and the sky. With the passing of every minute and every move of the ship, I was
going further and further away from the world I had known — the world that was dear to me and the
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people I had grown up with, some of whom I had nurtured tenderly over the years. Amidst all this
physical darkness and emotional void was one bright light which was not to be and could not be
subdued. It was my deepest conviction that unless I went for further studies, we, as an Asian family
in East Africa, were doomed to a life which would be qualitatively inferior. I felt we owed it to our
next generation to build a platform from which they could take off for greater heights rather than
spend the rest of their lives struggling to provide a meager existence for themselves and their oft-
spring. With that conviction emerged another conviction which was: No matter what obstacles I face
in London, nothing will prevent me from becoming a lawyer! If I had to climb the Himalayas to

achieve the goal, so be it. I WILL climb the Himalayas. And the rest is history.

It was that conviction which empowered me to ignore the physical difficulties of the journey where I
had to get up at 4:00 a.m. to stand in line for a black cup of tea and a French toast, eat whatever
unpalatable strange food was offered for lunch at 10.00 a.m. and dinner at 4.00 p.m. and nothing
thereafter, where I could not bathe for days because there was no bathroom (we had to sneak into the
3t class bathroom). More than that, it was that conviction that propelled me to embrace the totally
unknown field of GCE ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels and then my Bar exams, while working at a gas station.
Those I consulted at the various educational institutions told me that I would take 7 years to finish
this journey; I did not have 7 years. I studied on my own, passing both the ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels quickly.
I then studied for my legal studies — again, on my own — and sat for the Bar exams without attending

any lectures or receiving any coaching. I did this in the shortest possible time — in under 2 years.

It was that conviction which made the humiliation of being called a “boy” at the gas station where [
was working part time — where you were handed a 3 pence coin and told “Check my tires” by the
owners of posh cars, and which orders were neither preceded by “please” nor followed by “Thank
you,” where the look of the three piece suit wearing driver clearly conveyed to you by his look that a
3 pence coin was all that you deserved! At the end of every such incident — and there were many —
part of me smiled at their child-like ignorance of the ‘bigger purpose’ for which I was checking the
pressure of their tires! The faces of my younger brothers and sisters and ‘the yet to be formed images’
of my future children were inspiring enough and generating enough love from within me to forgive
anyone for anything! In that space of my being during that period, there was no space for anger,
revenge, or anything negative because my being was so full of optimism about the value of what I

was doing for the younger ones — both born and unborn — of my family.
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One of the minor by-products of this conviction was that in my Bar finals, I was amongst less than
1% of the students to receive Honours — even though I had done it entirely on my own and in the
shortest possible time. It was during this time that Bapaji (my uncle) died in Dar-es-Salaam. I knew
that would devastate Bha (my father) as they were very close. I contemplated going to Dar-es-Salaam

for a visit. But the inner voice prevailed, as I was on a mission that was crucial for all of us.

27/4/1960 — 27/4/2010

This looks like an obituary of someone who lived from 27 April 1960 to 27® April 2010 with a dash
between the two dates. Yes, it is that dash between the two dates which is the most meaningful part
of any obituary. The dash between 27/4/1960 — 27/4/2010 has been the most meaningful part of our
journey as a family. What transpired during this period of fifty years has been the most rewarding
and satisfying aspect of the seeds that were sown on that fateful day of April 27, 1960. I am ever so
grateful to the Universe that I was chosen to be a tiny instrument in the monumental design which
has brought us quality of life and opportunities which we could not have even dreamt of 50 years
ago! I am grateful to all of you for being a part of that history, for playing your role in the development
of the process which has led us to where we are today. I end with a request that in the physical,
financial and emotional well being of today, we must never lose sight of the humble beginnings and
the spirit of love and optimism which engendered the quality in our lives. That awareness in us will
ensure that ‘no stretched hand’ at our doorstep will be turned away empty. That giving of oneself —
whether it takes the form of emotional, physical or financial giving — is the very essence of life and

the greatest source of joy, peace and spiritual upliftment.

With Love

Nurdin (NM/Dad etc etc)

P.S. As I finished typing this, memory lane presented numerous other incidents/feelings/
ecstasies/agonies etc. One of them was sitting in the ship during the night sharing the pains of
a Mauritian boy who had left his family in Mauritius and felt extremely lonely on the ship. We
shared some warm tears during the midnight hours in the ship. I have always remembered him

and wondered where and how he is.
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