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Salutation 

Good evening, good morning, Namaste, Salaam ï one and all. 

Before we begin: 

I humbly request that we pause for a moment of silence for the many who passed away due to Covid-

19. We pray for a permanent cure very soon for this disease for all of humanity. We also mourn the 

loss of life due to pervasive gun violence inflected on innocent people, recently 4 Sikhs among 9 killed 

in Indianapolis, USA and 4 Asian women among the 8 killed in Atlanta, USA.  

 

And a moment of solidarity with the people of St Vincent & the Grenadines where a volcanic eruption 

has devastated the island resulting in massive evacuation. Of the 107,000 people there, approximately 

7,000 are PIOs. Our best wishes and support for the people of St Vincent & the Grenadines. 

 

We also recognize and condemn the atrocities against people in many parts of the world, and we urge 

peaceful resolutions of conflicts and disputes, in particular inter-ethnic conflicts which result is deaths, 

deprivation and displacement of untold masses of people. 

 

Thank you. 

 

 

Introduction  

I am very pleased to have been selected to be the Plenary Speaker at this lecture and I look forward to 

presenting useful information, history, statistics and perspectives which would provide a better 

understanding of the subject matter: 

Indians in the Caribbean: A Unique Journey, History and Progress 
 

My special thanks to Program Convener, Prof. Tribhuwan Prasad, Head of Department of African 

Studies at Delhi University, and the other organizers of this lecture at this prestigious institution: 

 Co-Conveners, Dr. Rashmi Kapoor and Dr. Sandipani Dash. 

I feel privileged to be in the company of Program Chairperson, Shri Shyam Parande, Secretary General 

of ARSP and someone with whom I am acquainted. 

I am also privileged to be in the same program as the Guest of Honour, Shyam Jaju, Former National 

Vice President, Bhartiya Janata Party. 

 

I also appreciate all those who are attending this lecture, many of my associates and friends, and others 

from several continents and time zones. Thank you for being supportive and I do hope to meet your 

expectations. 

 

I am speaking to you from New York where itôs fairly early 8:30am when this program started.  I live 

in New York and I wake up early every morning so this timing is excellent.  
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Background 

When Prof. Tribhuwan Prasad of Delhi University contacted me about this lecture, he pointed out that 

my background and expertise would provide useful information for the subject matter. 

 

My full name is Ashook Kumar Ramsaran. Note that the spelling of my name was registered at the 

time of my birth by non-Indians who were the civil servants at that time, and actual spelling was based 

on phonetic interpretation.  

 

My fatherôs name was Ramsaran; my grandfatherôs name Ram Lochand. 

 

One of the very early Indian arrivals in then British Guiana, my great grandfather named Pooriya left 

Kolkata aboard the ship Adelaide and arrived in then British Guiana (now Guyana) in 1853. The 

journey took approximately 100 days and there were average 400 passengers per ship load bound for 

the colonies. Normally 10% of passengers died per trip.  

 

My great grandmother named Radhah left Kolkata aboard the ship Colgrain and arrived in then British 

Guiana (now Guyana) in 1860. 

 

They were married just a few years later and raised a family together. 

 

My grandfather named Ramlochan was born in 1867. My father named Ramsaran was born in 1914 

 

I was born in Guyana in 1968, attended high school thanks to a scholarship from the plantation 

company. I graduated 2 years earlier than children of my age, worked briefly as a primary school 

teacher, then in the magistrateôs court before getting married and leaving Guyana for the USA at an 

early age for studies abroad.  

 

I would have gone to UK but my parents could not afford the costs, so I decided to come to USA where 

more opportunities were available after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1965.  

Like my great grandfather Pooriya in 1853, I was one of the early arrivals from Guyana in USA.  

 

I attended technical university and obtained a bachelorôs degree and masterôs degree specializing in 

computer electronics - while raising a family and becoming settled and assimilate to a new homeland. 

 

I must credit my forefathers for their pioneering spirit, endurance and determination to make a better 

livelihood for themselves and their families ï and in doing so, make the new land or country a better 

place.   

 

To that extent, I believe that we, as persons of Indian origin (PIOs) have succeeded beyond 

expectations. 

 

You should know that I am not a Diaspora scholar as defined in pure academic terms.  I have done a lot 

of research, traveled widely to India and countries of the Indian Diaspora, organized and participated in 

Diaspora conferences, seminars and symposia in India, Europe, UK, USA, Central America, the 

Caribbean and other places. 
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Background 

I am the only non-academic board member of St. Johnôs University College of Caribbean and Latin 

American Studies (CLACS) and collaborate annually on issues of interest and concern on migration to 

the United States. In addition, since 2004 through 2015, I have chaired and/or made presentations at the 

Pravasi Bharatiya Divas (PBD) in India, the annual convention for engagement with the Diaspora. 

 

I am convinced that I do bring the unique experience, emotions, enthusiasm, interest and energy of a 

person of Indian origin (PIO).  

 

I will attempt to provide you with the insights, history, experiences and perspectives on the basis of 

documented history, research and writings of so many scholars and writers who labour continuously to 

tell the story of our journeys.  I will refer to the works of acclaimed scholars, researchers and writers 

such as Dr Basdeo Mangru, Dr Clem Seecharran, Dr Mohan Gautam, Dr Visnu Bisram, Dr 

Chandershekar Bhat, Mr. Deo Gosine and others. To them, we owe a debt of gratitude.     

 

The Indian Diaspora Council convened the centennial commemoration of the abolition of Indian 

indentureship in 12017 in Trinidad which was an astounding success. 

  

Please note that this lecture is a discussion about the journeys from India to the former British colonies 

and the lives of the Indians who took that journey and their descendants. A further discussion on the 

journeys of their descendants subsequently to other countries should be another lecture session. 

 

Definition 
 

It is generally known that a Girmitiya  is a descendant of Indian Indentured labourers who were taken 

to Fiji during the period of Indian indentureship by the British. Girmitiya can be defined as Indian 

Indentured labourers and their descendants encompassing of all Indian Indentured labourers who were 

taken from India to several British, Dutch and French colonies during the periods 1826-1920 under the 

system of indenture labour.  

 

Girmitiya today total between 12-15 million descendants of Indian indentured labourers residing in the 

countries to which Indian indentured labourers were taken as well as those countries to which 

descendants of Indian indentured labourers made their second journeys. 
 

Reason for  Indian Indentureship 

The indentured labor trade was initiated to replace freed African slaves on sugar plantations in French 

colonies and later British colonies in the 1830s, but expanded to many other locations around the 

world. This trend of global flow of indentured migrants developed after the end of the slave trade from 

Africa and continued until shortly after World War I. It involved the migratory experiences of the two 

million Asians, Africans, and South Pacific islanders who signed long-term labor contracts in return for 

free passage overseas, modest wages, and other benefits. The experiences of these indentured migrants 

of different origins and destinations is compared in terms of their motives, conditions of travel, 

struggles and inhuman conditions, as well as subsequent creation of permanent overseas settlements. 

The system of Indian indentureship takes into account the different motives of Indian indenture 

labourers, recruiters and employers, as well as the colonial powers and profit motivation. 
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Perspective 

ñThe Indian indenture system was an ongoing system of indenture, a form of debt bondage, by which 

3.5 million Indians were transported to various colonies of European powers to provide labour for the 

(mainly sugar) plantations. It started from the end of slavery in 1833 (Slavery Abolition Act) and 

continued until 1920. This resulted in the development of large Indian diaspora, which spread from the 

Indian Ocean (i.e. South Africa, Kenya, Tanzania, Mozambique, Madagascar, Zambia, Zanzibar, 

Uganda, Malawi, Seychelles, Réunion and Mauritius) to Pacific Ocean (i.e. Fiji ), to the Atlantic Ocean 

(i.e. the Caribbean, Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana, Suriname, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, Belize, 

Guadeloupe, Martinique, Grenada, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, and Jamaica) as well as the 

growth of Indo-Caribbean, Indo-Fijian, Indo-Mauritian, and Indo-African population.ò  Wikipedia 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indenture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Debt_bondage
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transport
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Europe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery_Abolition_Act_1833
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_diaspora
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kenya
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tanzania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mozambique
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Madagascar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zambia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zanzibar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uganda
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malawi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seychelles
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/R%C3%A9union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mauritius
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fiji
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atlantic_Ocean
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caribbean
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trinidad_and_Tobago
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guyana
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suriname
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Kitts_and_Nevis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Lucia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belize
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guadeloupe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martinique
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grenada
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saint_Vincent_and_the_Grenadines
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jamaica
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Caribbean
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Fijian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Mauritian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-African
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Perspective (Contôd) 
 

Indian Indentureship was an intense and harrowing period for Indian labourers from several Indian 

states to far away lands of then British, Dutch and French colonies to replenish desperately needed 

labour after the British emancipation of slavery in 1834. The majority of those labourers were taken 

from Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, West Bengal, Jharkand, Madhya Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Pondicherry. 

 

March 20, 2017 marked the centennial of official abolition of Indian Indentureship, an era spanning the 

years 1834-1917. The history and consequences of Indian Indentureship are deeply embedded with 

tremendous significance, importance, meaningful history and reflections to millions of descendants 

living in many countries which were the recipients of Indian Indentured labourers seeking better 

livelihoods. These countries included: Mauritius, Fiji, Malaysia, South Africa, East Africa, Guyana, 

Trinidad, Suriname, Jamaica, Belize, St. Vincent, Grenada and other countries of the Caribbean, as 

well as former French colonies of Reunion Island, Seychelles, Guadeloupe, Martinique and French 

Guiana.  

 

Also of significance is the continuing migratory second journeys and/or duality of Girmitiyas from 

their respective countries of birth to Europe, North America, Australia, New Zealand, South Asia and 

South East Asia, as well as other dialogue among Girmitiya countries. This trend has certainly added to 

the dynamics of Girmitiya journeys to be added to the continuing dialogue among Girmitiyas and 

others impacted by this 20th century migratory trend. 
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