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storytellers included in the exhibition and catalogue book. 
Layout, cover and book design by Aquil Virani.

“50 Years of Migration”
Created by artist Aquil Virani
in collaboration with the 
Aga Khan Council for Canada

Community submissions for “50 Years of Migration” were 
collected digitally throughout 2022.  
 
Thanks to each of the photographers who captured images 
of the exhibition installations and events featured in the book: 
Karim Virani (Vancouver), Volunteer Naazish (Ottawa), Tia 
MacPherson (Ottawa), Akber Dewji (Ottawa), Shirin Dhanani 
(Montreal), Anoushka Rajan (Vancouver), Asif Bhalesha 
(Vancouver), Noor Panjwani (Kitchener), Salim Nensi (Toronto), 
Aazil Jaffer (Calgary), Alnoor Ismail (Laval), Aquil Virani 
(Toronto), Sweety Walli (Brampton), and any other unnamed 
photographers and assistants at these events. 

The exhibition contains artwork graciously funded by the 
Canada Council for the Arts and the Ontario Arts Council.



This catalogue includes
(1) a small section of 
writing related to 
the exhibition, (2) a 
presentation of exhibition 
photographs of the 
installations at venues 
across Canada,  
(3) a short collection of 
press clippings and 
comments from visitors,  
(4) an appendix of the 
printed exhibition 
panels reproduced here 
in booklet format and 
(5) a transcript of the 
exhibition’s audio play..
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AGA KHAN MUSEUM: 
Q&A WITH CREATIVE 
DIRECTOR AQUIL VIRANI

As published on the Aga Khan Museum website: 

Aquil Virani, the Creative Director who collaborated with 
the Aga Khan Council for Canada to create “50 Years of 
Migration,” shares his perspective on the exhibition and 
the stories that inspired it.
 
In a single sentence, what is the exhibition about?
This travelling grassroots exhibition honours everyday 
stories of courage and resilience, celebrating the colourful 
kaleidoscope of Ismaili Muslim migration to Canada over the 
past 50 years.  

What happened 50 years ago? 
In 1972, amidst growing anti-Asian sentiment and colonial 
resentment in East Africa, Uganda’s President Idi Amin 
expelled all “Asians,” whether citizens or not, giving them 90 
days to leave the country. While many fled to Commonwealth 
countries or tried to return to India after the decree, the 
“Ugandan Asians” that came to Canada – including many 
Ismaili Muslims – represented the first mass migration of 
non-European and mostly non-Christian refugees in Canada’s 
history.



Ugandan President Idi Amin depicted on a black-and-white 
television inside someone’s home. 

What kinds of materials will visitors see and hear?  
The visual aspect of the exhibition is a collage of hundreds of 
family photographs, first-hand accounts and quotes, maps, 
timelines, and historical documents with a few artworks 
sprinkled in. The exhibition also includes an “audio play” 
– similar to a podcast – that weaves together personal 
interviews so that you hear directly from the voices of the 
project participants. The vocal storytelling is an emotive 
complement to the printed panels, playing freely on a loop as 
visitors walk through.

The exhibition panels begin with an explanation of 
Ismailism and a timeline of Ismailis in Canada – why was it 
important to start with this?  
I wanted to establish a contextual foundation to help 
visitors understand Ismaili Muslims as well as to share these 
stories with Ismailis themselves to further their historical 
understanding.

Were there any surprising stories you came across in 
building the exhibition?  
One surprise to me was how improvised and adaptable the 
Canadian immigration officials acted “on the ground” in 
Uganda in 1972. Canada didn’t have an embassy there at the 



time; they flew out of Lebanon and established a temporary 
office within a few days. With breaking news, changing rules, 
shifting mandates, frequent intimidation and posturing by the 
Ugandan military (and no internet), they relied on the major 
newspaper to call applicants back to the office for interviews 
using coded, anonymized numbers that corresponded to an 
individual applicant’s case number.

 
Canadian immigration officials welcome Ugandan refugees in 
Longue Pointe, Quebec in 1972 (Library and Archives Canada). 

Do you have a favourite panel? Or a favourite story? Could 
you choose one to share?  
As an Ismaili who grew up in Canada, I was excited to learn 
about a link between the 1972 Summit Series and a visit 
from His Highness the Aga Khan with immigration officials in 
Canada. Who would have thought the score of a hockey game 
might inadvertently affect the number of refugees accepted 
by Canada? On the printed panels, I call it “the hockey story.”



Does the exhibition focus on Uganda? Or does it share 
stories from other communities?  
The exhibition uses 1972’s Ugandan Asian expulsion as a 
jumping-off point but features plenty of diverse stories, 
whether told by Ugandan Ismailis, Afghan Ismailis, Syrian 
Ismailis, or Tajik Ismailis, among many others. The group of 
“Ugandan Asians” that settled in Canada starting in 1972 
were the first significant wave of Ismailis to settle here, so 
they serve in a way as the first chapter of the Ismaili-Canadian 
story. They were a “test case” in many ways as the first 
significant wave of non-European, non-Christian refugees in 
Canada’s history.  

What was the hardest part of creating the exhibition?  
I put pressure on myself to do a good job and create materials 
that were worthy of representing my community. The most 
daunting task was to fit an immensely diverse and voluminous 
collection of stories into a finite number of panels. There 
wasn’t enough space to fit every single story, but we strived 
to properly represent different segments of our community – 
geographically, ethnically, gender-wise, and so on. I likened the 
project to “fitting a rainbow in a suitcase.” We did our best.

Ayub Nazari fled from Afghanistan in 1994 with his entire 
family, parents, six brothers, one sister and their families.  



Have you worked on such a scale before, integrating 
hundreds of different community-submitted materials in a 
national exhibition, touring across the country? 
In 2014, I worked with facilitator Rebecca Jones to create 
“Canada’s Self Portrait,” a collaborative art project that 
integrated over 800 drawings about our national identity from 
everyday participants in all 13 provinces and territories. The 
final artworks were exhibited at Stewart Hall Art Gallery in 
Pointe-Claire, Quebec, Galerie Mile End in Montreal, and at the 
Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21 in Halifax in 2016. 

If visitors are inspired to share their stories, 
what can they do?
Ismaili Canadians can still contribute their story to the 50-year 
archive on iicanada.org. Most iterations of the exhibition will 
include “participatory” activities where visitors can write on 
stickers that are pasted onto special panels. My hope is that 
reading others’ stories will inspire more people to take the 
time to write down the details of their own lives. We often 
assume our family remembers more than they actually do. I 
always remind others: write it down.

You’re a professional visual artist. Can you tell us about 
some of the art included in the exhibition? 
While the exhibition is predominantly an “anthology of first-
hand accounts,” it is also a creative storytelling exhibition. 
One of the featured artworks is a mixed-media mural titled 
“Our Journey Upstream.” The community-led project was 
facilitated by Ottawa-based artist Narmin Kassam. I thought, 
“What better way to complement the written stories in the 
exhibition than by presenting a colourful visual metaphor of 
our community’s history?” 



Artist Narmin Kassam helped to facilitate this beautiful 
community-based mural in Ottawa in 2021. 

How long did you spend building the exhibition? 
I spent hundreds of hours (probably about 400 hours), over 
several months, researching, writing, gathering, corresponding, 
interviewing, editing, photo editing, designing panels, editing 
text, and producing the audio play. It was definitely a labour of 
love, submitted in service to the community. 

Are there any panels that didn’t make it into the final 
exhibition? 
Tons! In addition to having to shorten some of the text 
submissions and trim some of the newspaper clippings we 
presented, there were also a few artworks that I had to edit 
out. One of the panels was an optical illusion that couldn’t be 
read unless you stood in the right spot with instructions, you 
could step to the side and view it from the appropriate angle. 
As an exercise in perspectives and empathy-building, it would 
read “Please put yourself in our shoes.”

Where and when will the exhibition travel?  
Over the next several months, the 50-year commemorative 
exhibition will travel to places of Ismaili communion and prayer 
(called Jamatkhanas) and other Ismaili-related institutions 
across Canada.



Will there be volunteers available to answer questions?
Yes, our goal is to have volunteers available for the duration 
of the exhibition. They won’t act as tour guides, but they will 
welcome visitors and answer any questions, especially for 
non-Ismaili attendees. 

An Ismaili Muslim celebration in Montreal in 2016 
(photographed by Muslim Harji Images). 

Share with us why the Jamatkhana will be used as an 
exhibition venue. 
1. I love community exhibition spaces; there’s no better way 
to connect with people than to bring art to them directly. 2. 
Our Jamatkhanas are often artworks in themselves – marvels 
of architecture, geometry, and interior design. 3. It’s fitting 
to share these stories in our Jamatkhanas which are hubs for 
culture and community. I have gone to “khane” since I was a 
baby. These community halls are a place to convene, to reflect, 
to celebrate.  
 
For the launch of the exhibition, the Aga Khan Museum is the 
perfect backdrop to showcase these stories.



In a recent essay published about your work, writer 
Devyani Saltzman talks about seva as a central concept in 
your work. Can you tell us about that?  
As an Ismaili kid born in Vancouver, I grew up around 
volunteers. My parents, aunts and uncles served as community 
leaders. And so, a lot of the moral questions in my work stem 
from that ingrained sense of service to others. It was actually 
a conversation I had with a fellow Ismaili artist, Salima Punjani, 
where I realized that my constant desire to “make an impact” 
or “help someone” with my artwork comes from that Ismaili 
concept of seva. 

So how do you fit a rainbow in a suitcase? Have you 
figured that part out?  
When we tell stories, anything is possible.  

Learn more about artist Aquil Virani’s work at aquil.ca.

Visit the exhibition at the Aga Khan Museum, on now until 
February 12, 2023.



“Despite the challenges 
and expectations of the 
systems we operate within, 
Virani’s work is a rare 
collaborative commons 
where everyday stories are 
heard and shared, shaped 
by colour and form, and 
ultimately given back to 
community in the spirit of 
solidarity and seva. In a 
world increasingly divided, 
he continues to listen.”

– Devyani Saltzman, in essay “Aquil 
Virani celebrates the stories of 
everyday people” (aquil.ca/essay)

Acknowledgements: The production of this 
publication was supported by a grant from the 
Ontario Arts Council; it contains artworks that 
were produced with funding from the Canada 
Council for the Arts, the Ontario Arts Council, 
the Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 
21, the Silk Road Institute, Imago Theatre, 
TakingItGlobal and the Government of 
Canada. Learn more at aquil.ca.

Aquil Virani celebrates 
the stories of everyday 
people — by Devyani 
Saltzman





JAFFER: A CANADIAN 
ISMAILI-MUSLIM 
SENATOR MARKS 
50 YEARS OF 
CONNECTING VALUES

As published in the Ottawa Citizen: 

I am lucky that my two greatest blessings, being 
Canadian and Ismaili Muslim, are not only able to 
peacefully co-exist, but actively interact and build 
upon one another.

Being an Ismaili Muslim woman is a very important 
part of my identity. On numerous occasions I 
have risen in the chamber of the Canadian Senate, 
on conference stages and in media interviews and 
proudly spoken about my Ismaili heritage. I do this 
because I have an immense debt of gratitude to 
the community and His Highness the Aga Khan, the 
spiritual leader of more than 15 million Ismaili Muslims 
around the world. I believe I owe my success, honours, 
awards and milestones of my life to the values 
instilled in me as an Ismaili Muslim.



Senator Mobina Jaffer (left) greeting the Aga Khan (right) 
in 2018. Photo supplied by Senator Mobina Jaffer.

Recently, the Ismaili Muslim community in Canada marked 
the 50th anniversary of its substantial presence in 
Canada. In August 1972, Idi Amin announced that the 60,000 
South Asians in the country were to leave Uganda within 90 
days. My father, Sherali Bandali Jaffer, as a former member 
of Parliament, had to flee earlier as his life was in danger. The 
Aga Khan, the spiritual leader of the community, and Prince 
Sadruddin Aga Khan, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 
came to our rescue with the aid of many countries.

Happily, along with 6,000 other South Asians from 
Uganda, my family and I were able to seek asylum in 
Canada. Despite our struggles, it was the kindness and 
openness of Canadians that provided us with a chance at 
building a new life.

I was privileged to be able to turn that adversity into 
success. I become the first practising female South Asian 
lawyer in Canada; was appointed as Queen’s (now King’s) 
Counsel; and was privileged to be appointed the first Muslim 
member of the Senate of Canada; the first African-born 
senator; and the first senator of South Asian descent.



But I was certainly not the last. The story of struggle, hard 
work and progress is that of thousands of Canadian Ismailis, 
and of so many, over history, who chose to call Canada their 
home.

But the story of generosity is not unidirectional. Over 
the last 50 years, Ismailis from all walks of life have worked 
tirelessly to give back to this country that has given them so 
much: former Calgary mayor Naheed Nenshi; anchors Omar 
Sachedina and Farah Nasser; novelist M.G. Vassanji; Ms 
Marvel’s Iman Vellani are but a few. Inspired by the guidance 
of the Aga Khan, thousands of Canadian Ismailis have been 
strong and active contributors to the civic, cultural and social 
lives of the communities in which they live.

The Aga Khan is the 49th hereditary Imam-of-the-time 
(spiritual leader) of the Shia Ismaili Muslim community. 
As part of the mandate of his role, he has been a significant 
contributor to improvement in our quality of life: showcasing 
Muslim art and intellect through the Aga Khan Museum in 
Toronto; bringing together East and West at the Aga Khan 
Garden in Alberta and Aga Khan Park in Toronto; working to 
alleviate poverty through the Aga Khan Foundation Canada; 
and, in partnership with the federal government, building 
societies of mutual respect and understanding through the 
Global Centre for Pluralism in Ottawa.

Recently, members of the Aga Khan’s family including 
his brother, Prince Amyn, and his children, Princess 
Zahra and Prince Rahim, were in Canada for ceremonies 
to commemorate the Ismaili community’s 50-year 
anniversary and to launch initiatives for the next 50. In 
Toronto, the Aga Khan was conferred the key to the city for 
his contributions to Toronto and his global humanitarian work. 
In Edmonton, the Diwan pavilion at the Aga Khan Garden was 
inaugurated, supporting the garden’s mandate of providing 
a venue for dialogue and engagement. In Vancouver, an 



Agreement of Cooperation between the Government of 
British Columbia and the Ismaili Imamat solidifies a partnership 
with a focus on addressing issues of climate change in B.C. 
and around the world.

The significance of these events goes beyond just the 
buildings, the agreements or the accolades that will emerge 
from them. What is truly to be celebrated is that in a world 
wracked with insular and sectarian thinking, there are 
reassuring forces propelling us in kinder, gentler directions.
Thousands of Ugandans lost their lives or endured 
unspeakable trauma in the crisis wrought by Idi Amin. But what 
gives us hope is that what can emerge from brutality is a set 
of enduring values which, right now, the world needs to see, 
and hear.

I am lucky to be a in position where my two greatest blessings, 
being Canadian and Ismaili Muslim, are not only able to 
peacefully co-exist, but can actively interact and build upon 
one another. Today and every day, I am grateful for these 
multiple identities, and also for the acceptance and deep 
commitment to equal opportunity that this country continues 
to expound. May Canada continue to serve as a beacon of 
hope for all.

Sen. Mobina Jaffer represents British Columbia in the Senate 
of Canada. Appointed on June 13, 2001 by prime minister 
Jean Chrétien, she is the first Muslim senator, the first African-
born senator, and the first senator of South Asian descent.



Senator Mobina Jaffer getting married to Nuralla Jeraj in 
Uganda in 1971. Just one year later, the family would be 
ordered out of the country. Photo submitted to Canadian 
Geographic.



A SHORT REFLECTION 
ON THE “50 YEARS OF 
MIGRATION” EXHIBITION

Written by Creative Director, Aquil Virani

It was my pleasure and honour to serve as the Creative 
Director of the “50 Years of Migration” exhibition. In 
addition to the participant correspondence, research, 
development, writing and graphic design of the panels, I 
also crafted the audio play from archival interviews and 
press sources. 

Any opportunity I can seize to align my artistic pursuits with 
service to the community (seva) is a small win. As the son of 
two immigrants to Canada – my father from Tanzania and my 
mother from France – I did my best to create a thorough and 
inclusive collection of stories to celebrate our Ismaili Muslim 
settlement here in Canada. I mostly grew up in Surrey, BC, 
going to Fraser Valley Jamatkhana, and I wanted to do justice 
to the perseverance and examples set by the aunties and 
uncles of my community. I wanted to privilege real, authentic 
stories from everyday people while asking important 
questions about what our settlement means today. I received 
many responses from audience members – from the Ismaili 
community and the broader Canadian public – with words of 
encouragement and thanks.



After creating the exhibition materials, I have been indebted 
to countless volunteers across the country who contributed 
to the implementation or “roll out” of the exhibition. I know 
that there are too many stories to fit in a finite narrative, but I 
am so proud of what we accomplished together in presenting 
a grassroots, multi-media account of 50+ years of migration 
to Canada. I am also grateful to the institutions that amplified 
the voices in the exhibition by hosting the exhibition.

I truly believe in the 
importance of telling our own 
stories, of “writing things 
down,” of taking a moment 
to look back on where we 
have been, where we are, and 
where we are going.

Aquil Virani
Creative Director
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Aga Khan Museum, Toronto 
Ismaili Centre Toronto 
Brampton Jamatkhana 
Pickering Jamatkhana
Kitchener Jamatkhana
Delegation of the Ismaili Imamat, Ottawa
Ismaili Centre Vancouver
Headquarters Jamatkhana, Vancouver
Richmond Jamatkhana
Edmonton Headquarters Jamatkhana
Calgary Headquarters Jamatkhana
Calgary Stampede
Generations Calgary
Montreal Headquarters Jamatkhana
Laval Jamatkhana
Brossard Jamatkhana
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 NORTH SHORE DAILY POST

A travelling exhibition showcasing the progress and 
contributions of the Ismaili Muslim community in Canada 
has been touring British Columbia and is now in its final 
days at the Ismaili Centre, Vancouver.

On Saturday April 1, the Ismaili community (along with the 
Vancouver Art Gallery who co- sponsored the event) hosted a 
discussion with stories of migration moderated by Sirish Rao, 
Director of Public Engagement and Learning from the Vancouver 
Art Gallery, Senator Mobina Jaffer and Arran Stephens of 
Natures Path to an audience that included:

Senator Mobina Jaffer; Anne Kang – MLA – Burnaby Deer Lake; 
Ruby Campbell – City Councilor – City of New Westminster; 
Joao Costa – Consul General – Consulate General of Portugal; 
Manish Manish – Consul General – Consulate General of India; 
Ghulam Hussain – Vice Consul – Consulate General of Pakistan.



Not for profit leaders, representatives from nearby Universities, 
and members from the Ummah community etc. The panel 
discussion touched on migration and refugee issues of the day, 
the personal journeys of the panelists, and the importance of 
identity and languages.

Samir Manji, President for the Council for British Columbia, in 
his remarks to the audience stated the following: “The ongoing 
settlement of the community here in Canada has also been one 
deeply shaped and supported by the Government of Canada, 
the work of the Imamat Institutions and the guidance of His 
Highness the Aga Khan. It is a story of partnership built upon 
the bedrock of a shared value system, and a joint commitment 
to the values of peace, of pluralism, of a respect for diversity and 
difference, and of the value of service.”

The exhibition commemorates 50 years of the presence of 
the Shi’a Imami Ismaili Muslims in Canada along with recent 
immigration stories of other Ismaili newcomers from Syria, 
Afghanistan, Tajikistan, India, Pakistan and beyond. The exhibit is 
presented by the Ismaili Council for Canada in collaboration with 
award-winning Canadian artist Aquil Virani.



Doug Ford, Premier of Ontario: “I have always believed 
our province is richer and more vibrant where unique cultural 
stories are brought to centre stage. in that spirit, this event is an 
opportunity to honour the journey of Ismaili Canadians.

Today, Ontario is proud to be home to a flourishing community 
of Ismaili Canadians who have made their mark in public service, 
the arts, business, and all fields. I want to thank our Ismaili Muslim 
community for all they have brought to Ontario’s success story.

Our government will continue to work with our diverse faith 
communities to build a strong and resilient Ontario, now 
and in the future. Best wishes for a meaningful and inspiring 
celebration.” (Ottawa)



Jagmeet Singh, Leader of federal NDP Party: “To see the 
Ismaili community not just come to Canada and get by, but to 
thrive and then to give back is a true testament to the Ismaili 
community, and, I think, a beautiful example of what we want to 
achieve here in Canada: create a home for people to come in to 
thrive, and to create a home where people can contribute in such 
a meaningful way. So I just want to acknowledge the resilience 
of the Ismaili community to have contributed in such a beautiful 
and powerful way across the country and across the globe.” 
(Vancouver)



 BRAMPTON GUARDIAN

A travelling exhibition showcasing the progress and 
contributions of the Ismaili Muslim community in Canada is 
set to be on display in the City of Brampton.

MPP Deepak Anand, Brampton Coun. Pat Fortini and the Ismaili 
Council for Canada will explore the “50 Years of Migration” 
exhibition on Thursday, March 16, from 3 to 5 p.m. at Brampton 
Jamatkhana, according to a media release. The March 16 event is 
for invited guests only.



[...] The exhibition commemorates 50 years of the presence of 
the Shi’a Imami Ismaili Muslims in Canada and showcases the 
courage and resilience of countless Ismaili Muslims who fled their 
homelands in search of refuge elsewhere, sharing stories about 
their experiences and what establishing strong roots in Canada 
has meant to them.

With hundreds of family photographs, first-hand accounts, 
historical documents and personal interviews, the immersive 
exhibition highlights the events that took place in East Africa 
in the early 1970s that led to the first mass migration of over 
6,000 Ismaili Muslims to Canada. The exhibition also explores 
recent immigration stories of other Ismaili newcomers from Syria, 
Afghanistan, Tajikistan, India, Pakistan and beyond. 

The exhibit is presented by the Ismaili Council for Canada in 
collaboration with award-winning Canadian artist Aquil Virani. It 
debuted at the Aga Khan Museum in Toronto earlier this year and 
will continue to tour Jamatkhanas (Ismaili community centres 
and congregational settings) and community spaces across 
Canada.



 CBC OTTAWA

“Travelling storytelling exhibition on Ismaili migration 
comes to Ottawa.” CBC Ottawa Morning.

Aquil Virani on CBC Ottawa Morning: “There are so many 
stories to choose from (it’s a little bit like choosing which 
child to talk about). We have a story from Fady Almessyaty 
who came from Syria who worked very hard at a retail job and 
eventually got a degree from McGill University. We have a story 
from Shamsiya from Tajikistan who had an amazing journey via 
Switzerland and Mozambique, before eventually settling here in 
Ottawa. As well, narminkassamart.com – she shared some of her 
artwork. A mural she created with Ottawa and Kingston-based 
Ismaili Muslims titled “Journey Upstream.” And one story that 
comes to mind for me from Azeem Motani – he talks about his 
journey from Uganda. Eventually, he studies to be an accountant 
and he places at the top of his class in Ontario. And during an 
acceptance speech, he jokes tongue-in-cheek and thanks Idi 
Amin saying “There’s no way I would’ve chosen the harsh winters 
of Canada.” So this is a bit of the flavour of the exhibition. Some 
of the resilience and the humour that is shown by many of these 
Ismaili Muslims – my community, who I respect and I am happy to 
celebrate.”



Shezan Muhammedi, PhD: “An incredible exhibit on display 
at the Delegation of the Ismaili Imamat open to the public 
this Thursday to Sunday from 12pm - 6pm (free entry and 
no booking required!) on the history of the Ismaili Muslim 
community in Canada featuring an amazing photo exhibit 
and timeline with contributions from MacOdrum Library 
#UgandanAsians #refugees #cdnimm”

Yasir Naqvi, MP: « Je remercie tous les memres de la Pickering 
Jamatkhana de m’avoir accueillie, et je promets de touours 
travailler avec vous pour que le Canada rest accueillant, diversifié 
et inclusif. En visitant l’exposition, « 50 Years of Migration, » j’ai 
été inspirée par les contributions de la communauté musulmane 
ismaélienne. »



Dr. Shela Hirani, PhD, RN, IBCLC: “Honored to be featured in 
the ‘50 Years of Migraiton’ exhibition presented by the Ag Khan 
council for Canada in collaboration with award-winning Canadian 
artist Aquil Virani that debuted at the @AgaKhanMuseum.”

Patrick Brown, Mayor of Brampton: “Happy to celebrate the 
Ismaili community’s 50th anniversary of being in Canada at the 
#Brampton Jamatkhana. The exhibition commemorates 50 years 
of settlement of the Ismailis in Canada and the contirubtion to 
the social, cultural, and economic fabric of Canada.”



Kaleed Rasheed with Harkirat Singh and Deepak Anand: 
“I’d like to thank the Ismaili community for allowing me to attend 
and address everyone at the ‘50 Years of Migration’ event. The 
speeches were very moving, and the exhibition from Canadian 
artist, Aquil Virani, was incredibly beautiful. This event truly 
honours the collective resilience and colourful kaleidoscope that 
is the Ismaili Muslim community and I’m very honoured to be a 
part of it!“

Amin Jivraj: « Tout simplement pour te dire que plusieurs 
personnes qui ont vu l’exposition à travers le Canada étaient 
surprises et contentes de voir mon histoire et mes photos, et 
les ont partagées avec la famille et les amis. Tu as fait un travail 
superbe d’avoir “raffiné” mon histoire et je te remercie. Ma famille 
à Montréal et à Ottawa a hâte de voir l’exposition. La façon dont 
tu as monté toute l’exposition est admirable: c’est tout un chef 
d’œuvre. Mes Mubaraki les plus chaleureux. »







 CTV MONTREAL

Marking 50 years as part of the social fabric of Quebec 
and Canada, the Ismaili Muslim community unveiled a new 
exhibition in Brossard on Montreal’s South Shore.

[...] Kanwal Hayat, a member of the Ismaili Muslim community, 
said they’re showcasing their migration stories “and the history 
of the community in Canada.”

“It was a proud moment with this commemoration event, what 
the community has been through, how resilient we have been as 
a community and what we’ve achieved,” she said, “and also kind 
of a look to the future with hope and aspirations for what we 
want to continue to achieve in this land that we’ve now made 
our home.”
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50 ans de migration
Commémorant les progrès et les contributions de 
la communauté musulmane ismailie au Canada, 
cette exposition rend hommage à notre résilience 

collective et célèbre le kaléidoscope riche en 
couleurs qu’est notre communauté. À l’aide d’un 

collage éclatant et composé de photos de famille, 
de chronologies, de cartes géographiques et de 

documents historiques, cette exposition itinérante 
raconte l’histoire des membres de la communauté 

musulmane ismailie qui sont venus des quatre coins 
du monde pour faire de ce pays leur foyer tout en 

contribuant à bâtir un Canada plus fort.

Visitez le site web 
pour en savoir plus !

Visit this website for 
content in English.
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AUDIO PLAY TRANSCRIPT

The audio play, developed by artist Aquil Virani, played during 
the exhibition installation on a loop.

Muslim Harji (00:10):
I was born in Tanzania. I grew up in Kenya, and finally we were 
kicked out of Uganda, but most of my growing up was done in 
Uganda, and it was probably the finest time of my life.

Benafasha Amiri (00:30):
Je m’appelle Benafasha and je suis refu5iée de l’Afghanistan. 
Je suis venue au Canada quand j’avais juste 8 ans.

Shamsiya MH (00:36):
My name is Shamsiya and I am originally from Tajikistan. I have 
been in Canada a little less than a decade.

Mazen Kasim (00:47):
My name is Mazen Riyadh Kasim. And I was born in Syria.

Shezan Muhammedi (00:57):
Once in Uganda, the colonials established a three-tiered race 
and class hierarchy. At the top, you had white British colonials. 
In the middle, you had Brown South Asians, and on the bottom 
were local black Ugandans.

Senator Mobina Jaffer (01:09):
I liked Uganda. I always thought I was going to live there 
forever because we enjoyed our lab. But today I say I’m so 
glad it happened because we really like Canada.

Shezan Muhammedi (01:20):
What ends up happening is by the 1970s, it is estimated that 
South Asians controlled about 80 to 90% of Ugandan trade 
and about 80% of the commercial sector.



Muslim Harji (01:29):
Sector. I’m a fourth generation African. I was born in Africa. 
My parents were born in Africa. My grandparents were born 
in Africa, and my great-grandparents came to Africa with the 
shirts on their backs. This was in 1870.

Shezan Muhammedi (01:46):
With these heightened levels of migration, in conjunction with 
their privileged position in society, Ugandan Asians became 
the targets of Ugandan nationalists as colonial collaborators.

Mariam Gabr (01:56):
My grandfather had kind eyes in an even temper and was 
loved by many. He listened intently to everyone and liked 
spoiling his grandchildren.

Muslim Harji (02:07):
After the Uganda independence, we were quite well 
integrated into the society, you know, but still we did not have 
the right color.

Jeff Goode — CBC (02:20):
Hello, welcome to Rewind. I’m Jeff Goode, sitting in for 
Michael Enright today. As Syrian refugees continue to make 
a new home in Canada. Today, on rewind, we’re looking back 
at the first wave of non-European refugees who came to this 
country. Today, we are talking about a smaller group of mostly 
Ismaili refugees who’ve been expelled from Uganda in the 
early 1970s.

His Highness Aga Khan IV (02:43):
As you may know, my close ties with Canada go back 
almost four decades to the time when many thousands of 
Asian refugees from Uganda, including many Ismailis, were 
welcomed so generously in this society. Earlier this year, we 
celebrated here in Toronto, the foundation ceremony for 
the Alah Museum and the new Ismaili Center. So there are 
powerful chords of memory from four decades ago, four years 



ago, and even four months ago that tie me closely to Canada,

Jeff Goode — CBC (03:23):
His Royal Highness, the Aga Khan in 2010, on accepting an 
honorary Canadian citizenship for his charitable work.

Idi Amin (03:34):
Asians have kept themselves apart as a closed community and 
have refused to integrate with Ugandan Africans. They have 
been milking the economy of the country.

Agence des nouvelles (04:26):
L’Ouganda conte 10 millions d’habitants, dont 80 000 
d’origine Asiatique. Ce qui ne fait que 0,8 % de la population 
totale. Et pourtant selon le g´én´érale Idi Amin Dada, père de 
la nation, c’est d’eux d’où vient tout le mal. Par son decret le 9 
aout, le general Amin a donné 90 jours aux inhabitants «non-
ougandais« d’origine indienne, pakistanaise, et bangladesh.
pour quitter le pays. Ceux qui ne seront pas parti le 8 
novembre seront intern´és dans les camps de concentration 
organis´ée par l’armee.

Derek Peterson  (04:37):
What went wrong for minorities is that the Amin government, 
over the course of the seventies, created more and more 
categories of people who they blamed, or the ills of their time, 
and who they targeted with violence, and who they sought to 
displace from Uganda.

Shezan Muhammedi (04:54):
It’s also imperative to note that Asians who migrated to 
Uganda were a diverse and heterogeneous group. They 
had created several institutions based on religious and 
regional affiliations, and included Christians, Janes Goans, 
Hindus belonging to various denominations, multiple Sikh 
communities, and several other Shia and Sunni Muslims.



Idi Amin (05:14):
I took this decision for the economy of Uganda, and I must 
make sure that every Ugandan gets a fruit of independent 
since independence. Actually, Uganda is not yet independent. 
I will say that I want to see that the whole Kampala Street is 
not full of Indians. It must be “proper black” and administration 
in those shops is run by the Ugandans.

Tom Francis (05:42):
But we had a family meeting and we decided, you know, the 
writings on the wall. You know, if two of them had to leave, 
there’s no sense in us staying. We heard rumors that Amin 
was building camps to house people who hadn’t left by the 
deadline. My mother influenced decision a lot. Many years ago, 
none of us had been to Canada, and she kept saying to us, if 
you boys ever decide to leave Uganda, go to Canada. It’s a 
wonderful country. So there it was right in front of us,

Senator Mobina Jaffer (06:09):
August 5th, the day of my brother-in-law’s wedding, and 
made this announcement. You know, we all laughed. We didn’t 
take it seriously. We were at the wedding in the evening, and 
ha ha ha, he wants us out. Now what next? Ha ha. Honestly, we 
were laughing. Truthfully.

Tom Francis (06:24):
It was really difficult on our parents because they lost money. 
They lost their houses. They lost a lot – they had they had to 
start life again. For them, it was extremely difficult.

News agency (06:42):
Asians in Uganda are lining up at travel agencies hoping to 
get out before the three month time limit expires. General 
Amin has imposed severe restrictions on how much money 
the Asians can take with them. He’s also ordered that all Asian 
owned businesses must be sold to Africans.



Senator Mobina Jaffer (06:59):
One of the things I really learned from my mother, she’s an 
amazing woman. She never got attached to things. I still 
remember that auction. And she never worried about things, 
you know. It was just things to her. She was so, so spiritual. My 
father had to flee, and my father fled. We thought we had lost 
him. ‘Cause Idi Amin’s men came to get him, and he fled, and 
we had a real nightmare because we thought we’d lost our 
daddy. Yeah.

Navin Virani (07:32):
My great-grandfather, who also immigrated to America, kept 
calling Canada Heaven. How could I not participate in this 
heaven that he talked to me about before he passed away?

Jeff Goode (CBC) (07:50):
It was the first time in Canadian history that Canada had 
accepted a large group of non-European refugees.

Mike Molloy (07:57):
The interesting thing was that the Prime Minister made the 
announcement of what we were gonna do right up front, 
and he, and he set the tone. He made quite a long statement 
about what was going on and what Canada was gonna do 
about it. But he ended by saying this: “we are prepared to 
offer an honorable place in Canadian life to those Ugandans 
who come to Canada and I, and I’m sure that they will, by 
their abilities and industry, make an important contribution to 
Canadian society.” Now, I can’t tell you how important it was 
to us as young Canadian civil servants being sent off to some 
far, far away country to have that statement from our Prime 
minister.

Tom Francis (08:38):
So when they said, where do you want to go? I said, I want to 
stay in Montreal. So we went to the YMCA for a few days, and 
we were, we went to a, an immigration guy. So when I met this 
immigration officer, manpower, I still remember his name was 



Beaudoin. And I told him, I said, you know, I’m going, I would 
like to go and visit this agricultural campus of McGill University 
and see if they would accept me into a master’s program to 
continue my graduate studies. And he said, you know what? 
He said, they probably haven’t even heard from Makerere 
University, and so I’m just telling you: your chances of getting 
in enough slim to none. And so I said, “Well, that’s fine, but let 
me try it.”

Navin Virani (09:20):
He wouldn’t stop talking about Vancouver and how beautiful it 
was, and all his friends were there. And so the first date, all we 
talked about was Vancouver and Canada.

Tom Francis (09:30):
So I went back to Manpower Guy in Montreal. He said, 
“how did it go?” I said, great. I’m accepted. I said, they’re 
gonna gimme money. They’re gonna give us a, you know, flat 
apartment. And he couldn’t believe it, right? Yeah. He said, 
they’ve heard of Makerere. I said, “yeah, not only if they heard 
of it. I said, they have a hiring regard for it.” And it was just – it 
was a great story. You know, and I think two days later, we left 
the Y M C A.

Patsy Van Roost (10:00):
No matter why we came, and no matter where we left, your, 
your heart is broken. That’s my theory. Maybe I’m wrong.

Nouri Hassani (10:11):
 the first challenging is the language. the second challenging 
is to find and to make friends. So it’s, it’s very difficult to be 
honest.

Navin Virani (10:21):
Like I always wanted my kids to be who they want to be. But 
nobody gave us a manual how to raise kids in Canada. So 
we had a really tough time because we were brought up so 
differently.



Tom Francis (10:38):
We were always a little out of place, even though people were 
friendly with us and so on. We are always aware that we had 
a different culture, a different food. We were always trying to 
blend in, fit in and do things the way Canadians did it.

Mike Molloy (10:56):
The decision made by the government was fast, and it was 
positive. The British had, had actually formally requested our 
help on the 18th of August. Cabinet met on the 24th, and 
the decision was to, first of all, fire off a team to Camp Pala as 
fast as, as, as that could be done. accept a, an initial target of 
3000 people. Take people who meet the normal immigration 
requirements if you can, and if you can’t find enough, who do, 
the Minister has the authority to declare what was called the, 
the oppressed minority policy, which would allow the officers 
to go way beyond the the point system.

Sara Cosemans (11:38):
Ugandan Asians, as a small group, becomes a testing case for 
refugee and migration policy in the 1970s. And actually, if you 
look at today, you see what kind of a profound impact it has 
made.

Abdul Hakim Azizi (11:58):
Afghanistan is a country where we had invested our lives, our 
energy, our dreams, and our aspirations. And quite tragically, I 
had to bury them all.

Madina Azizi (12:09):
I was six years old when we crossed Afghanistan to Pakistan. 
My mom had four young children all by herself. and we literally 
walked from Afghanistan to Pakistan as refugees.

Benafasha Amiri (12:20):
Malgré que j’étais tres jeune, j’ai des souvenirs de 
l’Afghanistan. Je dirai ce ne’st pas necessairement des bons 
souvenirs – les histoires de mes parents, les histoires de ma 



famille.

Abdul Hakim Azizi (12:44):
That was not happy moments. But the only thing that was 
going in the head was that “okay, at least you have saved your 
life,” but thousands of new concerns come in your mind. Yes,

Benafasha Amiri (12:58):
My WhatsApp messages, sometimes it’s the news of an entire 
family being killed, and suddenly I tell myself, “No, no, hold on. 
You are in Canada.”

Madina Azizi (13:07):
 Afghans living in diaspora – every time that we meet with 
our relatives, we grieve, we cry, we talk about Afghanistan. I 
wish we could do a a lot of things for our people back home. 
And during that whole time, of course, I was young – I don’t 
remember much of it, but I remember being in constant fear.

Abdul Hakim Azizi (13:28):
I’m happy that we are here and we’re safe, and we’re struggling 
for having a good future life

Benafasha Amiri (13:45):
[Dari]

Madina Azizi (14:12):
I’m getting emotional because that’s my country 
(Afghanistan). That’s my nation. I have relatives there. And 
even if I did not have relatives there, that’s part of my identity.

Benafasha Amiri (14:15):
[Dari]

Mazen Kasim (14:32):
I graduated from the University of Aleppo in a computer 
science program. That was 1998. I left Syria right after that. 
Certainly due to lack of opportunity back then in Syria. And 



there was also a two-years mandatory military service that 
I have to attend if I didn’t make the choice to go and serve 
out in Gulf countries. So I chose to go into Saudi Arabia. I had 
some relatives there and, and started my career path in there. 
It was really a great journey of learning and developing myself. 
Community-wise. I’m also heavily involved in so many kind of 
areas especially around the Syrian activities and settlements 
and progress in Edmonton here.

Ahmed Farawan (15:38):
[Arabic]

Mazen Kasim (15:52):
I just wanted to say that end of the day Syria is still a home. 
Canada is my second home, and I’m so proud being where I’m 
at, and so far the journey that I’ve been through that led to 
this outcome.

Khalil Farawan (16:07):
[Arabic]

Mazen Kasim (16:37):
Of course, I didn’t know anything about Canada initially. I 
landed in Vancouver, hosted by a very close friend to my 
dad’s– Feiroz Rasul. And because I had one cousin here in 
Edmonton who I was very close to, I decided I’m gonna be 
moving into Edmonton. And here we are.

Ahmed Farawan (17:00):
[Arabic]

Urdu News (17:23):
[Urdu]

Shamsiya MH (17:43):
Before Canada, I was in Mozambique. Before Mozamb ique, 
I was in Geneva, and before Geneva, I was into Tajikistan. 
Been going around a little bit, live, living in three different 



continents. And now I’m here in Canada. My background is in 
health. I was trained as a medical doctor back in Tajikistan. I 
am now working at a community health center. I’m a program 
manager. I’m managing a big team of 20-plus staff.

Jan Dubinski (18:25):
I think diversity is – you learn a lot. You know, you take your 
blinders off and open your mind up a little bit.

Dominique Pattinier (18:34):
Do I feel like an immigrant? No, not really. I don’t think about 
it every day, Once in a while, I’m, I guess I’m, I am being re 
reminded, but not, not on a daily basis.

Shamsiya MH (18:47):
I left Tajikistan when I was about 4 to 5 years old. I grew up 
into Tajikistan, went to school. Tajikistan. I do visit often. My 
parents, they’re both Tajikistan. All my families are there. I have 
no immediate family here besides my husband’s family. My 
parents are,– they’re very proud of me. They’re proud what I 
achieved. I’m from the Badakshan in Tajikistan from the Pamirs, 
and we do speak a dialect called Pamiri. I do speak Tjaik, which 
is the official language of Tajikistan. I do speak Russian. that 
is our second language. And I do speak French. Je p;arle le 
francais. And I do speak a little bit of Portuguese when I lived 
in Mozambique. So I picked up Portuguese when I was there, 
so a few languages.

Nouri Hassani (20:09):
So yeah, it’s it was it was horrible time that I went through, but 
Alhamdullilah, I’m okay right now. So since I came to Canada, I 
was, you know, one of the luckiest people, maybe.

Shamsiya MH (20:21):
[Tajik]

Prime Minister Justin Trudeau (20:41):
Canada’s a country that was built by immigration. Waves of 



people came to this country, were welcomed by the folks who 
had lived here for millennia – the First Nations and the folks 
here on Treaty 4 land – and built this society with waves of 
people fleeing religious prosecution, fleeing, tyranny, fleeing 
to try and build a better life for themselves here than they 
had back home. These people always want the same thing: to 
be able to live in peace, to raise their families, and to create a 
better future for themselves and their communities.

Navin Virani (21:28):
So, you know, you say it in English, “Hello, or How are you?” [ 
Urdu / Kutchi / Gujurati / Swahili ] Then also, I know a little bit 
of French. ‘‘Comment allez-vous ? »

Shamsiya MH (21:56):
For my daughter. I’d like her to have this understanding of 
– not just geographically where’s, where’s Tajikistan, but – 
more to learn about the, the language first, of course, the, the 
traditions and the connections.

Muslim Harji (22:18):
I met my wife at the community center. I was helping out the 
refugees who were arriving. And when I met my wife there, 
when I met this girl there, I went out and introduced myself 
and put my hand forward and said, “Hi, I’m Muslim.” So she 
said, “Big deal. I’m a Muslim too,” So at that point, I said, no, 
this is the girl that I have to marry, you know,

Shamsiya MH (22:44):
 I’m proud to be Canadian, but I would like to continue and 
keep that tradition of being a Tajik and introducing a lot of my 
tradition to my daughter as well. So she feels that she has that 
background. Yeah, I’m, I’m, I’m proud to be that Canadian.

Shezan Muhammedi (23:03):
It was one of the other structured questions I did ask is, you 
know, after being in Canada for, you know, 30, 40 years at this 
point, how do you identify yourself? Very fascinating thing 



that came out of that was everyone described themselves 
as Canadian. and a lot of that had to do with both times. So 
a lot of ‘em said, we’ve spent so much time in Canada, so it’s 
natural that we feel this attachment. And then many of them 
expressed what they believed to be Canadian values. So they 
said, you know, we believe in the values of Canada, which 
they sort of described as, you know, democracy, freedom of 
speech. a lot of them said, it’s a land of opportunity. So, you 
know, if you work hard, you can achieve really good things. 
Very tolerant of both our views and us as a community.

Nouri Hassani (23:45):
Now it’s time for me to give back for the community and for 
the people who help us and help me and help my family. We 
are human right, and we should help each other regardless 
from our background, race, religion, or whatever

Shezan Muhammedi (24:09):
I think as a kid, I wasn’t thinking about it too much, something 
that developed as I got older, but there is of course, this sort 
of shame or this guilt that you feel for, for, for, for benefiting 
from all their hardships.

Mazen Kasim (24:23):
End of the day, what I wish and hope for my kids is to grow up 
and be international citizens–people who, you know, are very 
proud of their origin and culture and religion as well.

Alex Tran (24:41):
I think the immigration stories go beyond the arrival into the 
new country. There’s something interesting that happens 
afterwards, and to me, what happens to the next generation is 
interesting.

Benafasha Amiri (24:56):
On a fui l’Afghanistan pour un meilleur securité, premierement, 
mais aussi pour un espoir d’une meilleur monde. Pour un 
meilleur avenir, pour notre vie actuel, mais pour les prochaines 



générations.

Patsy Van Roost (25:13):
All our stories are different and all are legitimate no matter 
where you came from, and no matter why you had to come.

Nizar Fakirani (25:22):
The core of it is that we share this value of pluralism, of 
accepting differences. We are Canadians. Shukr.

[Instrumental interlude until 30:00]



—
This catalogue includes (1) a small section of writing related to 
the exhibition, (2) a presentation of exhibition photographs of 
the installations at venues across Canada, (3) a short collection 
of press clippings and comments from visitors, (4) an appendix 
of the printed exhibition panels reproduced here in booklet 
format, and (5) a transcript of the exhibition’s audio play.


