Phil Chamberlain

Forty years ago the British government expelled the entire population of an island in the Indian Ocean so that it could be turned into a giant American air base.

The people of Diego Garcia were shipped off to Mauritius and have since been scattered around the globe. Around 450 live in the UK, mostly in Crawley, near Gatwick airport.
The secret deal which cleansed the island is now being challenged in the courts as the islander seek to return home. The UK government has just announced it will appeal its latest court defeat meaning at least another year of exile for the islanders.
For more information see:

UK Chagos Support Association: http://homepage.ntlworld.com/carlene.lyttle/home.htm
The UK Diego Garcia Island Council:

http://diegogarciaisland.mysite.wanadoo-members.co.uk/index.html

Selmour Chery, aged 65, was forced to leave Diego Garcia with his wife and one-year-old child and move to Mauritius.
“I remember that everywhere there was harmony. If somebody had a particular problem, then the neighbours would help, even if that person was not a relative.

“There was no worries about what are we going to cook today, we would just make a decision on the spot. We could have fish, eggs, crabs, there was plenty of everything.

“We did no need money to buy this food, it was free, or if you wanted something then there was a barter system or you went out to fish. We grew our own vegetables and we had chickens. 

“After the removal it was different. If there was a death on the island then whole of the population would mourn and would support the family. But in Mauritius the neighbour would say not to worry and would play music as usual.
“Many old people could not bear the consequences. Families were separated from each other. For some of those this was the first time they had gone to another country.

“Many of them died because of their age and just thinking about the memories and the sadness.

“My house in Diego Garcia was like a bungalow with a grass roof. Once a child was 18 years old he was given two rooms and a lounge so he became independent.

“After 100 feet you would get another house. You had an area around your house where you could rear your animals and grow your vegetables.

“In Mauritius somebody might find a room but it would be overcrowded with seven people in a room. And then you do not have a job and you can’t pay your rent so you had to borrow money.
“All my children’s memories of Diego are from me. They all appreciate and support if we are doing anything leading to us going to back to Diego. They are party to it because of what I have told them about life on the island.

“Three of my children are in England, two are in Switzerland and one in Portugal. They want Brazil to win the world cup.”
Simon David Vincatassin, aged 61, was a teenager and happened to be away from the island when his family were forced to leave.
“I went to school in 1950. It was a ten minute walk along a footpath and you could hear the birds singing in the trees. At break we would get chocolate.

“Once we all had to get dressed smartly and we lined up on the quay and we sang Rule Britannia because the governor was visiting.

“I remember we used to communicate from one side of the island to the other by fire. If somebody was seriously ill there would be two fires, and if there was a death three fires. Everyone helped each other.

“The seas were full of all sorts of fish and shrimps and crabs. We never ate anything frozen until I left.
“When I realised I could not go back I was very sad. When we were living in Mauritius we had to move from one place to another. Nothing was home.”
Allen Vincatassin, aged 36, was aged just one when his family left.

“I grew up in Mauritius and I came to the UK four years ago. But I’m keen to go quickly home.
“If my generation cannot return then it will be very difficult for generations after me. I am one of the last of the children born on Diego.

“I have no memories, just what my parents and grandparents told me. They have told a generation who have no idea about life on the island but do have an expectation to go back. It’s like everything has stopped until we return.

“Exile has bought all generations into a void. It removed all our rights and sent us to another country where the future was darkness.

“For my generation, our aspiration is that we need to return and our rights need to be restored.

“Here in UK we are building the resources necessary for the community to establish itself on the islands. But we need to keep our link with the UK because it is a big motherland for the territories.”
Ritiane Medos, aged 40, was born on the neighbouring island of Peros Banos.
“I left when I was very small and went to Mauritius. I came to England last year. I have a British passport.

“It is very sad when people talk about home because I had a sister who passed away on the ship when we left the island, and they just put her in sea. Another is buried on island but I have never been able to go and put flowers on her grave.

“All the time there is big sadness in my heart because I do not know my motherland. I was born in a country I am not aware of.

“I have six children, four are here in the UK and two are in Mauritius. They feel the same as me, they want to know where is the place they come from.

“I try to live the same was as I did on Mauritius but nobody really says hello and my neighbours here are very bad so my son cannot go outside to play.

“Always we are living the poorest life. If we go back we will start again in the poorest life but things will improve step by step because we will have 21st century technology.
“I have plans but I just don’t know when we might return home.”
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