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ABSTRACT 
 The Tamil Burma repatriates are the people who migrated to Burma during the 1900s in order to save themselves from the 
hard-hit famine and from other economic and political issues in India. This article examines the socio-cultural and political aspects of 
Burma repatriates who came back to India between 1960s and 1980s. It concentrates primarily on the Tamil Burmese Indian 
community who has established their own colony in the northern area of Chennai. The late C.N Annadurai, who was the founder of 
Dravida Munetra Kalagam, was the main reason for setting up houses for repatriates in areas like Vyasarpadi and Royapuram. He not 
only set up houses for them, but he also helped them to regain their lives back by providing them with employment opportunities and 
by opening Burma Bazaar in North Chennai for trade. The study analyses the life of repatriates after their return, drawing on recent 
interviews of Indian returnees. Efforts have been made to bring into light on how they struggled to enhance their livelihood over the 
years and the present-day life that showcases their hard work.  
 
Keywords: Repatriate, Famine, Returnees, Livelihood. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 Being a daughter of Burmese Indian repatriate, I couldn’t resist myself in writing this article after knowing the stories of my 
dad from being an expatriate of Burma to repatriate of India. Your suffering was hidden from the world. But we know how thousands 
of you fled through risky and life-threatening travel. Some of your parents perished on the way. When you returned to what you 
thought was the mother land, you were subjected to many inhuman difficulties. Owing to ignorance, many locals did not show 
sympathy to a population that fled a cruel regime, leaving their belongings and their dear ones.  
 
  Number of people who came from Burma to India managed to resettle in various parts of India especially in Tamil Nadu, 
Andhra Pradesh, Orissa West Bengal and Delhi with the help of Indian government in 1963. As far as Tamil Burmese are concerned, 
they were made to resettle in Burma colonies, which was set up in Chennai, Madurai and Tirchy.  This article focuses mainly on 
history of Tamil Burmese people who resettled in north Chennai with the help of Tamil Nadu Government and how the life has 
enhanced over the years.  
 
 Every person, every society, every country has its own history, likewise fifty years ago the people who sheltered in the 
colony also as their prolonged history. Sastri Nagar, situated in the North Chennai, Tamil Nadu is the where the people who returned 
to their native place from Burma after undergoing so many hardships in their life.  
 
HISTORY OF BURMESE INDIANS 
 The term Burmese Indians refers to the community of Indian Origin ethnic groups who migrated to Burma, the 
present-day Myanmar. When British fully made Burma an Indian province in 1886, the Indians were imported by Indian labour 
contractors to Burma as agricultural and industrial labourers, which paved way for the economic development of Burma, especially 
the delta area. In 1886, the Famine Commission of India reviewed the position and suggested Indians from congested areas of India to 
migrate to Burma for the development of waste and unproductive lands in Burma.   
 

Indians were migrated to Burma not only as labourers but also as capitalist, traders, merchants, teachers, clerks and civil 
servants who fulfilled the requirement of Burma at that time.  By 1930s more than a million Indian migrants were working in Burma 
as administrative staffs, military servicemen, business owners. Sources reveal that more than 55% of tax that was collected came from 
Indians who reside in Rangoon. The various other factors which motivated Indians flee from India to Burma were unemployment, 
starvation, deep rooted poverty and over population. During the time of droughts, they suffered from starvation. In the years 1783, 
1792, 1807, 1823, 1833, and 1854 there were serious droughts and the land tax was also high. Again, in the year 1866 there was a 
drought which made the people to leave their land and migrate to Burma in search of better livelihood with the help of British 
government. Thus, the movement of Indians from India to Burma was influenced by a combination of push and pull factors, where 
India was in need and Burma was in demand.  
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REASON FOR RETURN 
 By the start of 1930s the idea of Burmese nationalism began to take roots. Several Anti-Indian riots broke out in Burma 
which made few of Indians communities to move out of Burma. There has been continuous inflow of people from Myanmar to India 
from the year 1942 to 1946 which was aftermath of Second World War when Japan invaded Burma. But it was in 1962 the influx rate 
of people highly escalated because when General Ne Win seized power, the government passed chain of laws having three strategies 
predominantly and they are Industrialization, Nationalization and ‘Burmanization’, while Indians were forced to either to become 
citizens or to leave the country.   

   
RETURNING HARDSHIPS 
 In 1942, Burmese Indians began to walk back to India as they had no other means of transportation. They journeyed 
numerous miles to reach their country, India, and encountered a lot of difficulties along the way. As a result of Military government, 
nationalism, demonetization of 50- and 100-rupee notes and multiple riots which took place in Burma, they were forced to the country 
with the assistance of ships dispatched by the Indian government in the year 1963, when the then-President of India, Jawarlal Nehru 
delivered a speech in Rajya Sabha addressing the return of Indians from Burma. It took more than five years for all Indians in Burma 
to return to India. Furthermore, for various reasons, a few Indians chose to remain in Burma as citizens. 
 
REPATRIATION REQUIRES RESILIENCE 
 In North Chennai, Vyasarpadi (Sastri Nagar, BV Colony & Indira Nagar) were the places where they had been given 
residence. Only a handful was hired by the government to work in B & C Mill, Transport department and in Police department. Others 
who did not acquire government positions began working for daily pay and selling products imported from Burma in Burma Bazaar 
on the north beach road, where the Tamil Nadu government established marketplaces that quickly evolved into a substantial trade hub 
for foreign commodities. 
 
 Their lives did not move smoothly even after the settlement by getting jobs. They faced number of problems like fire accident 
that took place in the year 1999, in which some of them lost their dear ones and houses or huts. They constantly fought for their legal 
rights and ownership of land as they are entitled to lands under the Land Ceiling Act of 1968 by the government. It is noted that some 
of the returnees have been constantly struggling to acquire the official “Patta” for their land. According to Ergeteau, 2013, it was only 
after late 2008 i.e after 43 years of their tireless efforts their demands were met.  According to 2013 report only 10 percent out of 3000 
families who settled in BV Colony and Sastri Nagar had not received the official patta for their land or house.   
 
 A trade union was formed by Tamil Burmese called as The Burma Tamizhar Marumalarchi Sangam which promotes the 
common interests and welfare of Burmese Tamil shopkeepers, traders and merchants at the Burma Bazaar, the largest open Burma 
bazaar which sells imported foreign commodities near Chennai port.  
 
 Rev. Fr. Mantovani SDB went above and above to get these people decent accommodation and other essentials. It was he 
who manifested an extraordinary zeal in dealing with Tamil repatriates from Burma, settling them in the northern part of Chennai. 
Another outstanding Salesian missionary who assisted the Burmese refugees was Rev. Fr. Schlooz SDB. He created tiny chapels 
where people might pray. This was built in 1981 as a Parish. The first church in Sastri Nagar was constructed and dedicated on March 
18, 1984.  Later a new church was built in 2015 which tells on how life of repatriates has truly enhanced both socially and 
economically.  
 
CONCLUSION 

The healing of tamil repatriates gradually increased and life settled down when they began to go for private or government 
jobs and start businesses of their own. Their life was strengthened by facing the continuous ordeals and challenges in life, ranging 
from ownership of land, right to set up market places, land entitlement and other basic rights that each citizen of India possess. The 
returnees started welfare movements and organizations which deal with number of issues pertaining to repatriates. At present we will 
be able to witness the socio and economic conditions of the repatriates have drastically improved where they now live a decent life 
and at peace.  

 
“Not until we are lost do we begin to find ourselves” – Henry David Thoreau. 
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