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Digitizing the History of Desi Immigrants for Posterity
By Sunthar Visuvalingam 

– CHICAGO 

Handwritten letters, faded
photos, forgotten news
articles were among the

records used to narrate the little-
known history of the Gadar Party
in America to thriving sons and
daughters of Indian immigrants.
The narrative was woven together
by Samip Mallick, executive direc-
tor of the South Asian American
Digital Archive, who also solicited
the community’s support in pre-
serving the obscure records of
their immigrant ancestry for pos-
terity. 

Addressing a panel at the 17th
biennial convention of the
National Federation of Indian
Associations (NFIA), at the
Holiday Inn in Rolling Meadows,
Ill., on Oct. 13, Mallick said that
his group is focused on preserving
the South Asian community’s his-
tory. The group is organizing a
fundraiser in November and has
received several grants. 

“With the community’s sup-
port, we hope to build an institu-
tion that will help reinforce our
long history and legacy in this
country,” Mallick said. Excerpts
from an interview:

Q: How did SAADA come about?
We created SAADA because we

recognized that the history of the
South Asian community in the
United States was not being sys-
tematically collected and pre-
served by any existing archive,
and we felt that our community’s
history could be in danger of
being lost. SAADA was registered
as nonprofit in 2008 and received
501(c)(3) status in 2010. We began
building the archive in 2010, start-
ing with a collection of the

Watumull family’s materials.
The Watumulls were one of the

first South Asian families to settle
in Hawaii and were involved in
business. By the 1970s, they ran
29 department stores across
Hawaii, and were involved in
other commercial ventures. They
have also made a significant
impact through their philanthro-
py. For example, the Watumull
Foundation supported Indian stu-
dents to come to the U.S., includ-
ing S. Radhakrishnan, the first
vice president of India. In 2010,
the family agreed to share some
of their materials with us to make
accessible online. Our archive has
grown from there and now
includes nearly 1,000 unique
items. All of these materials are
freely accessible on our website at
saadigitalarchive.org

Q: What has been the reception?
We have received a very posi-

tive response from the communi-
ty. People really seem to recognize
the importance of sharing our
community’s story more widely.

We are starting our first major
fundraising campaign this
November. 

This will help us hire our first
full-time staff member, acquire
our own office space and pur-
chase new hardware equipment
and server space. We have already
received three grants, including
from the Asian Giving Circle,
Jhamandas Watumull Fund and
the Kiran Bavikatte Foundation,
an Illinois-based family founda-
tion, which provided a grant to
document contemporary South
Asian-American artists in Illinois.
We have also received a Google
grant. 

Q: What are the main subjects,
themes, etc., archived so far?

There are many other stories in

the archive. For example, that of
Bhagat Singh Thind, whose fight
for citizenship went all the way to
the U.S. Supreme Court in 1923,
after which South Asians could
not become American citizens
again until the late 1940s.
Anandabai Joshi, who in 1886
became the first Indian woman to
earn her medical degree in the
U.S. Congressman Dalip Singh
Saund, who in 1956 became the
first Asian-American elected to

national office. We have collabo-
rated with a number of reposito-
ries around the country, including
with the University of
Pennsylvania, Swarthmore
College, San Jose State University
and others to digitize and provide
online access to materials in their
collections. We also want to docu-
ment the important stories of our
community today and ensure that
these stories are preserved for
future generations. 

Q: How did the Gadar history
come to be archived?

We have already digitized a
large number of Gadar Party’s
published materials, including
their journals, newspapers and
flyers. We are working with
descendants of members to digi-
tize unpublished materials, such
as photos, correspondence and
memories. Through this effort we
hope to create the most compre-
hensive collection of publicly
accessible materials on the Gadar
Party.

Q: What groups are you partner-
ing with? 

We are working closely with
local heritage efforts around the
country, such as with the Asian
Indian Heritage Project in
Cleveland. We also collaborate
with other community organiza-
tions, such as South Asian
Americans Leading Together
(SAALT) in D.C. and the South
Asia Policy Research Institute
(SAAPRI) in Chicago.

Q: What is SAADA’s long-term
vision?

We aim to create a space for
our community to recognize and
remember its own history and for
us to recognize how our commu-
nity’s past will shape its future.

Above, Samip Mallick, executive director
of the South Asian American Digital

Archive, addresses a community forum
with South Asian-American artists in

Chicago on April 26. Right, Indian 
freedom fighters Bhagwan Singh 

Gyanee, left, and Rash Behari Bose in
Japan in 1915.

S.
P.

 S
in

g
h

Is
ab

el
 G

o
n

za
le

z.

– ROLLING MEADOWS, Ill.

Delegates and speakers
from across the country
gathered at the Holliday

Inn here for the 17th biennial
convention of the National
Federation of Indian Associations
(NFIA) from Oct. 12 to 14. Sohan
Joshi of Chicago was elected the
new president on the final day of
the convention. 

The convention was inaugurat-
ed Oct. 12 by Mukta Dutta Tomar,
consul general of India in
Chicago, who was joined by Rep.
Joe Walsh in the traditional lamp-
lighting ceremony. Vandana
Jhingan and Vinita Gulbani com-
pered the proceedings.

Tomar underlined the emo-
tional bonds of the thriving dias-
pora to their country of origin,
and urged them to invest toward
India’s prosperity. Walsh declared,
“I have fallen in love with India
and Indians in this 8th District
that has highest number of
Indians anywhere in the country,”

as he received a shawl. Joshi, who
was also the convener of the con-
vention, spoke in English and
Hindi, stressing the unity of the
organizing team, and invited FIA-
Chicago office-bearers to be hon-
ored. 

Invited speakers presented
work of relevance to the Indian
community at the various panels
throughout much of Oct. 13.
During the grand banquet the
same evening, several individuals
were recognized with award for
their contributions to the wider
community.

Founder President Thomas
Abraham opened the plenary
“Making an Impact in America,”
followed by past President and
Chairman Radha Krishnan, Joshi
and President Lal K. Motwani.
Abraham outlined the growing
achievements of Indian-
Americans. Anju Bhargava, a for-
mer member of the White House
Office of Faith-based and
Neighborhood Partnership, spoke

at length of her efforts to ensure
greater attention to the specific
needs of American Hindus.  Ann
Lata Kalayil gave the keynote
address.

In “Honoring the Pioneers -
Celebrating 100th Anniversary of
the Gadar Movement,” Samip

Mallick drew from the South
Asian American Digital Archive.
Sudha Gopalakrishnan from Delhi
presented Sahapedia, the recently
launched and growing online
encyclopedia to preserve India’s
cultural heritage that offers multi-
ple multimedia perspectives on

any theme.
“New Tax Rules in the U.S. and

India affecting the Community”
was especially well attended. Four
tax attorneys, three from India via
telecast and one from Chicago,
participated in this panel moder-
ated by Ajit Gandhi of Chicago
and Sushila Gidwaney from New
York.

The three Indian panelists
were Rajesh Dhruva from Rajkot,
Anil Jain and Deepender Kumar
from New Delhi. 

Other panels also explored the
impact of Indians on America,
focusing on such themes as com-
munity service, youth empower-
ment, cultural determinants,
innovation, successful all-round
political engagement and making
an impact on India’s develop-
ment.  At the concluding plenary,
session chairs reported back to
the whole convention on each of
the panels and conference resolu-
tions were made. 

Continued on page 16

Consul General of India in Chicago, Mukta Dutta Tomar, flanked by Sohan Joshi, left and
Republican Congressman from Illinois Joe Walsh, right, at the lamp-lighting ceremony
launching the 17th biennial meeting of the National Federation of Indian Associations 

held in Rolling Meadows Holiday Inn, Oct. 12-14.
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