Foolsteps

Neera Kapila (1947-2022)

Family tribute (Summarised):

Today, as we mourn the passing on of our dear Neera,
we also remember her, and celebrate her many
many achievements. Neera spent her life caring and
giving. This she did as a teacher in the Department
of Adult Education in the University of Nairobi. The
ground-breaking book of history she wrote called
Race, Rail and Society was hailed by Prof. Ngugi wa
Thiongo, as ‘a resource document for scholars of
history and politics - of economics and culture’. She
played an active role in Kenya's constitutional reform
at the Bomas and in the creation of the Asian African
Heritage Exhibition. She was also active in giving
her time and effort to the projects of the Lions and
Rotary Clubs. Being a daughter of a farming family,
she knew very well that you do not reap unless you
sow. We take comfort with the thought that Neera's
soul has gone to be with her late husband Suresh
Kapila, and daughter Ruchi who passed away 17
years ago.

Pheroze Nowrojee,

Co-Chair for the Asian African Heritage Trust:

Neera was a gifted person. The unique and most
valuable Agricultural section of the original Asian
African Heritage Exhibition (2000-2005) was
conceived and written by her.In addition, she brought
artifacts from the old family dairy to embellish the
display. It was all part of her own family heritage.
She came from an old Kenya family. Her great-
grandfather was Sardar Inder Singh Kent who had
arrived in Kenya in 1892. Her grandparents, Kehar
Chand and Malvi Kent, were pioneer farmers with a
farm and dairy, Punjabi Farm, at Dandora, now just
outside Nairobi, at that time distant from the small
capital. Her enthusiastic guidance to all visitors to
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the Museum helped much to the great national and
international success of the Exhibition. Another of
her responses to the Exhibition was her book Race,
Rail and Society: Roots of Modern Kenya ((Nairobi,
Kenway Publications/ E.A. Educational Publishers,
2009). Of her book, Kenya's pre-eminent writer,
Ngugi wa Thiong'o, wrote: ‘The general reader
will find Race, Rail and Society most enjoyable. ...
[It] should also prove a resource document for
scholars of history, politics and all those interested
in the intersection of economics, class, race, politics
and culture.’ (2009). She had yet much to give.

Neera Kapur-Dromson and Dr Norman Aselmeyer:

I had known Neera Kapila since many years as we
met often at the Arya Samaj where she and her
husband Suresh were fervent members. Moreover,
her mother and mine were close friends, belonging
to the same kitty party group of ladies who met often
at each others house to have lunch and enjoy a meal
together. She taught at the State House Girls School,
and my sister had her as a teacher.

Her book immediately became
the main reference point for
scholars and interested readers
around the world who shared her
interest in colonial railways.

For Neera, it was a surprise that no one had
yet investigated the role of South Asians in the
construction of the Kenya-Uganda Railway. She
dreamed of filling this gap and bearing witness
to the people whose sweat and lives were closely
linked to the iron horse. After many years of
dedicated research, she has accomplished a work
that will be vividly remembered for generations. In
her book Race, Rail & Society, published by Kenway
Publications in 2009, Neera goes beyond anything
written about the railways in Kenya before. She
visited and worked in archives on three continents,
unearthed and unveiled previously unheard voices,
and collected photographs that brought the story to
life. There were detailed statistics about the Indian
workers, how much they were paid per day, how
many hours they worked, what kinds of meals and
ration was supplied to them, their clothing, bedding,
the water supplies. Her book immediately became
the main reference point for scholars and interested
readers around the world who shared her interest
in colonial railways. But her contribution went
beyond that. Ngugi wa Thiong'o once stated that ‘the
railway was the most important event in the modern
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