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            Abstract 

The Wismar massacre of 1964 has been one of the most brutal phases of 
Guyana. Guyana has experienced periodic political and ethnic violence 
since Wismar 1964, but none on the scale and magnitude of Wismar. Giv-
en the seriousness of the Wismar massacre in British Guiana, this paper  
explores the reasons why this event has remained buried in human ar-
chives. The paper examines the reasons for the silence on ethnic cleans-
ing of the minority Indian population in the Wismar, Christiansburg and 
Mackenzie areas in 1964. While there was a Commission of Inquiry that 
looked into the causes of the anti-Indian killings and pillage, and the role 
of the largely African dominated security forces when these acts were be-
ing committed, public discourse on this tragedy has been muted.  

 
1 This article is taken from a forthcoming study by Baytoram Ramharack, The Wismar 
Massacre: Un-silencing the ethnic cleansing of Indians in Guyana.  
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Introduction: The Massacre  
  

Guyana is still a new developing country, now an industrializing petro-
state. Despite its recent optimistic economic projections that came with the dis-
covery of numerous oil blocs, the country has not found ways to mitigate the 
‘clash of civilizations’, to borrow a phrase from Professor Samuel Huntington. 
One of the troubling aspects of Wismar 1964 is the way political leaders dealt 
with (or avoided) the issue of racial and political violence against Indians. The 
avoidance of any national discussion regarding Wismar 1964 has been one of 
the most troubling elements of Guyanese history. It should be pointed out also, 
that no private or independent organization in Guyana has taken up an initia-
tive either to commemorate or initiate national discussions around the tragic 
events of Wismar 1964, including the issue of reparatory justice for Indians 
who lost their businesses and land.  

What can be accomplished by invoking and shining a light on Wismar 
1964? How can a commemoration be possible if some of the victims them-
selves, at least those who are alive today, are unwilling to publicly associate 
themselves with the tragedy? It may be difficult to answer some of these ques-
tions, but keeping the issue buried or marginalizing it as if it was part of a ‘si-
lenced’ history only further ensures that the tragedy, and the voices of the vic-
tims, will remain imprisoned in the historical archives.  

One of the first essays on Wismar 1964 was written by Raymond Ali, a 
relative of Dr. Cheddi Jagan. Around 1992, Raymond was an undergraduate 
student at Brooklyn College (New York). In response to Raymond Ali’s essay, 
which is reproduced on the website Guyana Under Siege, Rakesh Rampertab, a 
Guyanese attorney in Richmond Hill, Queens, provided some credible explana-
tions as to why the events in Wismar 1964 have become such a highly charged 
and controversial issue: 

WISMAR is a charged topic not only because Indian people were 
murdered, Indian women raped, Indian-owned properties burned, and 
hundreds of Indians forced to flee from their homes despite being tax-
payers and free men and women of the British Empire. Wismar is a 
charged topic because one-half of Guyana continues to deny its seri-
ousness, refusing to accept that wholesale public denunciation of May 
26 is a necessary part of any possible reconciliation for the future. 
Wismar is a charged topic not only because every national election is 
an occasion for Indians to be attacked, robbed, sexually assaulted, 
shot, and intimidated in general. Wismar is a charged topic because 
the national political leadership by the PPP and PNC have, thus far, 
allowed Wismar to remain a taboo subject instead of history. In the 
future, children of Guyana shall speak of Wismar as something that 
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never happened (emphasis mine; Rampertab, 1993). 

 
A historical fact observed by Rampertab is that the Wismar tragedy oc-

curred near British Guiana’s date of independence. More specifically, May 26, 
was the day many Indians were evacuated from Wismar, as well as the day the 
larger Guianese community were learning of some of the acts directly from the 
victims. Guyana received its independence on the same day, but two years lat-
er. For Africans who are familiar with the events in Wismar 1964, there is of-
ten a reflective response commonly attributed to reciprocal violence, and refer-
ence is generally invoked to another national tragedy, namely, the explosion of 
the Son Chapman river launch, as an example of the cruelty that has been per-
petrated against the African community after members of that community lost 
their lives as a result of the explosion. There are, however, some differences 
that must be highlighted regarding the two national tragedies.  

First, there has been no direct evidence or credible report that has docu-
mented, officially or unofficially, any direct or indirect Indian or PPP involve-
ment in the explosion of the Son Chapman (owned by Norman Yacoob Amin 
Chapman). It is widely believed by members of the African community that 
Indians may have been involved in this incident as an act of reprisal for Wis-
mar 1964. A memorial to the lives lost on the Son Chapman has been estab-
lished in Linden, and it is held yearly in Linden on the date of the Son Chap-
man explosion, but with hardly, if any, mention of the ethnic cleansing of Indi-
ans in Wismar or Christianburg. It was not surprising to this author that there 
were even denials among young Africans that the event ever occurred. Second, 
a Commission of Inquiry that looked into the Wismar 1964 tragedy produced a 
wealth of verifiable, documented, and eyewitness accounts of the series of 
events that made Wismar 1964 such a national tragedy. No criminal culpability 
or liability was established by an inquest into the Son Chapman explosion.  

As a multiethnic society, Guyana’s population is culturally diverse. Its di-
versity is reflected in the often-quoted phrase ‘land of six peoples’, which is 
the basis of the title for Michael Swan’s book (1957). This phrase, still quoted 
by Guyanese, may be a cliché today, but the two dominant races, Indians and 
Africans, represent about 70-75 percent of the total population, with both 
groups declining in numbers over the years. The community of Wismar, in 
May 1964, represented a microcosm of the national society, until it was trans-
formed by forced migration. The Wismar Commission Report concluded that 
the number of families displaced were 744, comprising 1,249 adults and 2,150 
children making a total of 3,399 individuals, as Africans attacked and killed 
Indians and looted and burned their homes and businesses. A bird’s view of the 
atrocities committed in Wismar in 1964 is provided in the boxes below. 
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Box 2: Dwarka Nath on Wismar 1964 
 

In May 1964, the Negroes at Wismar formed themselves into gangs and went to the busi-
ness places and homes of the Indians and demanded the keys of the safety boxes and 
drawers in which they kept their cash, jewellery and other valuable articles. Shortly af-
terwards, a house at Third Alley was set on fire and soon the whole area became an in-
ferno as the gangs roamed, looting, burning and terrorizing the 1,600 Indians* as they 
tried to escape. Every man, woman and child was attacked. The men were brutally beat-
en and the clothes of the women and even of girls of tender ages were ripped away. The 
women and girls were raped in full public view of gangs of men. (Nath, 1970: 196). 

* The number of Indians was much higher than 1,600. 

Box 1: Background to Wismar 1964 
 
Guyana, in the early 1960s, was plagued by an eruption of racial and political violence be-
tween Africans and Indians in the capital city of Georgetown and in other parts of the 
country. During several days, May 23-26, 1964, to be more exact, the entire Indian popu-
lation in Wismar was under siege (though the Chinese business community was also tar-
geted), following planned and targeted racial attacks, mostly in broad daylight. The at-
tacks led to the hurried evacuation of the entire Indian community. Desperation, despair, 
and hopelessness befell the members of the Indian community residing in a once thriving 
enclave of Guyana, an area known for its growing diversity, racial harmony, and economic 
progress, all of which were integrally tied to the fortunes of the bauxite industry. The vio-
lent nature of the attacks, not only in terms of people killed but also the extent of the de-
struction and loss of property, was also manifested in the level of brutality and the abject 
failure of the authorities to contain the widespread racially directed violence. More disas-
trous consequences would have ensued if law enforcement officials had not intervened, 
or if the victims had been unable to evacuate the area. On May 26, the RH Carr and the 
MV Barima were made available for the transportation of evacuees to a safe haven in 
Georgetown. Still, the security forces in Wismar left much to be desired. Guyana was still 
under British colonial rule, and the Colony had seen direct British intervention in its inter-
nal affairs before. Responsibility for the Wismar tragedy of 1964 must be allocated to the 
colonial power, as well as domestic actors, and the perpetrators who were most likely in-
fluenced by national political leaders. The stakes were high during that period, as political 
leaders pivoted and jockeyed with domestic supporters and external agents to control 
power in an emerging independent state. The outcome of the upcoming election in De-
cember 1964, would determine which of the two major political parties (one supported 
by Indians, the other by Africans) would hold the reins of power and lead the country to 
independence.  
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Box 3: The Findings of the Commission of Inquiry 
 
The British Government, with Cheddi Jagan and the People’s Progressive Party in of-
fice, established a commission that looked into the tragedy at Wismar 1964. A Com-
mission of Inquiry was given life on Monday, September 28, 1964 under the Commis-
sion of Inquiry Ordinance, Chapter 59. It was tasked with ‘investigating the disturb-
ances at WISMAR, CHRISTIANBURG, and MACKENZIE’. The first meeting of the Com-
mission took place a month later, on October 31, 1964, as the Commission members 
listened to and took account of the testimonies provided by eyewitnesses. Chapter 5 
of the COI report, which provides a summary of the findings, lists the first of several 
conclusion as follows: 

We have come to the conclusion that the disturbances which took place in the 
Wismar-Christianburg-Mackenzie area on May 25th, 1964, were politically and ra-
cially inspired. Although there is a difference of opinion among the security offic-
ers who gave evidence before us on the point, the thorough-going destruction of 
East Indian property, and the fact that the security forces were in no case able to 
apprehend arsonists force us to conclude that the destruction was not ‘spontane-
ous’ but was organised, and well organised. 

The brutality of the attacks, which included physical assaults, rapes, beatings, threats 
and arson is borne out in the testimonies of the witnesses that led the Commissioners 
to the conclusion that the destruction ‘was not ‘spontaneous’ but was organised, 
and well-organised’. The report will be examined in greater detail later, but it is in-
structive to reflect upon the narrative of the eyewitnesses to get some sense of the 
enormity of the tragedy. 
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Wismar refugees resting at a shelter in Georgetown, after being 
evacuated from Wismar, Mirror, May 27, 1964 

 
 
Guyana: A multiethnic plural society 
 

Guyana is a multiethnic/multicultural plural society shaped by European 
colonialism. At the broader level, this study centers around ethnic identity, 
more specifically on the issue of how ethnicity (and racial attitude) shaped eth-
nic group interests in a plural society and how ethnic conflict has impacted so-
ciety. Ethnic identity is a process that integrates social and psychological phe-
nomenon. Regarding ethnic groups, Wsevolod Isajiw noted: 

[An] ethnic group is a phenomenon that gives rise to (1) social or-
ganization, an objective phenomenon that provides the structure for 
the ethnic community and (2) identity, a subjective phenomenon that 
gives to individuals a sense of belonging and to the community a 
sense of oneness and historical meaning. Ethnic identity can thus be 
defined... as a manner in which persons, on account of their ethnic 
identity, locate themselves psychologically in relation to one or more 
social systems, and in which they perceive others as locating them 
[i.e., the ethnic individuals] in relation to those systems (1990: 35).  

Ethnic identity as defined by Isajiw is a sense of belonging that starts at a very 
early age. Bernal, etal., (1993) identified five distinct components of ethnic 
identity that develop from early childhood. The components are identified as 
ethnic self-identification (categorization as members of their ethnic group), 
ethnic constancy (understanding that ethnic characteristics are permanent 
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across time, settings and transformations), ethnic role behaviors (acculturation 
in the multitude of behaviors that reflect ethnic cultural values, styles, customs, 
traditions, and language), ethnic knowledge (understanding that certain role be-
haviors and traits, values, styles, customs, traditions, and language are relevant 
to one's ethnic group), and ethnic feelings and preferences (feelings about a 
person’s ethnic group membership and their preferences for ethnic group 
members, behaviors, values traditions, and language). 

Unlike race, which is based on overt physical and biological characteris-
tics that some people believe are linked (prejudicially) with certain moral, in-
tellectual, and cognitive dispositions, ethnicity is derived from the shared cul-
tural values of a group of people with a common history who generally display 
common interests and social preferences. Ethnicity informs racial identity, 
which in turn develops from the continual process of socialization, and which 
intersects with other socializing factors, such as class, culture, and gender, 
among others. At the core of the socialization process, which develops from 
childhood racial identity or ethnicity, is an implied relationship between indi-
viduals and their ethnic groups (Erikson, 1950).  

In its broad sense, at least in the 1960s, Guyanese society reflected some 
of the characteristics of the plural society model as defined by Fredrik Barth, 
John Sydenham Furnivall, Michael Garfield Smith and Leo Despres, as op-
posed to the plantation society model. In the plantation model, society and state 
institutions are geared toward exercising control and preserving the immensely 
exploitative plantation system. Pre-independence Guyanese society was con-
trolled and held together by the Europeans, who were responsible for the crea-
tion of both types of societies in Guyana and the Caribbean (Rodney, 1981). 

The plural society model, which is reflective of contemporary Caribbean 
societies, emphasizes the relations that exist among cultural groups and how 
such relations are influenced by the state, rather than placing the state and its 
institutions as its primary focus. In plural societies, cultural groups prevail, 
largely due to the power and dominance of Europeans who were responsible 
for shaping and structuring of former colonial societies. To be sure, culturally 
distinct groups, such as Indians, Africans, Portuguese, Amerindians, and so on, 
are by no means monolithic, and are characterized by internal social bounda-
ries (religion, language, etc), but they are still united by common cultural, so-
cial, and political interests that define their existence and influence their inter-
actions with other cultural groups in society. It was not uncommon to identify 
cultural organizations like the British Guiana East Indian Association, the 
League of Coloured Peoples, the Chinese Association, the Portuguese Club and 
the Georgetown Club, to name a few, which catered to the interests of particu-
lar ethnic communities. Historically, in Guyana, as Brian Moore and others 
have argued, communalism or cultural distinctiveness has been defined, and re-

10     The Wismar Massacre 

 
inforced by geographical segregation.  

In plural societies, economic interdependence may prevail in the market-
place among cultural groups, but ecological specializations exist, where some 
groups may dominate in agriculture, and others may do so in civil service posi-
tions, depending upon the historical circumstances surrounding their introduc-
tion into society. These historical development patterns have led Robert Dish-
man to conclude that within the Commonwealth, Guyana is unmistakably a 
plural society in the Western Hemisphere ‘if to be culturally plural a society 
must have at least two rival communities each large enough to be perceived as 
a threat by the other’ (1978: 294). 

Leo Despres had argued that under colonialism, plural societies are held 
together by the colonial power, but in independent plural societies ‘political 
control…will usually be held by a minority community’ (1967: 19). However, 
this argument has been contested and depending on the nature and level of eth-
nic divisions in plural societies, as well as the political dynamics in such coun-
tries, control and power may swing either way, from one ethnic community to 
another. In the case of Guyana, neither of the two dominant communities today 
command a 50 percent majority of the population (Indians were 52 percent in 
1980), as per the 2012 Population & Housing Census (the 2022 census was 
long overdue). Political control has been exercised by leaders from both ethnic 
groups over time since the country gained its independence from Britain in 
1966. 

Plural societies are generally characterized by the absence of what 
French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1933) referred to as organic solidarity. 
This means that social integration and ethnic solidarity may be reflected at the 
parochial level within ethnic communities but not necessarily demonstrated by 
the same intensity across ethnic communities at the national level. According 
to Furnivall, in multicultural societies, social relations among ethnic groups are 
generally defined by interactions in the marketplace. Social interactions among 
people of different ethnic or cultural backgrounds may depend upon the extent 
to which the economic needs of individuals are satisfied. The absence of loyal-
ty to shared national institutions and an unwillingness to perceive such institu-
tions as legitimate by all ethnic groups has led researchers to conclude that the 
problem of political legitimacy is a persistent manifestation of plural societies. 
As Donald Horowitz has argued, ethnic groups in plural societies may share an 
internal level of solidarity based upon common historical experiences, shared 
values and common interests, but these societies are not necessarily immune to 
inter-ethnic conflicts. Rather, plural societies may be prone to violent ethnic 
conflicts, particularly if one ethnic group, a minority, dominates political pow-
er through extra-legal means (Horowitz, 1985). Guyana fits the plural society 
model and demonstrates some of the symptoms of a plural society. 
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One area of contention among critics of the plural society model centers 

on its over-emphasis on conflicting relations between various ethnic communi-
ties, and the inability to explain the level of camaraderie and interethnic coop-
eration among the various communities. In Guyana despite the intensity of the 
conflicts of the 1960s, and those that sometimes accompany PPP victory dur-
ing national elections, members of the two major communities, Indians and Af-
ricans, have not engaged in open, continuous warfare characteristic of the level 
of racial and ethnic violence in such places like Rwanda, Northern Ireland, 
Yugoslavia, or Palestine. The existence of contentious inter-ethnic relations did 
not totally prevent political actors from supporting rapprochement or promot-
ing social cohesion. As in the case of Guyana, an external threat from an ag-
gressive Venezuela on its western border can foster inter-ethnic cooperation at 
a certain level, even if it is not sustainable over time.  

As the history of nations in the post-World War period has shown, con-
taining the escalation of racial and ethnic conflicts has been an enormously 
challenging task. States like India, Yugoslavia and Sudan, have undergone in-
tense violence that have led to geographical divisions and redrawing of interna-
tional boundary lines. Alternatively, Edward Brathwaite has argued that the 
process of creolization (sharing and borrowing of cultural values) may contrib-
ute towards a lessening of ethnic and political tensions. However, creolization 
has been a slow process, and as the Suriname and Trinidad (including Guyana) 
experiences have demonstrated, creolization, with its limited influence on Indi-
ans, has not been significantly effective in eliminating or suppressing ethnic 
conflicts and racial tensions.  

M.G. Smith, a Jamaican social anthropologist, argued that ethnic groups 
in post-colonial plural societies in the Caribbean exercise political control 
through different social institutions based upon their shared experiences (fami-
ly systems, languages, customs, etc). Indians and Africans in Guyana maintain 
different social systems which perpetuate a continuing competitive claim over 
control of the state, its agencies and its institutions. Historically, Africans 
maintain the belief that they should be the legitimate inheritors of the largesse 
left by the departing colonial power, given prior arrival, denial of their humani-
ty during enslavement, and their contributions towards humanizing the physi-
cal landscape. For their part, the indigenous (Amerindian) community, divided 
among nine cultural groups, have not emerged into a major power bloc, but 
their increasing numbers, and with a declining African and Indian population, 
is a significant political force that can function as a powerbroker in Guyanese 
plural society.  

In a plural society, competition among ethnic groups will continue as 
each group membership struggles to exercise control over the state and its in-
stitutions. Periodic conflicts will ultimately prevail, particularly when ethnic 
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groups are in competition for access to resources of the state. In modern Guy-
ana, there is a perception, even more so today, that Indians control the econom-
ic wealth, at the expense of Africans, a myth that has been perpetuated and ex-
ploited by political entrepreneurs in support of their claims of discrimination, 
marginalization and perceptions of ‘an emerging apartheid’ state under PPP 
leadership. This belief has further disrupted attempts by the Guyana Govern-
ment to promote national unity and avoid repetitions of the episodic violence 
of the past.  

 
Historical development of a segmented society 
 

In Guyana, the isolation of indenture Indians (and indigenous people) 
from the rest of the population has historically contributed to an insulated, if 
not alienated community from the wider national society. As Brian Moore not-
ed, the recognition of differences based on race and culture ‘was actually one 
of the values held in common by all the constituent ethnic groups in the coloni-
al society’ (Moore, 1987: 185). Physical features and appearances that contrib-
ute to a definition of race is different from the concept of culture. There are 
many related definitions of culture, but G.R. Sodowsky et, al., noted that with-
in a particular culture: 

there is a set of people who have common and shared values; customs, 
habits, and rituals; systems of labeling, explanations, and event evalu-
ations; social rules of behavior; perceptions regarding human nature, 
natural phenomena, interpersonal relationships, time, and activity; 
symbols, art and artifacts; and historical developments (1991:194).  

 
Even under a tightly controlled social and economic environment within 

the indenture system, Indians were able to ‘create their own ethos’ which in-
corporated essential elements of their traditional cultures’ (Moore, 1995: 163-
4). Their traditional values, unlike the African experience, formed a critical el-
ement of contemporary Indian culture, even among Indians who share different 
religious beliefs, be it Christian, Hindu or Muslim. As a result, Indians share a 
common sense of kinship or a special bond that distinguishes them from the 
‘others’. Ethnic consciousness inevitably leads to a desire to secure group in-
terests – an essential goal that forms the basis for political competition in plural 
societies.  

As a reflection of the existence of the plurality of cultures in British Gui-
ana, ethnic groups have established formal and informal social and cultural or-
ganizations to protect their interests. The dominant organisations within the 
African community, which had a more national scope, included the British 
Guiana African Association (formed in 1942), British Guiana Afro Improve-
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ment Association (established in 1901), the UNIA and African Communities 
League (formed in 1919), African Progress Union [PanAfrican] (formed in 
1919), Negro Progress Convention (formed in 1922), and the more recently 
formed League of Coloured People (established in the 1940s). Similar cultural 
and social organizations within the Indian community included the British 
Guiana East Indian Institute (formed in 1892), the East Indian Young Men’s 
Society (established in 1894), the British Guiana East Indian Cricket Club 
(formed in 1913, later became Everest Cricket Club) and the British Guiana 
East Indian Association (revived in 1919, originally formed in 1916). 

Before independence, the preponderance of power was maintained by the 
minority planter class and the colonial authorities. This unequal distribution of 
power was the genesis of the development of a plural society in Guyana. The 
role of race and ethnicity is centrally connected to Guyana’s plural society. 
Brian Moore provides the following analysis, regarding the role of race and 
ethnicity in Guyana’s historical development: 

The historical evidence is thus overwhelming in support of the hy-
pothesis that race was the primary factor of social segmentation in 
post-emancipation Guyana… Consequently, interracial marriages and 
miscegenation were rare, while other forms of social and cultural in-
teraction were restricted to peripheral activities such as the public cel-
ebration of ethnic festivals. Intersectional cooperation, however, oc-
curred in the economic sphere where a high degree of interdependence 
and symbiosis was inevitable given the occupational “specialization.” 
While competition did arise (for example, between Creoles and Asian 
immigrants in the plantation labour market, and between the former 
and Portuguese immigrants in the retail trade) nevertheless the quest 
for economic gain was the only factor which applied in common to all 
the constituent social categories. Beyond that there was no common 
social will or value system sheared by all segments of the society…. 
there was no shared system of values which integrated the new immi-
grant groups into the colonial society (1995b: 214-5). 

 
With the departure of the colonial power, or a decrease in their political 

authority, local or immigrant groups which filled the vacuum created by the 
departing colonialists, still functioned within a plural society.  

Ethnic and geographical boundaries in Guyana were established by the 
British Government and the ruling plantation owners whose hegemonic rule 
was characterized by engineered competition between Africans and Indians, 
coupled with geographical residential separation and the use of racial stereo-
types (Adamson, 1972). Alissa Trotz acknowledged that the historical-imposed 
separation of Indians and Africans in Guyana has led to “unchanging ethnic 
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identities.” (2003:22). In Guyana, ethnicity has been used as a means of domi-
nation, whether through a minority party exercising dictatorial national powers 
or by a majority governing party that has co-opted the political space of oppo-
sition elements. The ability of the state to act as a regulator of labor and as a 
distributor of resources can help to further legitimize racial and ethnic divi-
sions. 

In societies like Guyana where two major ethnic groups interact, the 
maintenance of ethnic boundaries is reinforced by competition for scarce re-
sources and the largesse provided by the state (Despres, 1967). Cynthia Enloe, 
who studied militarization in Guyanese plural society, has argued that groups 
of diverse ethnic communities will differ markedly in their historical and polit-
ical development and in the specialization of labor (Enloe, 1973). As such, 
over time, plural societies may reflect the dominance of one ethnic group in 
specific institutions or areas like the army, police and civil service. Others may 
maintain significant influence in the economic sphere. Political parties also 
play a crucial role in mobilizing ethnic communities. Sociologist Steve Garner 
(2008) observed that the geographical distribution of ethnic groups in British 
Guiana between urban and rural population has created ‘ethnicized and gen-
dered trajectories’ that lend themselves to further divisions among Indians and 
Africans. 

Ethnic political leaders and social and cultural institutions play an im-
portant role in preserving group interests and group identity. Political leaders 
mobilize supporters by defining or articulating what they perceived to be legit-
imate issues and concerns facing their supporters. Ethnic leaders who protect 
the interests of their supporters, whether overtly or covertly, join in a common 
struggle to achieve communal goals that contribute towards securing the 
group’s interests. Ethnic political leaders are also conscious of the ‘perils of 
political fragmentation’ of the plural or multiracial societies they represent (Li-
jphart, 1968: 216). Regarding the evolution of Guyanese society and its ethnic 
dynamics, Leo Despres (1967) concluded that ethnic affiliation among Indians 
and others has much to do with claims to power and group rewards. Despres 
saw ethnic mobilization and the competition for resources among Indians and 
Africans in Guyana as a basis for the prevailing system of unequal status and 
power. Guyanese continue to face challenges that seek to define their presence, 
culture, interests and nationality as a people and a fulfillment of the national 
motto: one people, one nation, one destiny. Perhaps it can be argued that Guy-
ana, as a nation, is a work-in-progress, and the newfound oil wealth will lead 
the country down a path of reconciliation, with genuine commitment among 
political leaders to establish a nation characterized by enduring political stabil-
ity and unity in diversity.  

Conflict resolution mechanisms in plural societies or deeply divided mul-
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tiracial societies fall into the realm of what Dutch political scientist Arend Li-
jphart (1977) referred to as ‘consociational’ (or power-sharing) arrangements. 
Such mechanisms are designed to ensure that ethnic conflicts are contained and 
do not contribute to the deterioration of the political state or its de-
legitimization. The challenge for political leaders in plural societies is for the 
creation of legitimate political institutions based on the utilization of structural 
and normative mechanisms that cater to the needs and interests of all ethnic 
communities. In such a situation, one group or community is not perceived by 
the other as claiming total sovereignty over the national patrimony. Long-term 
survivability of the ethnic state and plural society can also benefit from the cre-
ation of legitimate conflict resolution mechanisms.  

The consociational or ‘power-sharing’ arrangement rests on a number of 
institutional conflict resolution pillars, which when applied to plural societies, 
can serve to mediate conflicts. These mechanisms for mediating ethnic con-
flicts invariably include, among others: governing by a coalition, restraints or 
avoidance on decision-making pertaining to sensitive cultural issues, propor-
tionality in recruitment and employment in the public sector, and possession of 
a veto power by minority groups over issues considered vital to their survival 
such as language, religion, etc. (O'Leary, 1989). The potential for consocia-
tional arrangements, with its application to Guyana, using Lijphart’s applica-
tion, has previously been examined by this author (Ramharack, 1992). In reali-
ty, it is nearly impossible to point to specific periods in Guyana's political de-
velopment where genuine instances of consociational political arrangements 
existed in a broad sense at the national level by governing elites. These ar-
rangements cannot merely be equated with attempt by political parties to pre-
sent the façade of multiracial leadership (pre-1953 PPP) or a coalition of con-
venience (such as the APNU+AFC).  

  
Silencing Wismar: Revelations from existing narratives  
 

It is my contention that the absence of a narrative on Wismar 1964, or re-
sistance to revisiting the event, by and large, constitutes a clear attempt to si-
lence the voices of the victims. It is important to remember a few crucial facts 
surrounding Wismar 1964. First, the atrocities in Wismar led Premier Cheddi 
Jagan to declare what happened to Indians in Wismar 1964 as a ‘massacre’, a 
word I use with reservation. His American-born wife, Janet Jagan, who was the 
Minister of Home Affairs at the time, invoked the use of ‘genocide’ in refer-
ence to the planned attacks against Indians in the village of Wismar. ‘Holo-
caust’ was also used by the Commissioners in their narrative. Clearly, two of 
the most powerful leaders in the PPP in British Guiana at the time (who be-
came Presidents) understood the enormity of the tragedy as exemplified by 
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their choice of words. 

Second, the PPP newspaper (Mirror) and other newspapers, including the 
Guyana Graphic, ran continuous coverage of the unfolding events in Wismar, 
almost like presenting a play-by-play scenario at a cricket match. 

Third, Wismar 1964 was almost unexpected, initially, thereby catching 
authorities almost by surprise, although the Wismar Commission Report point-
ed towards some questionable decisions and actions by some officials. Eyewit-
ness testified before the Commission of Inquiry that there were rumors circu-
lating about a possible attack in Wismar days before the outbreak of violence. 
However, no discernible preemptive action was taken by colonial authorities.  

Fourth, race (and politics) was a central determining raison d'état, 
though not the only contributing factor leading up to the events culminating in 
Wismar in 1964. The 1960s were a period of intense political activities and the 
Colony was knee-deep in a struggle for sovereign independence from Britain. 
The stakes were very high. 

Fifth, the seriousness of the disturbances in Wismar led the Government 
to call for an investigation into the atrocities through the establishment of a 
Commission of Inquiry to look into the attacks perpetrated against Indians in 
the Linden area. Although Wismar was the epicenter of racial violence, the at-
tacks also occurred in Christianburg and Mackenzie.  

Finally, two other inquiries occurred not too far apart from the publica-
tion of the Wismar Report (completed in 1965), namely, the 1962 Wynn Parry 
Commission Report and the 1965 ICJ Report. Not unlike the Wismar Report, 
both of these reports occupied themselves with political and racial issues that 
were at the center of the conflict in Guianese society.  

An attempt by this author to introduce an essay regarding Wismar 1964 
in Guyana’s local media, the Stabroek News, was rebuffed (and another was 
not published), with the following explanation provided by Anand Persaud, the 
long-standing editor-in-chief of Stabroek News, a newspaper that prides itself 
on the sacred principle of freedom of the press:  

Thanks for offering your research. I regret that we will be unable to 
publish. The longstanding editorial position of this newspaper is that 
the details of that period have to be chronicled comprehensively and 
carefully and in a manner that does not deepen the existing cleavages. 
The victims of that period deserve justice but that won’t be achieved 
at this stage by individual recounts which by their very nature will be 
raw and filled with animosities. 
Each group will recite their own ‘facts’ about that period and we have 
been careful over the years to filter those to prevent their exploitation 
for malign purposes (emphasis added; email correspondence, May 16, 
2022).  
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As with all electronic and print media, the buck stops with the editor-in-

chief (or the owners of the newspaper). Editors have broad leeway and respon-
sibility to decide what news is ‘fit’ to print. Although the Stabroek News editor 
was willing to carry a letter written by this author under the title ‘Seeking per-
sons from Wismar with helpful information of the 1960s for research purpos-
es’, the editorial response was typical of the existing universal perspective as-
sociated with the silencing of the voices of the victims of Wismar. To its credit 
though, more recently, Stabroek News has drifted away from that rigid posi-
tion, and has allowed discussion on Wismar in its letter column, including a 
few written by this author.  

The historical landmarks that gave memory to the victims of Wismar 
1964 are being erased over time, as some of the names of areas where the trag-
edy occurred have been changed from their original names. The question of the 
silence of the Wismar tragedy seems to have been a dominant theme in the nar-
ratives (or absence of narratives) of several prominent political leaders and in-
dividuals, many of whom were acutely aware of the incident in one way or an-
other. Yet, their intentions, expressed publicly, willingly or otherwise, demon-
strate a consistent predisposition to historical omission, and marginalization. In 
fact, in retrospect, it was a stunning revelation to this author to observe the ex-
tent to which Wismar 1964 has been excluded from the narratives of political 
leaders who were very much aware of the events in Wismar.  

The PPP and Cheddi Jagan had objected to Forbes Burnham's acquies-
cence to accepting a British proposal that May 26th become the auspicious day 
on which Guyana was granted recognition for its independence, citing that day 
as a culmination of the attacks upon the Indian population in Wismar. The 
PPP, without identifying the victims as Indians, issued a statement on Novem-
ber 19, 1965, which read: 

The party fails to understand, however, the significance of the date, 
May 26, unless it is the wish of the British and British Guiana gov-
ernments to make it symbolic of their contempt for the Guyanese peo-
ple and a grim reminder of the unfortunate events at Wismar on May 
25/26, 1964, and their aim to keep the Guyanese people divided 
(Jagan, 1966: 338).  

It was not that the PPP had much input into the decision to select May 26 as 
the date for the granting of independence to British Guiana or to suggest oth-
erwise. Despite initial objections, there was no continued attempt to commem-
orate the tragedy following the granting of independence in 1966, given the 
fact that it was primarily PPP supporters who were affected by Wismar 1964. 
Ironically, the PPP made a tremendous effort in 1964 to expose the atrocities 
via regular reporting and frequent featured articles written by its reporters in 
the party’s newspaper. This fact also implies that the PPP actions over the 
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years pointed to a silencing of the events of Wismar. It is important to note that 
despite its original condemnation, the PPP has, by default, urged its supporters 
to avoid any discussion of the pogrom in Wismar. The majority, if not all of 
the Indians who were forced to migrate from Wismar were loyal supporters of 
the PPP – one reason they were targeted for attacks.  

Wismar 1964 occurred at a historical period for the PPP. It was the last 
year the PPP would be in office before independence was granted to the former 
colony of British Guiana. It was, in many ways, perhaps the most crucial year 
for the party (since the split, manifested in 1955/6). Wismar 1964 occurred un-
der the PPP’s ‘watch’ though still a British Colony where the Governor re-
tained significant domestic and external powers). This fact, however, invites 
interrogation over how the PPP leadership addressed the race question while 
the PPP was in government (and thereafter). What follows is a survey of some 
of the prominent individuals who were aware of the incident, and an assess-
ment of how they dealt with Wismar 1964 in their narratives.  
 
Hamilton Green  
 

Hamilton Green, a pivotal member of the PNC opposition in 1964, has 
figured prominently in the public debate over the events in Wismar. Green’s 
own media intervention has revived memories, and suspicions about his politi-
cal role in the 1960s. Among Indians, Green’s public admission to what he 
knows about the politics of the 1960s, in general, and Wismar, in particular, is 
questionable. His intervention into the media, based on his knowledge and ex-
perience, is often rebuffed, mostly by Indians who questioned his presentation 
of facts regarding Wismar 1964. The motive for his intervention in the press 
regarding Wismar 1964 has also been questioned. Green is one of the few indi-
viduals alive when the events occurred (and at the time of writing). His book, 
From Peace to Pain, Guyana 1953-1964 offers scant details about the Wismar 
tragedy, with Green choosing instead to give exposure to some of the reprisals 
occurring during the 1960s. In his book, Green admitted that ‘at Wismar there 
was an outbreak of racial violence’, adding that ‘Indo-Guyanese were killed 
and hundreds of business places and homes demolished’ (1987: 96). 

Green’s reference to Indians being killed in Wismar and homes demol-
ished is in part an admission to the enormity of the destruction meted out to the 
residents of Wismar. As a core member of the PNC at the time, Green would 
have been privy to much more information about Wismar 1964, including the 
availability of the Wismar Report. The amount of space devoted to this inci-
dent in his book which was published more than 20 years after Wismar 1964 is 
inexplicable Nevertheless, invoking Green’s narrative into the history of Guy-
ana is problematic because Green tends to distort political events in which he 
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has been involved. Kimani S.K. Nehusi, a Guyanese scholar who has written a 
comprehensive history of Guyana, A People’s Political History of Guyana, 
1838-1964 (2018) makes the following authoritative, but scathing observation 
of Green’s version of Guyana’s history: 

Hamilton Green, From Pain to Peace: Guyana 1953 - 1964, repre-
sents perhaps the most extreme example of the distortions that 
could be engineered or 
unsuspectingly accepted as history once we do not begin at the be-
ginning, and connection and continuity are ignored or forgotten. 
The omissions and distortions in this text are many and glaring, 
such as the role of the Political Affairs Committee, the allegation 
that Burnham commanded the loyalty of a majority of senior P.P.P. 
members, that the British invasion in 1953 affected the urban popu-
lation more, etc. etc. Green was himself named in police documents 
as a member of X-13, the allegedly notorious P.N.C. terrorist or-
ganisation of that time. It is unfortunate that Mr. Green is silent on 
this and many other significant issues. This work is an attempt to 
rewrite this part of Guyanese history in order to present in a very 
favourable light the People’s National Congress government in 
which Mr. Green served for many years… an important question 
may well be whether a truer account of these years must rather be 
entitled From Peace to Pain (2018: 66). 

 
Even in his old age, Green has demonstrated a penchant for outrageous 

remarks that reveal a person with a questionably background, and one who 
lives up to the biographical profile provided by Kimani. During a lengthy re-
mark at a Burnham Foundation-organised lecture to mark the 101st birth anni-
versary of the late founder-leader of the People’s National Congress Reform 
(PNCR), Forbes Burnham, in response to suggestions that the PNC rigged 
elections, Green said ‘we should keep rigging to save us from these devils, 
these bastards, these demons that we have’ (‘I Say..’, 2024). Though he later 
apologised for his comments, the colourful descriptors used by the former gov-
ernment minister and Prime Minister of Guyana was no doubt in reference to 
the ruling PPP. 

Hamilton Green’s career started as a clerk at the Transport Harbors De-
partment. According to his Communications Consultant, Rovin Deodat, Green 
was active in the trade union movement and eventually became Secretary of 
the Clerical Section and Executive of the Transport and General Workers’ Un-
ion (Green, 1987: 16). In 1961, recognizing his passion for activism and loyal-
ty to the PNC, Burnham directed Green to report to the PNC headquarters for 
his new assignment as a party cadre. At 28 years old in 1962, Hamilton Green 
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(he would have been 30 when Wismar occurred), the only son of Wilfred Ame-
lius Green and Edith Ophelia Dorothy Green, who owned a drug store on Barr 
and James Streets, Albouystown (Georgetown), became the General Secretary 
of the PNC, a post he held until 1974. His career took on greater national im-
portance when he was elected to Parliament in 1968 and became a Minister of 
the PNC Government in 1969. In 1980, Green was elected as a Vice-President, 
First Deputy Prime Minister in 1983, and Prime Minister in 1985. He also 
served as the Mayor of the municipality of Georgetown. In April 2017, the 
APNU/AFC government approved a monthly pension of almost $1.5 million 
based on his tenure as Prime Minister, between 1985 and 1992, amid objec-
tions from the opposition PPP, the Guyana Human Rights Association 
(GHRA) and Transparency International Guyana (TIGI) (‘Gov’t passes bill 
for… 2017). Hamilton Green had advised the Hoyte Administration to roll 
back the first free and fair elections since 1968 and was implicated in the day-
long siege of the Elections Commission headquarters in Georgetown during the 
October 1992 general elections, at which time the headquarters of the Elections 
Commission (with President Carter held inside the building) was under siege 
(Carter Center, 1992).  

A scathing letter to the editor of Guyana Times questioned whether Mr. 
Green was willing to be more forthcoming with information regarding his role 
in the Wismar tragedy. The letter writer, novelist Ryhaan Shah, made the fol-
lowing observations:  

…Mr. Green knows all about the Wismar Massacre of 1964. He does 
not have to read about it in the news. It is not someone else’s history. 
It’s his very own history. Yet he has never written to exhort us to 
learn lessons from that massacre, which involved arson, looting, as-
sault, rape, and murder; a massacre as violent and despicable as any 
that has happened anywhere in the world… 

No massacre of any people is any good for any country. Mr. 
Green has been part of the PNC Government, and still belongs to the 
party; and the list of atrocities perpetrated by the PNC on this nation 
– racial, economic, social and political – that brought this country to 
its knees is very, very long…(Hamilton Green knows all about the 
Wismar Massacre, 2021)  
Shah’s comments reflected some of the same sentiments about Hamilton 

Green expressed by other Indians interviewed for this project.  
But Green is not one to remain quiet, even in his olden years. A letter 

written in the Kaieteur News by former High Commissioner to Canada, Harry 
Narine Nawbatt, sought to admonish Guyanese to take precautions to prevent 
recurring attacks against Indians like those that occurred during Black Friday 
in 1962. Nawbatt cited two examples of Indian-owned business that were tar-
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geted: AH&L Kissoon and S.B. Nawbatt. He further asked Guyanese to be dil-
igent and avoid ‘the horrors of the Wismar massacre and relatively recent inci-
dents where Indians were beaten in the streets of Georgetown’ (Narine, 2022). 
Nawbatt’s letter was met with a strong response from Hamilton Green (and 
from Eric Moseley, a Guyanese reporter), who reminded the former High 
Commissioner that there was ethnic violence on both sides and ‘of the Son 
Chapman which claimed the lives of almost four dozen Afro-Guyanese’ 
(Green, 2022). Green apparently took umbrage at Nawbatt’s reference to ‘Indi-
an businesses’ being targeted as ‘unfortunate’ and ‘intended to be mischie-
vous’. Nawbatt’s attempt to give a voice to Indians who suffered during the vi-
olent protests of the 1960s, including in Wismar 1964, was not accepted as le-
gitimate because it did not recognize the pain and suffering of other Guyanese.  

As a seasoned Guyanese politician, who signs off his letter to the press 
with the title of ‘elder’, Green has invoked references to other tragedies during 
the 1960s that marked the political turmoil at the time, including the Son 
Chapman explosion and the firebombing of the home of Arthur Abraham, a 
prominent Portuguese family. Perhaps the most telling statement about Green’s 
rendition of the historical past and his role in shaping Guyana’s history is cap-
tured by the title given to a letter, ‘Mr. Green has failed to acknowledge the 
past objectively and truthfully’, appearing in Stabroek News on January 7, 
2024, and written by Harry Hergash, a former science teacher.  

Hamilton Green was prominently featured as one of the leading provoca-
teurs of the diabolical Plan X13 to bring down the PPP government in 1963. 
Perceptions persist about a dark side of Hamilton Green, particularly among 
Indians, and his name continues to invoke fearful memories of when Hamilton 
Green was a powerful political leader in the PNC. The clearest expression of 
how Green is still perceived in Guyanese society was expressed by Freddie 
Kissoon, who noted that Forbes Burnham relied on Hamilton Green ‘to alleg-
edly frighten, torment and violently hurt those who opposed his rule’ because 
Burnham clothed him with ‘extensive latitude to commit extremist behaviour 
with immunity’ (Kissoon, 2025). In a published interview with Hamilton 
Green in the Kaieteur News on Monday, October 16, 2017, Freddie Kissoon 
asked Green if he harbored any regrets over his many years as de facto second 
in charge of the Burnham administration. Mr. Green defiantly responded, ‘none 
whatsoever’. 

 
Henry Jocelyn Makepeace Hubbard 
 

Another politician with intimate knowledge of the tragedy of Wismar 
1964 was Henry Jocelyn Makepeace Hubbard (1911-1976), a founding mem-
ber of the Political Affairs Committee (PAC) and the original People’s Pro-
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gressive Party. Jocelyn Hubbard’s bookstore on Water Street served as a meet-
ing place for Cheddi Jagan, Janet Jagan, and Ashton Chase, who subsequently 
formed the PAC in 1946. The PAC was formed when ‘two militant PAC 
groups’ came together, ‘one in Kitty led by…Boysie Ramkarran and another in 
Buxton led by the then Sydney King’ (Rampersaud, 2023). Both groups then 
actively contemplated the formation of a political party. The history of the 
original PPP (and the PAC) cannot be complete without an understanding of 
the role of H.J.M. Hubbard, a pivotal core member, who played a key role in 
educating the Jagans about the trade union movement in British Guyana. Peter 
Simms described the initial meeting between Hubbard and Jagan: 

When the Jagans settled in Georgetown one of their early preoccupa-
tions was to learn about the trade union movement. One of the first 
people they went to see was Jocelyn Makepeace Hubbard. In the 
window of his shop was a copy of Palme Dutt’s The Problem of In-
dia. Perhaps they did not realize it at the time, but the fact that Dutt’s 
book, with its Marxist interpretation, was there, symbolized the 
foundations that had been laid in the past, that they would be able to 
use in the future… Jocelyn Hubbard …proved to be an indefatigable 
worker and a selfless and faithful supporter… (Simms, 1966: 74-75).  

 
Hubbard, a relative of Harold Drayton, described himself as a person of 

mixed background, a ‘creole’ in Guyana (Kissoon, May 2022). Hubbard con-
tested the North Georgetown seat on an Independent ticket in 1947, and lost. 
he left politics for a decade and returned to join the PPP in 1957. Perhaps be-
cause of his light skin, Hubbard found himself in what Cheddi referred to as an 
‘extremely racist’ political campaign, which may have contributed to his disil-
lusionment in politics after 1947. During the 1947 elections for the 
Georgetown North constituency, Dr J.A. Nicholson polled 949 votes, while 
Hubbard received 163 votes. Hubbard lost his deposit, which he had put up 
himself in order to run in the election.  

Jon White (Hubbard was his maternal uncle), a practicing psychotherapist 
in the United States, whom I interviewed on April 15, 2023, was putting to-
gether a biography of Hubbard to preserve his memory. He noted that Hubbard 
once worked for Brodie & Rainer on Water Street as a young lad. He had re-
luctantly entered electoral politics, but he was encouraged to do so by Cheddi 
and Janet Jagan. White confirmed that Hubbard had become ‘despondent’ and 
‘went into depression’ following the 1947 failed electoral bid because of the 
‘racial attacks’ he endured during the campaign from J.A. Nicholson. This, ac-
cording to White, would explain Hubbard’s absence from active politics for the 
next ten years, until Jagan encouraged him to join his government after the 
1957 elections. White says that Hubbard was a ‘pure Marxist’ but had never 
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supported a ‘pro-Soviet, Pro-Cuban or pro-Chinese’ version of Marxism – for 
him Guyana should reject foreign influences, whether it was British or United 
States, or otherwise. Despite their ideological differences, Jagan nominated 
Hubbard as a member of the Legislative Council in 1957 (Manger, 2010). Lat-
er, Hubbard, according to White, had reservations about Jagan’s attempt to 
dominate the type of information that was published in the party’s Mirror 
newspaper, and he had a fallout with the Jagans over their refusal to help him 
seek medical attention in the Soviet Union (Interview with Jon White, April 
15, 2023).  

Hubbard’s perspective on race relations in Guyana is found in his book 
Race and Guyana: The Anatomy of a Colonial Enterprize, and writings in the 
PPP’s organ, Thunder. His book is not only deceptive in its purpose and con-
tent, given the inclusion of ‘race’ as a consideration in it’s title, but the 11 
chapters, amounting to 86 pages, are filled with mostly citations from British 
commissioned reports, starting with Chapter I (The Realities of Race) and end-
ing with Chapter XI (The Answer to Race). As an influential founding member 
of the original PPP, the author provides no comprehensive assessment, or anal-
ysis of Guyana’s racial problem except to allocate blame for racial divisions on 
the European capitalists. Most disappointing is the chapter titled The Answer to 
Race which did not come close to doing justice to the title of Hubbard’s book. 
Neither has Hubbard made use of an analytical framework that provides clues 
as to how he or members of his political party would have addressed the race 
problem. Hubbard, like Hamilton Green, lived at a crucial time when the ethnic 
problem became a most pressing domestic political issue, and they were eye-
witnesses to the unfolding events in the 1960s.  

Hubbard seemed genuinely concerned about the plight of the working 
people, but he was not a Marxist-Leninist who felt obligated to embrace Sovi-
et-style authoritarian communism, as Cheddi and Janet Jagan had unreservedly 
done. His views on race relations and ethnic conflicts coincided with the gen-
eral beliefs of core members of the PPP, particularly the Jagans. Hubbard ar-
gued that the problem of race would be eliminated under a socialist system of 
government, and with the removal of the colonial power, which, in the first 
place, was responsible for the racial divisions in the country. Though Hub-
bard’s name has been permanently etched into Guyanese history as a founding 
member of the People’s Progressive Party and its forerunner, the Political Af-
fairs Committee, formed on November 6, 1946, he was far from being consid-
ered an intellectual author within the PPP. His mixed ancestral background 
contributed to the multiracial make-up of the leadership of the PPP. Scant men-
tion is given to his role in the labor movement (he was Secretary of the TUC) 
before being inducted into the core leadership of the PPP.  

Hubbard falls into the typical framework of most Marxists, given his au-
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tomatic willingness to invoke Marx’s prescriptive solutions based on an eco-
nomic transformation of society while superficially addressing the race/ethnic 
issue. Moreover, in the Preface to his book, Hubbard informs his readers that 
he intends to ‘explain the background and the immediate causes of the racial 
tension’ which swept the country in 1963 and 1964 (1969: 5). Undaunted by 
his own experience with racism during the 1947 elections, Hubbard sees the 
racial problem as originating with the split in the PPP in 1955/56. The author 
liberally cites references from commissioned reports (Waddington Constitu-
tional Commission of 1950-1951, the Robertson Commission Report of 1954, 
and the Wynn Parry Report of 1962) in an attempt to explain the historical 
‘solidarity’ that existed among Africans and Indians prior to the split, but 
which escalated during the early 1960s, through the ‘divide and rule’ policy of 
the European capitalists.  

Hubbard, like Walter Rodney, pointed to the riots of 1905 as an example 
of ‘Afro-Indian solidarity’ in British Guiana. During that particular strike, sev-
en African workers – dockworkers - were killed, and many others were injured 
in Ruimveldt during an extensive labor protest against poor compensation and 
working conditions at Sandbach Parker and Company. The striking workers 
demanded higher wages, lower taxation, improved living conditions and great-
er political freedom. Labor unions did not exist at the time. In another strike, in 
Ruimveldt, this time in 1924, Indian workers from several sugar plantations 
again demonstrated solidarity with the dockworkers. Thirteen workers were 
killed and twenty-four wounded (Wilson, 1997). These labor-related disputes 
were not unknown to Hubbard. He considered them to be instances of worker 
solidarity and examples of the divide and rule strategy of the colonial power. 
Ironically, Hubbard’s writings recognized the existence of an Indian and Afri-
can consciousness long before the arrival of the Jagans. However, as a loyal 
supporter of the PPP, he accepted the Marxist perspectives of the Jagans on the 
issue of class exploitation. Hubbard, perhaps, in his honesty, described Jagan’s 
Marxist influence, as well as the existence of ethnic consciousness in British 
Guiana, and how his party and leadership planned on ‘resolving’ the ‘ethnic’ 
question: 

He [Cheddi Jagan] was the first politician to concentrate on organis-
ing at the political as distinct from the industrial level and to work 
extensively in the rural areas... 
When Jagan arrived, the remnants of Garveyism had been concen-
trated into an institution set up originally as a branch of Dr. Moody’s 
London-based ‘League of Coloured Peoples.’ This had been taken 
over by an American trained Negro dentist, Claude Denbow, and re-
named the ‘League of Coloured People.’ Professional Indians and 
successful Indian businessmen had created the ‘British Guiana East 
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Indian Association.’ Its membership was small, and its influence 
centered mostly in Georgetown. There were therefore, an East Indi-
an political identity and an African political identity in existence… 
…such institutions were inimical to the development and success of 
working-class struggle. The working-class consisted of diverse eth-
nic groups, but it was one class. To establish the solidarity needed 
for overthrowing the imperial oligarchy, all racial organisations 
had to be discredited (emphasis added; Hubbard, 1969: 51).  

 
On hindsight, it is the last sentence of Hubbard’s quotation above, re-

markable for its admission as to how the party to which he was aligned and 
founded, was going to address the major schism in Guyanese politics. Ethnic 
sentiments had to be rolled back, and workers could only liberate themselves 
from physical, mental, and economic slavery if they were willing to sacrifice 
their affiliations with cultural organizations and ethnic sentiments. Ethnic con-
flicts were distractions to the workers’ revolutionary movement. If anything, 
for Hubbard, Marxist ideology and its prescriptive recommendations held out 
the ‘truth’ about capitalist society, never to be questioned, and in the pre-
colonial political environment, the historical ethnic consciousness that had 
manifested itself under the Europeans was a fragile one. For Hubbard, the cul-
tural dynamics, seen as a contradiction to the tenets of Marxism, would be sig-
nificantly transformed by the Jagans, only to be dismantled by the British and 
their capitalist planter interests. To reinforce the point that Guyana’s racial 
problems can be solved by socialist economic development, Hubbard argued 
that ‘socialist construction’ would force ethnic communities to become a ‘ho-
mogenising element’ as shown by ‘the experience of Socialist Cuba’; capital-
ism is to be for ‘strife and conflict’ in society (Hubbard, 1969: 85-6). Hubbard 
was confident that socialism will return Guyana to the level of racial solidarity 
that existed before the 1960s. He held out the promise of hope that under so-
cialism life would be different in a united Guyana, much like the way it was 
prior to the split between the two major political parties. Hubbard noted that 
the remaining examples of racial conflict in the history of British Guiana – ex-
cept for the 1963-1964 period – are conflicts between whites and the ‘proletar-
ians of Guyana’. 

Despite his misunderstanding and lack of analysis of the ethnic dilemma, 
Hubbard shared with his readers a series of letter exchanges between himself 
(as Minister of Trade) and Governor, R.F.A. Grey, in which he protested the 
persecution of his watchman, an Indian named Harold Kissoon. Kissoon was 
the only Indian among six watchmen hired after the June 23, 1963 ‘dynamiting 
of public buildings’ and who was arrested for being in possession ‘of a danger-
ous weapon, to wit, a knife’ (Hubbard, 1969: 73-7). In his letter to the Gover-
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nor on June 28, 1963, Hubbard indicated his displeasure by blaming the arrest 
of Kissoon on conditions that ‘appeared to fit with the general pattern of perse-
cution of the Indian population, which has been a feature of the disorder in 
Georgetown’ (1969: 74).  

The racial division and the discrimination faced by Indians were obvious-
ly not lost on Hubbard. Senator Hubbard (Minister of Trade and Industry) was 
one of two PPP members (along with Minister of Home Affairs Janet Jagan) 
who met with Colonial Secretary Duncan Sandys in London on April 25, 1964, 
a month before the atrocities in Wismar, and related to him that if his ‘pro-
posals for the colony's constitution were implemented’, it would ‘sow the seeds 
for another Cyprus’ (2 British Guianans Score…. , 1964). The concern at the 
time was the imposition of the change in the electoral system to one based on 
proportional representation. Though he has not mentioned the events in Wis-
mar 1964 in his narrative, Hubbard was cited by the New York Times, which 
referred to his presence at the wharf welcoming the victims arriving in 
Georgetown from Wismar. Hubbard, in his capacity as a government repre-
sentative and as the Minister of Trade and Industry, was at the Georgetown 
wharf when the emergency camp was set up at Ruimveldt to aid the incoming 
refugees who arrived on May 27. Hubbard blamed police officials for failing 
‘to enforce discipline among their men’, and for allowing ‘outrages against 
East Indians’ to occur in Wismar. The New York Times reported Hubbard as 
saying: ‘The 75 police volunteers on duty were drawn from the dominant racial 
group and refused to interfere with the actions of their friends and neighbors. 
Not a single arrest was made) during the rioting’ (Official Accuses Police… 
1964).  

Hubbard adopted similar positions as Janet Jagan during her testimony. 
Janet Jagan testified that the security forces were not responding to her re-
quests as the line minister, in addition to the failure to provide timely infor-
mation regarding the disturbances; she stated that some members were com-
plicit with conduct unbecoming of officers. Police Commissioner Peter Owen 
denied Hubbard's accusation, pointing out that ‘60 people had been arrested by 
the police and troops’ since the previous night (May 26) in a hunt for ‘the ring-
leaders’, who were responsible for ‘the rioting’. Owen would go on to explain 
that a ‘vanguard of 300 infantry reinforcements from Britain landed at Atkin-
son Field’ on May 27 and that the ‘60-piece band of the Queens Own Buffs, 
the other British unit in the colony, showed the flag’ during a parade in 
Georgetown (Official Accuses Police… 1964).  

While Hubbard insists that socialism ‘could cure Guyana’s racial prob-
lems’, he ignored mention of the atrocities of Wismar in his book. Hubbard’s 
book was published in 1969, five years after Wismar 64, with the tragedy still 
fresh in the minds of Guyanese. The Mirror of May 27, 1964, carried a picture 
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of Hubbard hugging and comforting a Wismar refugee during his visit to the 
wharf to gather information about the victims’ ordeal. Other than this singular 
reference to the Volunteer Force (which was not mentioned in Hubbard’s 
book), there were no major details of Wismar 1964 or even a pretentious at-
tempt to provide an analysis of the broader African or Indian ethnic dilemma, 
except to lay the entire blame for the tragedy at the feet of the Europeans. For 
Hubbard, Marxism provided all the answers for the way forward.  
 
Clement James Rohee 
 

If there was ever an attempt to silence the voices of the Wismar refugees 
from the inner core of the PPP, then Rohee’s account of the politics of the 
1960s (he would have been 14 years old in 1964) is an autobiographical narra-
tive (Rohee, 2021) that falls into that category.  

Clement James Rohee is a long-standing member of the PPP. Rohee, au-
tored My Story, My Song in 2021 and has risen in the ranks of PP from a very 
early age. He is now a PPP-nominated member of the Guyana Elections Com-
mission (GECOM).2  

No relevant discussion of Wismar 1964 or meaningful analysis of the 
larger racial division is offered by Rohee, who had the benefit of hindsight 
long after the event. Rohee would have been familiar with the available archiv-
al newspaper reporting (including those of the PPP’s Mirror) regarding the 
plight of the Indian community in Wismar, as well as the existence of the 
Wismar Report. Jagan’s reference to the events in Wismar as a massacre and 
Janet Jagan’s resignation as Minister of Home Affairs in protest over the atroc-
ities in Wismar could not have evaded Rohee’s attention, particularly given his 
penchant for historical details. He apparently chooses to ignore them. 
 
Brindley Horatio Benn 
 

Not unlike Clement Rohee, Brindley Horatio Benn (1923-2009), an Afri-
can Guyanese who played a much more significant leadership role in the PPP, 
is certainly guilty of ignoring, if not silencing the voices of the Wismar vic-
tims. Although Benn did not produce his own autobiographical narrative of his 
political life, his legacy of political activism, written with his participation, was 
told through the efforts of his daughter Lena and her husband Daniel Platt in a 
book published in 2019, unusually titled The Ants Will Come and Tell Me: A 
Chronicle of the Benn Family in Guyana’s History. Benn would eventually 

 
2 Further details on Rohee are found in the author’s forthcoming book The Wismar 
Massacre: Un-silencing the ethnic cleansing of Indians in Guyana.  
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break ranks with the Jagans on what was considered ‘tactical disagreement’ 
with the party leadership. For him, the PPP had become less radical, and ‘too 
accommodationist’ with regards to its arch-rival, the PNC. Jagan, of course 
was not happy seeing his long-time friend depart from the PPP, a comrade 
Cheddi had defended during the contentious election between Benn and Rai for 
the position of Party Chairman in 1962. Benn was a doctrinaire Marxist who 
had made little or no contribution to an assessment of the ethnic divisions in 
the country.3 For him, the events in Wismar, presumably like other such inci-
dents, are given to ‘false consciousness’ and consistent with the Marxist inter-
pretation of capitalist society. His perspective was consistent with that of Hub-
bard and Rohee. It was no surprise that Benn, who was Minister of Agriculture, 
Forests and Lands, remained silent on the Wismar issue.  

 
Donald Ramotar 
 

Donald Rabindranauth Ramotar, who was General Secretary of the Peo-
ple's Progressive Party from 1997 to 2013 and President of Guyana from 2011 
to 2015, offered his public interpretation of the Wismar tragedy. A Marxist and 
loyal Jagan follower, Ramotar has not produced his memoirs, but much like his 
contemporary, Clement Rohee, considers himself a loyal defender of Cheddi 
Jagan’s legacy. He is slavish to teleological historical interpretation, and as-
sessment, and he credits the British Colonial Government for the outbreak of 
racial and political violence in British Guiana during the 1960s. There is no 
denying the fact that the British contributed in many ways to the ethnic and po-
litical violence of the 1960s, but Ramotar’s assessment, though lacking in a 
complex understanding of the race and ethnic dilemma in Guyanese society, 
understandably shares shades of similarity with that of his party comrades, 
Hubbard, Rohee and Benn. His understanding, and narrative, seeks to devalue 
the role of domestic actors, and avoids analysis of the spillover effect of the 
politics of the pre-independence period and its implications for post-
independence politics.  

As of 2019, Ramotar provided the following explanation for the Wismar 
tragedy, an explanation which, incidentally, was part of a lengthy tribute paid 
to Girmitiyas (indentured Indians) and their descendants in Guyana: 

The real reason for the disturbances in the 1960s which culminated 
[in] the ethnic cleansing of Mackenzie, now Linden is often masked by 
some historian still infected with a colonial mentality as a racial prob-
lem. It was not.  

 
3 Further details on Benn are found in the author’s forthcoming book The Wismar 
Massacre: Un-silencing the ethnic cleansing of Indians in Guyana.  
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The attack on Indians and the violence meted out against them at that 
time was a colonial project in which the PNC collaborated to create 
conditions to prevent Guyana from becoming independent. 
…the police, headed by a colonialist, Peter Owen, was used to protect 
those who were creating the riots and not the victims of the violence. 
The record would show from 1962 to 1964 very few arrests were 
made during the riots in Georgetown and Mackenzie...hundreds of 
workers were jailed…so glaring was the partisan nature of the colonial 
police that they made it illegal for anyone to have and expose the PNC 
terrorists X13 plan that was discovered when a raid was made on the 
hotel room of a PNC terrorist (emphasis added by author, Ramotar, 
2019).  

 
This assessment is not only a biased assessment, but the analysis margin-

alized the role of domestic actors from the political equation. The political con-
flagration throughout the colony in the early 1960s was clearly due to domestic 
and external factors that had a direct bearing on preventing the PPP from win-
ning the 1964 elections and taking the country to independence thereafter. By 
then, the country was divided into two racial camps. To suggest that the politi-
cal events that played out during the 1960s should only be examined through 
the lens of the anti-colonial and inti-imperialist struggle, is not only irresponsi-
ble, but is also a deliberate attempt at historical revisionism, aimed at re-
writing history. Ramotar’s insinuation that the events of the 1960s, including 
Wismar 1964, was the concoction of historians ‘still infected with a colonial 
mentality’ and that, by implication, Wismar 1964, was not a reflection of ‘a ra-
cial problem’ is a total misunderstanding of the political history of the country 
he once governed. At a minimum, it goes against the grain of what has been 
written and has now become ‘settled’ Guyanese political history. His interpre-
tation of the events in Wismar is in direct contradiction to the findings of the 
Wismar Report, as stated in the conclusion of the Wismar Report. If anything, 
Ramotar has gone to great lengths to ignore the fact that the attacks perpetrated 
against Indians during Wismar 1964 were racially and politically motivated. 
 
Harold Drayton 
 

More than any of the above-mentioned individuals, Dr. Harold Drayton 
(1929-2018) was more directly connected to the events of Wismar. He was a 
member of the Wismar Commission. A key figure who influenced Drayton’s 
ideology (and the Jagans, as well) was the Jamaican-born Marxist and historian 
Richard Hart (1917-2013), who was a ‘close friend and comrade’ as well as a 
tutor whom Drayton credited for his own ‘political education’ (Drayton, 2017: 
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12). Drayton was a Marxist, but a reading of his voluminous memoirs gives the 
impression that he was neither a doctrinaire Marxist nor a loyal supporter of 
the totalitarianism of the Soviet Union. He was what Stabroek News referred to 
as a ‘progressive, revolutionary, socialist’ (‘Honouring Harold Drayton’s Con-
tribution…’ 2018). Drayton’s 900-pages memoir, An Accidental Life, pub-
lished the year before his death, provides some compelling details of his expe-
rience in establishing the University of Guyana and his relationship with sever-
al Guyanese, including the Jagans. His relationship with the Jagans was con-
tentious, particularly with Janet Jagan whom he felt had a domineering person-
ality and who was very intolerant of anyone who was critical of the PPP.  

A perusal of Drayton’s memoir reveals a very detailed account of the key 
periods of his life’s journey, but his memoir is more political than anything 
else, with six chapters dedicated to his boyhood years in Guyana, growing up 
in Grenada and Jamaica, academic life in Edinburgh, teaching in Ghana, his 
experience at the University of Guyana, and his regional and international 
work on health care issues. Drayton had access to important files and corre-
spondences which shed light on the early Jagan years, the repository of which 
were donated in neatly organized and labeled boxes to the Walter Rodney Na-
tional Archive in Guyana in November 2013. Box # 6, labeled Papers by, and 
correspondence with Richard Hart (1948-2008) contains copies of the Son 
Chapman Disaster, 6 July 1964 and Wismar Disaster, 25-26 May 1964 (Dray-
ton, 2017: 897).  

By the time Drayton had been asked by Cheddi Jagan to serve on the 
Wismar Commission, the two men had already established boundaries that 
demarcated their differences - at least that was how Drayton described it. As he 
recalled, ‘weeks after Cheddi’s betrayal by the British Labour Party’ he had 
been removed ‘from the last of my [his] administrative posts at UG’, which in-
cluded being a representative of the Academic Board on the University of 
Guyana Board of Governors ((Drayton, 2017: 897). Drayton explained the cir-
cumstances under which the request was made to serve as a Commissioner on 
the Wismar Commission of Inquiry: 

On 21st September…I received a surprise telephone call from Cheddi, 
to ask if I would be willing to serve on a Commission which he pro-
posed to establish to enquire into the May disturbances at Wismar…I 
agreed without hesitation or reservation; and I was officially appoint-
ed on Monday, 28th September (Drayton, 2017: 897).  

 
Drayton expressed surprised that Cheddi Jagan would make such a re-

quest of him, since by September 1964, Drayton’s relationship, both personal 
and professional, with Cheddi and Janet seemed to have reached a point of no 
return:  
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I was very surprised indeed, that Cheddi would dare to ask that of me. 
After all the bitter disagreement we had, about his failure and that of 
PPP Board members, to champion my cause against Hogben’s mis-
management of the University, and insulting behaviour towards me 
and Kathleen, why would he think that I would react positively? 
(Drayton, 2017: 897).  

 
As his narrative suggests, Drayton was hesitant about serving as a Com-

missioner, despite his agreement to Jagan’s request that he would do so. His 
mind was at ease after discussing the matter further with his friend, Richard 
Hart, who helped him decipher Jagan’s request to serve on the Wismar Com-
mission (Drayton, 2017: 897). It is plausible that the Jagans did not give seri-
ous consideration to the implications and impact of the findings of the Com-
mission, considering the PPP’s reaction to the Wismar Report and the manner 
in which the leadership opted to deal with racial problems in Guyana. To be 
fair, Jagan had to contend with resignations by the original members proposed 
for the Wismar Commission and pressure from the Governor and the Opposi-
tion forces from the time the PPP Government announced the decision to es-
tablish a Commission of Inquire into the Wismar atrocities. Drayton did not 
make any reference to Cheddi Jagan as to his [Jagan’s] reasoning for selecting 
Drayton to serve as a Commissioner, neither did Drayton offer extensive 
treatment on this matter or the Wismar tragedy. However, Drayton apparently 
took his role as a member of the Commission seriously. He participated with 
other members of the Wismar Commission in all the public sessions between 
November 6 through December 9, as well as in the ‘many hours of analysis of 
the evidence’ held after the eyewitness testimonies. The final version of the 
Wismar Report was submitted on January 29, 1965, eight months after the 
events, after Drayton had an opportunity to influence the narrative of the Wis-
mar Commission Report.  

Drayton did not make any revelation regarding the inner workings of the 
Commission, his relationship with other Commissioners, his general observa-
tions of the tragedy itself and the testimonials provided by eyewitnesses. Tes-
timonies of the sexual assault of Indian women in broad daylight and listening 
to the graphic details of the ordeal from some of the victims themselves who 
presented their testimonies, would have been jarring to anyone sitting and lis-
tening to their testimonies. Yet, none of that found its way into Drayton’s 
memoir.  

Drayton and the other Commissioners were members of a historic investi-
gatory process, one that conducted an enquiry into the racial dynamics two 
years before the country gained its independence. Instead of providing insight-
ful information on the inner workings of the Wismar Commission, and the im-
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pact of the testimonies on the Commissioners, Drayton simply restated in his 
narrative what he considered to be the ‘most important conclusion’ of the 
Wismar Report. This admission suggests that he may have been instrumental in 
shaping the narrative that had now become etched in Guyanese history, and 
bears repeating:  

The disturbances which took place in the Wismar/ Christian-
burg/Mackenzie Area on May 25th 1964 was politically and racially 
inspired...the destruction was not spontaneous, but was organised 
and well organised (Drayton, 2017: 651).  

 
Drayton was not oblivious to the escalating racial tensions in Guyana. He 

held a more realistic view of the evolving events, compared to those held by 
other individuals who were swayed by Marxist class analysis. He writes about 
ethnic conflict instead of ignoring it, even at a time when he was deeply in-
volved in laying the initial foundations for the University of Guyana. He was 
much more forthcoming in his description of the political events and role of the 
key political leaders in British Guiana. Drayton was a member of the ‘privi-
leged’ class, but he did not position himself on the side of Indians or Africans. 
He was asked by Cheddi Jagan to embark on establishing the university at a 
difficult time during the 1960s when ethnic tensions were high. Although he 
was a Marxist, and trained as a biologist, his experience provided him with an 
understanding of the nuances of ethnicity, for which Marxist ideology did not 
offer a realistic solution. Drayton was educated in the health field, but he main-
tained a sociological understanding of the racial division in Guyana, although, 
like most of his Marxist contemporaries, race and ethnicity did not receive the 
analytical attention they deserved. Following his disagreements with the lead-
ership of the PPP, Drayton became a loyal supporter of Walter Rodney, whose 
Marxist ideology firmly embraced the local and global African experience and 
the centrality of race and racism in colonialism.  

Harold Drayton’s refusal to share any inside knowledge on the private 
workings of the Commissioners who investigated the Wismar atrocities, other 
than what has been manifestly reported in the official document, leaves much 
to be desired. One would have expected that as someone privy to the tragic de-
tails of eyewitness accounts, as well as someone very much attuned to the poli-
tics of the day, a greater coverage of the massage would be contained in his 
quite extensive memoirs. This is not to suggest that Drayton was engaged in 
any attempt to silence Wismar 1964. Drayton, however, should be credited for 
presenting readers with a frank and critical analysis of the politics of the day, 
representing a clear departure from the narratives of notable PPP stalwarts, par-
ticularly Hubbard, Benn, Rohee, and Ramotar.  
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Silencing Wismar 1964 
 

Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s suggestion of the need to un-silence the past by 
altering the source of historical knowledge is of relevance to the manner in 
which Wismar 1964 has impacted the country and its citizens, particularly In-
dians. As the benefit of hindsight has shown, there has been little or no interest 
among Guyanese and Indian scholars to examine Wismar 1964 as a national 
tragedy that requires attention that goes beyond its mention as an event that 
contributed to the ethnic division in the country. The production of knowledge, 
particularly the knowledge of Indian history, as the Fijian historian Brij Lal has 
advised, will not be complete, or even accepted as being credible, without the 
narrative being influenced by the people whose history is being written about. 

If the late Professor Brij Lal is correct, then how do we comprehend the 
avoidance of this topic, whether in academic research or in public discussions? 
Perhaps part of the answer lies in the notion of cognitive dissonance, a popular 
theory described by American social psychologist Leon Festinger in his 1957 
publication ‘The theory of cognitive dissonance’. As the theory suggests, psy-
chological inconsistency between two or more cognitive elements can lead to a 
state of dissonance, particularly when those elements do not fit within a set of 
settled patterns. In other words, the seemingly disconnected or unrelated cogni-
tive elements (or facts) create psychological stress, something which instinc-
tively humans tend to avoid. Stress triggers physiological changes, giving rise 
to pressure on the human being to improvise strategies to reduce stressful oc-
currence by eliminating the stressor. The strategies available for reducing stress 
vary, and one such strategy includes a willingness to confront dissonant ele-
ments by reevaluating or adjusting one’s attitude or strength Festinger, 1957). 

Refusing to confront the elements causing dissonance may lead to distor-
tion, redefinition of the elements or simply avoidance in dealing with the 
stressor. In this case, the stressor (Wismar 1964), is being avoided as an issue 
worthy of analysis by Indian intellectuals (as it may invite unwelcomed re-
sponses from African scholars), or it is silenced as a horrible event associated 
with the pre-independence anti-colonial movement. This may seem like an 
overreach, and a departure from an analysis that is evidentiary-based. Howev-
er, emotional, psychological and physical traumas were integrally connected to 
the lives of the Wismar refugees. A willingness to critically examine Wismar 
1964 can lead to cognitive consistency, which in turn can contribute to the un-
silencing of Wismar 1964.4  

 
4 Ramesh Deosaran applied this theory to an explanation of African and Indian re-
sponse to Black Stalin’s song, Caribbean Man – see Deosaran, 1987: 81-117]. There is 
a tendency also for Caribbean (and Indian) scholars to avoid such research because it is 
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The foregoing narrative paints a picture of an attempt to silence the voic-

es of the Indians who once formed an integral part of the Wismar community. 
While there exists a culture of silence, there were some exceptions to the pat-
tern, where a handful of Indians chose to discuss the events of Wismar 1964, 
openly and with frankly. Outside of the PPP, and Cheddi Jagan, an exception 
was Hari Prashad (Ramharack, 2024). Hari Prashad was the founder of the 
Prashad Nagar private housing scheme in Georgetown. Prashad, 66-year-old at 
the time, was deeply immersed in Guyanese politics when the tragedy of Wis-
mar took place – he was the Chairman of the United Force (UF) – and his ob-
servations and opinions are recorded in his autobiography.  

Like Jung Bahadur Singh and Balram Singh Rai, Hari Prashad was a 
deeply religious person, influenced by the stories of the Ramayana, and the 
Hindu values of duty (dharma) and service to humanity (karma). He had mi-
grated to ancestral India with his family in 1952 but returned to British Guiana 
several months later. He recognized that racial division was becoming a central 
problem in Guyanese society, and ethnic hostility was a determining factor as 
to why Indians supported Cheddi Jagan, and the reason Africans pledged loyal-
ty to Forbes Burnham (1923-1985). Hari ultimately decided to join the United 
Force, a party established by conservative businessman Peter Stanislaus 
d’Aguiar (1912-1989), on October 5, 1960. However, it was the PPP to which 
he had pledged his political loyalty and the party he had supported prior to 
making the decision to join the United Force.  

Prashad was brutally honest about his observations regarding Wismar 
1964, and he was equally devastated by the violence that occurred in Wismar 
in 1964, and the atrocities perpetrated against Indians (particularly during May 
24-26) in the isolated bauxite mining community. He recollected and described 
the gruesome tragedy that befell the Indian community in Wismar: 

…many people were beaten to death at a place called Wismar, and 
there were several cases of rape. Women were dragged to the 
riverbank and raped there in broad daylight.… The majority of the 
people who were beaten to death were Indians. During the beat-
ing…houses or businesses belonging to the Indians were burnt to the 
ground. The police, volunteers, and British troops were rushed in from 
Georgetown to calm the situation at Wismar, but the trouble contin-
ued. 
Mass evacuation …had to be carried out. The British soldiers, with the 

 
perceived as potentially alienating other colleagues whose overarching ideological per-
spective is to treat ethnic problem as one that reflects the native population (indigenous 
people, Indians, Africans, etc) situated in a historical and contemporary struggle against 
the white European colonial power.         
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volunteers and the police, enforced a curfew and manned key posi-
tions, to ensure that no unauthorised person was seen on the 
streets…The looting, burning, raping, and beating were still there 
(Ramharack, 2024: 213-4).  

 
These events shattered Prashad’s faith in racial unity that existed prior to 

this period, which he explained thus: 
In olden times it had been very beautiful to see the way the two races 
live together in harmony. Petty quarrels had been about all the trou-
ble that existed. As a matter of fact, the race consciousness had been 
absent until the beginning of political awareness…We had all lived 
previously in peace and mutual friendliness toward one another 
(Ramharack, 2024: 28.             

Prashad blamed the racial division on the leadership of the two main political 
leaders, Cheddi Jagan and Forbes Burnham, and the socialist ideology they es-
poused. His autobiographical narrative made it clear that Indians (as well as 
Chinese and Europeans) were the victims of the racial and political violence in 
the preceding years before Wismar 1964.  

Unlike H.J.M. Hubbard, Brindley Benn, Hamilton Green, Clement Ro-
hee, and others, Hari Prashad provided more extensive coverage and treatment 
of the violence of the 1960s, including the events of Black Friday, February 16, 
1962. Much of his narrative was based on his personal observations as a politi-
cal leader. Prashad may not have been a Guyanese scholar steeped in the study 
of political theory, but he was capable of providing a detailed analysis of Guy-
ana’s racial politics. He offered practical solutions for mitigating the problem, 
and he was not prepared to ignore the racial and political attacks directed at In-
dians. For him, Indians in Wismar were victims, and it was the political leaders 
who contributed to an environment that made such events possible.  

For some people, the memories of Wismar 1964 have not faded. The 
passage of time has compensated for the healing process. In a country like 
Guyana, which has experienced periodic racial and political violence since 
1964, the healing process has been interrupted by a long period of dysfunction-
al rule and authoritarian politics. Freddie Kissoon, in a column he titled The 
death of the spirit in Guyana, provided an explanation for the continued silenc-
ing of the voices of the victims in the decades following Wismar 1964, which 
he, like Cheddi Jagan, referred to as a massacre: 

By 1980, a substantial number of the victims of the Wismar massacre 
and their family members and relatives had migrated or maintained 
their silence as they grew older. What happened then is that they did 
not preserve their narrative for it to ferment into the consciousness of 
the generation of the seventies and eighties. The second factor is that 
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even though the Wismar massacre was still in people’s mind, its pres-
ence got weakened by the cruelties and depravities of Burnham’s to-
talitarian exercise of power. 
From 1968 onwards then, the energies of political parties, civil society 
groups, the professional classes, the business community, academics 
and the media were completely devoted to resisting Burnham’s mas-
sive descent into frightening dictatorship. The Wismar massacre was 
taken off the radar (emphasis added; Kissoon, Oct 2022).  

 
Kissoon’s observation allocates blame to a large spectrum of Guyanese for the 
silence. If the Wismar massacre was taken off the radar because of the dictator-
ship that ensued, then perhaps the conversation should begin today in an at-
mosphere where free speech can be respected. There is no indication that ‘po-
litical parties, civil society groups, the professional classes, the business com-
munity, academics and the media’, might be interested in doing so.  

Expanding upon his assessment of the continued silence of Wismar 
1964, as well as the assassination of historian Walter Rodney, Kissoon argues 
that the absence of a ‘philosophical intellect associated with the historical past 
has produced several dysfunctional ‘types of landscapes’ reflected in Guyanese 
society today. All of them contributed to the silencing of Wismar 1964 in one 
way or another. He identified the landscapes as ‘the numbness of the mind’, 
which contributes to the acceptance of ‘obnoxious forms of ignorance’, the ‘in-
stinct of despondency’, which gives rise to the acceptance of hopelessness, and 
the lack of personal obligation, which contributes to the absence of apprecia-
tion for fellow citizens and country (Kissoon, Oct 2022).  
 
Conclusion 
 

Presumably, any commemoration of Wismar 1964 will never come to 
pass, unless it is initiated by private citizens with a willingness to confront the 
tragedy as a turning point in Guyana’s turbulent and checkered historical past. 
While there is absolutely no pretence in any way to compare this tragedy to the 
brutality and inhumanity meted out to the experience of enslaved Africans at 
the hands of Europeans, the enormity of the tragedy of Wismar 1964, in its en-
tirety, is the worst of such attacks against Indians recorded in Guyana, and the 
rest of the Caribbean. Their crime? They were Indians and they were automati-
cally assumed to be supporters of the ruling People’s Progressive Party - and 
they were easy targets.  

As has been argued, what has emerged from the existing literature and 
narratives on Wismar 1964, is the picture of an attempt - subtle, deliberate, by 
omission, or otherwise – to create a narrative, or erasing one, that has contrib-
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uted to a silencing of the voices of the victims by all concerned, including the 
political parties, civil society groups, the professional classes, the business 
community, academics and the media. The silencing of history, in itself, would 
be considered a ‘micro-aggression’, a term coined by Harvard University Pro-
fessor Chester Pierce, against the lived experiences of a people and an attack 
on their archival memory. Erasing one that has contributed to a silencing of the 
voices of the victims by all concerned, including the social actors listed above, 
is equally a micro-aggression.  
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