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My Emigration to the United States and Achieving the American Dream chronicles how Glenn
Chelliah achieved the American dream through hard work, his Catholic faith, and the kindness of
many American benefactors.Glenn grew up in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) when the country was still
under British occupation in the 1940s and 1950s. He was one of thirteen children in his family.
Glenn’s family had strong connections to their native Tamil ancestors, but they were also deeply
Catholic and identified with the Western culture brought to the island by the British in the 1800s.
Glenn’s faith and English education were reasons he was able to attend St. Joseph’s University
in Philadelphia in the 1970s.Despite arriving with only eight dollars in his pocket, Glenn
established himself in the United States quickly, becoming a citizen in 1981, starting a family,
and achieving professional success in the pharmaceutical industry. He also worked to bring his
mother and siblings to the United States from Ceylon when the country was facing political
upheaval.This is the story of the many blessings Glenn found in America, detailing the obstacles
he overcame as an ambitious young man seeking a better life in a country he had dreamed of
since he was a teenager.

"An affectionately ironic portrait. . . . The subtle shifts in the relation of family members, of
superiors and inferiors, of men and nature, are here captured with wisdom and gracefulness of
language. . . . The most penetrating look at a Japanese village ever done in English."--"Asia
Magazine --This text refers to the paperback edition.From the Inside Flap"This book presents a
marvelously intimate view into the flood of little changes that lie behind the great transformations
that have swept Japan in recent times. . . . It makes enlightening, fascinating, and often amusing
reading for the casual reader as for the specialist."—Edwin O. Reischauer --This text refers to
the paperback edition.From the Back Cover"This book presents a marvelously intimate view into
the flood of little changes that lie behind the great transformations that have swept Japan in
recent times. . . . It makes enlightening, fascinating, and often amusing reading for the casual
reader as for the specialist."―Edwin O. Reischauer --This text refers to the paperback
edition.About the AuthorRonald Dore is a Fellow of the Institute of Development Studies at
Sussex and a Fellow of the British Academy. Among his many books is British Factory/Japanese
Factory (California, updated edition 1990). --This text refers to the paperback edition.Read more
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dedicated to my dear wife, Gloria, and our two children, Derrick and Tracey. I am most grateful to
Derrick and Tracey for insisting I provide a perspective of my short life in Ceylon and my eventful
life in my adopted country, the United States.Also to the many “angels” who touched my life at
crucial junctures. I am forever grateful for those moments and connections.I have wanted to write
this book for many years during my retirement. It was a goal of mine to share my story with my
family and future generations. I was blessed to have Natalie Silver, a specialist in publishing,
guide me with her expertise and help me develop this book.To the late Father Ed Brady, SJ, a
truly humble Jesuit priest and caring soul who devoted many years of his life in Ceylon. Thank
you from the bottom of my heart for all that you did for me and my family.God bless the United
States of America.1. ChildhoodIrealize that childhood is many times viewed through rose-tinted
glasses. Our brains tend to capture only the happy and delightful memories of our past. Many
times, we are not aware of the circumstances surrounding our memories. I suppose this
mechanism is a way to ensure a positive outlook on life and to provide assurance of our well-
being in later life.I will share my memories of childhood on the island of Ceylon, where I spent my
first two decades. Keep in mind that these reflections are from my perspective as a boy who may
not have been aware of the larger political and cultural events going on in my home country and
beyond.My Birthplace: Ceylon (Now Sri Lanka)Leaving philosophical thoughts aside, the Ceylon
of my childhood years was a paradise of an island. Ceylon, today known as Sri Lanka (renamed
in 1972), is located at the southern tip of India. The Greeks and Romans called it Taprobane.
The Arab traders (starting in the eighth century) called it Serendib. The Portuguese (fifteenth
century) called it Ceyloa. The Dutch (sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) called it Zeilan. The
Brits (eighteenth century) named it Ceylon. The island is approximately 258 miles north to south
and about 139 miles east to west. It is a small, teardrop-shaped island, with a roughly triangular
mountainous area known as the central highlands (hill country) that occupies its south--central
region. This lush, mountainous heart of the country is surrounded by a diverse plain that ranges
in height from nine thousand feet above sea level to the flat coastline. Ceylon had 7 million
people when I left on January 27, 1971.Growing up in Ceylon, people were friendly and
respectful of others, no matter their ethnic or religious or language background. At least, this was
from the perspective of my family, who were Tamils, English-educated, and Christian. The



standard of living was good in Colombo, where I was born, and across Ceylon in general.At that
time, Ceylon was way better in education levels and health care and more Westernized than
India. The health care and educational systems were the best in Asia at the time. We had a
world-class radio broadcasting system with the latest English-language music from the United
Kingdom and America. In fact, folks from all over Asia would tune into Radio Ceylon to listen. We
used to listen to country-and-western music on Radio Ceylon; Hank Snow would send a special
Christmas message to his fans in Ceylon every year. During the Vietnam War, a group from
Ceylon named the Savages played in a competition among all the music groups that year (1967)
in Saigon. The group, which was mostly Burghers (descendants of Dutch people), won the best
group award.Ceylon had been under Western influence for 600 years. First, the Portuguese
arrived in the fourteenth century. Then the Dutch took over in the sixteenth century for another
200 years. After that, in 1815, the British colonized Ceylon for the next 150 years. English was
the official language of Ceylon during my childhood. The educated population spoke English,
though we also knew Sinhalese. The Sinhalese at 70 percent constituted the majority group. We
spoke Sinhalese with those who could not speak English: mainly rural folks.In many ways, the
colonial powers treated Ceylon benevolently. Their stay was mostly focused on trade in spices,
gems, coffee, and tea. They did enjoy the wonderful tropical climate. Ceylon is located six
degrees north of the equator. Ceylon’s tropical location ensures perennial mild temperatures
(ranging forty-one to seventy-two degrees Fahrenheit in the hill country; seventy-one to ninety-
three degrees Fahrenheit in the coastal region). Ceylon’s major metropolitan areas of the early
1950s were teeming with Burghers, Portuguese Ceylonese, Muslims (descendants of Arab
traders), and many English and Scots. As mentioned, the majority of the people of Ceylon were
Singhalese (70 percent); Tamils were 30 percent. The Singhalese were mainly Buddhist, and the
Tamils were mainly Hindu.However, there were Christians among both groups. They accounted
for 10 percent of the population. Maybe 8 percent of the population practiced Islam. The
Burghers and Portuguese were all Christians. During my childhood, we were all Ceylonese and
did not identify ourselves with any factions or groups.The senior government posts were run by
English-educated folks, and many of them were Christians. The officers in the armed services
were mainly English educated and included Burghers, Sinhalese, and Tamils. They were
predominantly Christian. Of course, there were Buddhist officers, but they did not have much
influence and did not amount to a power bloc.When I was a boy, the British colonial system
prevailed at that time, and the army was used to keep the locals in line and under control. As
such, even in Ceylon, the armed services had a lot of prestige and power. This was another
reason the majority Singhalese were chafing to get rid of the Brits. Not only that, the Dutch and
the Brits both favored the Tamils, who as a community were hard working, disciplined, and
reliable in their work ethic. When the results of the entry of the national competitive exams to the
medical schools and engineering schools were announced, 70 percent of the entrants were
Tamils. Even though they lived in the arid, harsh parts of the country, they were very industrious
and hard working, which also led to a gripe that the Singhalese had with the political situation in



Ceylon. Unfortunately for themselves, the Singhalese were a nice, easygoing population in
general. The Portuguese, Dutch, and Brits recognized this trait.Do remember, this is the
perspective of Ceylon from my family’s (Christian, Tamil, English-educated) point of view. I am
sure that some Sinhalese, especially folks in the rural areas—where the majority of the
population resided and who were mostly Buddhist—were chafing about having Western-leaning
colonial powers in Ceylon and a Tamil majority in all professional areas. For families like mine,
Ceylon was just fine. Being so young, I did not experience nor could I fathom such undercurrents
as the political aspirations of the mainly rural Buddhist Sinhalese. In my eyes, Ceylon was
operating wonderfully.My Early YearsI was born in Kandana, ten miles north of Colombo, the
capital of Ceylon, at the local hospital on September 14, 1946. I was the second of thirteen
children. My older brother, Charles Bonnieval (Bonnie) Chelliah, was born on February 4, 1944.
My other siblings in birth order are: Benil (born 1948), Denzil Shantha (1949), Assumpta (1950),
Aloma (1951), Anita (1953), Antoinette (1954), Anton (1955), Sharmini (1958), Vijaya (1961),
Roshan (Bernardine) (1962), and Bonita (1964).In the early 1950s, my dad worked for the
Education Department at their headquarters in Colombo. When I was about three, my dad
moved us to another town closer to Colombo called Wattala. I started kindergarten at St.
Anthony’s school in Wattala.My FamilyI am not certain how my mom and dad met, but in all
probability, it was an arranged marriage. My father and mother, Percy and Grace, were married
in 1943. An arranged marriage is when families who know each other get together and agree if
their children are a good match for marriage. It is still done in Sri Lanka but not in all cases.
Usually, families within a certain economic status would marry each other. However, if a child
was an engineer, physician, or other professional (for example, an architect), there was a
possibility to marry into a more socially prominent family.Percy and Grace Chelliah (my
parents)My dad was educated at St. Joseph’s College in Colombo. It was the most prestigious
boys’ school in Ceylon, operated by British Christian missionaries. My mom was also educated
in Colombo at the Good Shepherd’s Convent. This was also an elite, prestigious school in
Colombo, operated for girls by Irish Catholic nuns. My mother’s parents, Edward and Victoria
Canagsuriam, were from a prominent family in Batticaloa, on the east coast of Ceylon. After their
children’s schooling, my paternal and maternal grandparents were in touch and arranged my
parents’ marriage.My dad’s name was Charles Percival Chelliah. He was born in 1914 and was
called Percy (unlike in America, the Brits in Ceylon used the middle name of individuals to
address them by—not by the first name). He was Catholic. As I stated already, he was educated
in Colombo at St. Joseph’s College. At that time, it was the premier private boys’ school in
Ceylon. After finishing school, he was a clerk at the Irrigation Department in a town called
Minneriya, north of Colombo. During that stint, he took the government entry exam and scored
well. In 1943, he was appointed as a clerk in the Education Department. It was also the year he
got married. My father died in 1982 of a stroke.My dad’s father was Michael Joseph Chelliah. He
worked in Trinco, a port city on the eastern coast of Ceylon. In fact, Trinco was a naval harbor for
the British forces during their occupation of Ceylon. My dad’s father was a ship’s chandler and



was very close friends with an Irishman in Trinco named O’Grady. O’Grady owned the company
that did all the ship cargo handling and chandelling services at the Trinco harbor. In fact,
everyone used to call my grandfather “O’Grady Chelliah” because of his close friendship with
O’Grady. O’Grady ran all the stevedoring/chandlering activities, mostly for the naval ships. He
supplied ships with all of their needs in Trinco. O’Grady was pretty wealthy. Before World War II,
O’Grady decided to go back to Britain. He handed over to my grandfather his entire share of the
stevedoring business and seven or eight houses he owned around Trinco.Bonnie and Margaret’s
visit to Ceylon (Sri Lanka) in 1975(I was in the States and Shantha was in Saudi Arabia)My
grandfather (Michael “O’Grady” Chelliah) died when my dad was four years old. So, my
grandmother (Mary Chelliah) had to raise my dad and his older brother, Nobel Chelliah. My
grandmother gave all the comforts she could to my dad and his brother. She sent them to St.
Joseph’s College in Colombo. My dad had one of the first cars imported to Ceylon. My
grandmother sold one of the houses she inherited so that she could buy the new car for my dad.
However, my grandmother was not good with managing finances. She spent all that my
grandfather inherited from O’Grady.My dad’s brother, Nobel Chelliah, had seven children. He
worked at the naval shipyard. We were never close to their family and rarely saw them. I am not
sure of my cousins’ names or what transpired with their lives.My mom, Agnes Navamani
Canagasuriam, was born in 1921 in Batticaloa, a town on the east coast of Ceylon. She was also
Catholic, like my father. Batticaloa was a Portuguese stronghold when the country was occupied
by the Brits. She passed away in 2006 of heart failure.My maternal grandfather was Edward
Canagasuriam. (His grandfather, Pascal Mudaliyar, was an extremely rich businessman in Batti.
He used to export timber and mahogany to Britain and India). Pascal Mudaliyar converted to
Catholicism, and he had a brother who was Hindu. As such, to this day we have a branch of
distant relatives who are Hindu. Pascal gifted a very large tract of land he owned in Batticaloa
(practically a square mile) to the Catholic church. The current Batticaloa St. Mary’s Cathedral
and St. Michael’s College and St. Cecilia’s convent are all located on this parcel of land. Pascal
had three girls. My grandfather (on my mother’s side) was married to one of them (Victoria). My
grandfather (mother’s side) was from a family of twelve kids. He went to Bangalore, India, for
studies to become a draftsman. He was married to Victoria (my maternal grandmother; Pascal
Mudaliyar’s daughter). My grandmother’s sister (my great aunt) was married to L. B. Emmanuel,
a very wealthy businessman in Colombo. King George V awarded the Order of the British
Empire (OBE) medal to L. B. Emmanuel for his contributions to Ceylon. My maternal
grandmother sent my mother to live with the Emmanuels and be educated at the Good
Shepherd’s convent in Colombo.L. B. Emmanuel owned the equivalent of the Coca-Cola
Company in Ceylon, the Elephant brand beverage company. My mother lived with them (they
had no kids) when she moved to Colombo. My mom (Grace) attended one of the most
prestigious schools at that time in Ceylon: the Good Shepherd’s Convent in Kotahena.My mom
was a homemaker. She was an excellent cook. She taught all of my sisters how to cook. In
Ceylon at that time, the girls took part in helping the mother with the cooking activities. To this



day, my sisters can whip up some great Ceylonese dishes. My favorite dish was Buriyani. It was
an Arab rice preparation with meat or chicken curry, raisins, cashews, cloves, cardamom, and
nutmeg. My mother was able to cook any dish with a selection of spices that made the meal so
flavorful and aromatic. One thing to note with Ceylonese dishes is the red pepper. Its addition
can turn food into a “hot” dish. Another part of food preparation involved the acquisition of
ingredients. When I was in high school, before heading to school in the morning, I would go to
the open-air market to purchase meat or fish for the afternoon meal of the day. The market was
about a mile from our home. You had to bargain with the fishmongers to be able to get a good
buy. I liked the bargaining part of my task. Later on, my younger brothers took it over. In Ceylon,
even in the early 1970s, the houses did not have refrigerators or TVs. These were luxuries.My
mom had two sisters and two brothers. At the time of this writing, only one sister is left in Sri
Lanka. She is a nun (Sister Emily) in the Holy Cross order of Catholic nuns in Colombo.My
mom’s older brother was Aloy Canagasuriam. Four of his five kids moved to Canada during the
mid-1980s civil war in Ceylon. Later on, they moved their parents over to Canada. Aloy died in
the late 1990s. He and his wife, who we called Bubby Aunty (I confess I do not know her real
name), had five children, three boys and two girls, who are my cousins. Lucky was the eldest
boy. Suzy, the second one, stayed in Ceylon. Lucky, Rucky, Paddy, and Bokka now live in
Toronto.Merlyn was another of my mother’s younger sisters (married to a Nicholas). The other
two sisters were Rani and Carmel. Rani (I already mentioned as Sister Emily) joined the Holy
Cross Catholic Sisters, and Carmel passed away. Another brother, Joseph, also passed away in
his thirties.In October 2012, during a trip to Toronto, I reconnected with my cousin Paddy and her
family. We got to see many members of the family during this visit as well as Sister Emily from
Colombo, who was visiting Canada at the time. It was a lovely reunion and our main reason for
visiting. I have no plans to return to Sri Lanka, not even for a visit. In fact, I can remember only
two people from my family still residing in Ceylon: Sister Emily (the nun who in 2021 is eighty-
eight years old) and Suzy (Aloy’s daughter), my cousin.
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Ebook Library Reader, “Fascinating Account of an Immigrant. The book describes the
experiences of the author, coming to USA as a young man and how he got assimilated into our
society. His early life in Sri Lanka it’s also described. Anyone interested in the cultural
experiences humans will find this book insightful and enjoyable to read. I found this book
fascinating and would recommend it to such readers.Kan S.”

The book by Latoya Hunter has a rating of  5 out of 5.0. 2 people have provided feedback.
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