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An aerial view of the original site where 
Sarit Centre was to be built (1977).  
 
Eight properties made up the original 
site for a total of 5.38 acres. 

In 1973, the spiritual master His Holiness 
Satgurudev Sat Hariram Bapa blessed 
the property where Bachubhai lived and 
said ,“Do not sell this property. This land 
is holy and this is a gold mine for you.” 
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THE SHAH FAMILY

The Shah Family story starts with Vidhu Ramji Shah, who was born in 1895 in the village of Gagwa, in the 

Jamnagar district of Saurashtra province, India. He grew up with his father, elder brother, and sister after 

his mother passed away when he was only 18 months old. Despite the challenges of losing his mother at a 

young age, Vidhu was a diligent student and showed great promise in mathematics. His commitment to 

education would lay the foundation for the success of the Shah family for generations to come.

Vidhu Ramji Shah had to leave school after Standard Four to help on the family smallholding. In 1909, a 

traditional child marriage was arranged for him at the age of 14, and he wed nine-year-old Ratanben.

Ratanben Vidhu ShahVidhu Ramji Shah
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THE RUGHANI FAMILY 

Jadavji Ratanji Rughani was born in 1898 in the Western part of India, at the Gujarat coast, in the port city of 

Porbander. He was born alongside his older brother, Walji Rughani. Their father, Ratanji, was a religious and 

highly respected elder in his community. He was a lover of books, a poet, and a good writer who also had 

a pioneering spirit. He was responsible for the family’s visit to East Africa, where they would later establish 

their roots.

When drought struck the region, Ratanji urged his people to stay put, rather than seeking help elsewhere. 

He believed that the situation would be no better elsewhere, and encouraged the community to come 

together, share what they had, and make do with the bare minimum. Under his leadership, the community 

managed to survive the many years of hardship, though they lost all their livestock.

Godavriben Jadavji Rughani & Jadavji Ratanji Rughani
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Due to the dire situation caused by the famine in India, Vidhu’s father made the bold decision to send his 

son to Kenya in search of better opportunities. With family and friends already living in Kenya who could 

offer him employment and support, Vidhu set out on a sailing ship at the age of 15 along with other Indian 

immigrants, destined for the port of Mombasa. This marked the beginning of a new chapter in his life, far 

away from his family and homeland.

Bachubhai at the house where his father, Vidhu Ramji, lived in Gagwa, Jamnagar, India.

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Ratanji found himself in a difficult position. He had 

incurred significant debt while trying to keep the 

community alive during the drought. To pay back his 

creditors, he made the difficult decision to leave the 

country, leaving behind his wife and two sons, and 

seek work elsewhere. He promised to pay back what 

he owed and set sail for Zanzibar, then known as the 

land of Zenj, to join other community members who 

were already there. Thanks to his determination, he 

was able to start a new life in a new land and slowly 

pay off his debts.

Shortly after, Ratanji went to Mombasa where he 

found even bigger opportunities. After a short stay, 

he returned to India and brought his two sons, Walji 

and Jadavji, to Kenya in 1914 when they were 18 and 

16 years old, respectively. Ratanji returned to India, 

where he passed away shortly after. 

Walji left Kenya and relocated to Mwanza with 

his father-in-law, where he had business already 

established. Later, he started his own business in 

Nansio, Tanzania. Meanwhile, Jadavji decided to 

stay in Kenya and briefly moved to Nairobi before 

settling further inland in Mihuti, Nyeri.

Walji Ratanji Rughani

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 
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In Kenya, Vidhu started his career by working for 

Meghji Ladha Trading Company, a wholesale 

and import firm. He quickly gained a reputation 

for his diligent work ethic and honesty. The 

company had 16 partners and operated in 10 

outlets. Vidhu started at the Escarpment branch 

until he was invited to join the partnership. He 

later took charge of the Limuru branch before 

the partnership dissolved.

 

Vidhu was unable to return to India until the 

end of World War I in 1918. After returning, he 

brought his young wife Ratanben back to 

Kenya with him the following year, where they 

settled permanently. Although Meghji Ladha 

Trading Company dissolved, a few of the 

original partners established Keshavji Parbat 

Company to take over the main outlets of the 

former company. Vidhu found himself in Thika, a 

growing trading center, as well as Fort Hall, now 

known as Murang’a.

Amritlal Shah and Mani had a family of seven children 
including the late Sulekha (not in photo).  

Standing from left: Amritlal, Mani, Ashok, and Vatsala. 
Kneeling from left: Nitin, Meera, Krishna, Arvind. 

Bachubhai and Surya had five children: Sarit, Lina, 
Rashmi, Nishma, and Sima. 

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Jadavji’s business acumen led him to explore the foothills of Mount Kenya, starting with Nanyuki, Fort Hall, 

Kutus and Mihuti, where he bought and sold maize. He later ventured into maize milling, selling it to the 

colonial administration. Jadavji quickly became proficient in the Kikuyu language and eventually settled 

in Karatina.

In 1932/1933, Jadavji returned to India with his wife, Godavriben, and children, entrusting his retail shop in 

Karatina to his partner. After World War II in 1946, he returned to Kenya and established a new business in 

Karatina under the name J R Rughani - Duka la Mehta. It was here that his three sons, Maneklal, Ishwar, 

Bhaskar, and his four daughters Vidia, Kamla, Rashmi and Kumud grew up while attending Karatina Indian 

School.

Karatina Market

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 
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Vidhu and Ratanben were blessed with eight children, starting with their eldest daughter Velu in 1922, followed 

by Lakshmi in 1924. In 1926, their third child and first son, Amritlal , was born. Kastur, another daughter, followed 

in 1928, and their son Jayanti was born in 1930. Unfortunately, Jayanti passed away at a young age. In 1930, 

the family moved to a new shop in Sagana, which required them to travel by oxcart from Thika rail head. 

They would often sleep on the shop floor, and Vidhu would joke that they had only one jacket between him 

and his business partners, which would be worn by whoever was going to Nairobi on business. Three more 

children were born: S.V. Shah (Bachubhai) in 1935, Chandra in 1937, and Pramila in 1941.

Standing from left: Surya, Bhachubhai, Amritlal, and Mani.
Seated from left: Chandra, Kastur, Vidhu Ramji, Velu and Lakshmi. 

Not in picture: Pramila

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Later, Rashmi and Kumud moved to Kisumu for their 

secondary education. This became possible due 

to the incentive taken by the Lohana Community 

to build a girls boarding in Kisumu. The Lohana 

Community elders of Kisumu felt that the bright 

and able girl child were losing opportunity due to 

lack of boarding facilities for a girl child. As soon as 

these facilities became available lots of girls took 

the opportunity to join Girls’ Secondary Schools in 

Kisumu.

After passing the Indian Matriculation exam, 

Maneklal, the eldest son, relocated to Nairobi in 

1945. He secured a job as a clerk at Barclays Bank 

and spent his free time pursuing his passion for 

stamp collecting. Maneklal established the Mt. 

Kenya Stamps Collectors Club, which earned him 

the respect of his British superiors at Barclays Bank. 

This hobby allowed him to engage in conversations 

with them and hence became proficient in spoken 

English.
Back Row: Maneklal, Rashmi, and Kumud

Front Row: Rajesh, Godavriben, and Krishna.

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 
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While in Fort Hall, Vidhu’s main focus was on trading 

commodities such as maize, millet, and potatoes, 

which he sourced from as far as Meru. In addition, 

he sold various items like beads, American cloth, 

blankets, and bicycle spares. Vidhu’s workday 

started early, at 5 am, and went on until 10 pm. In the 

evenings, he would roast maize cobs and engage in 

conversation with others around a jiko. His dedication 

and friendly demeanor made him well-liked in the 

local markets, earning him the nickname Kagatu. 

Vidhu quickly became fluent in the Kikuyu language.

In 1935, the partnership dissolved, and Vidhu made 

a bold decision to become a sole proprietor. Despite 

the challenges of being a sole trader, he obtained 

credit to expand his business and take it to the next 

level.

Vidhu Ramji was blessed with good fortune, and 

remained actively involved in community affairs. 

He served as the secretary and treasurer of the 

Fort Hall Visa Oshwal and later participated in the 

construction of the Visa Oshwal Community Hall. The 

hall was eventually purchased by the family from 

the community and redeveloped into the secondary 

section of the Vidhu Ramji Academy, which was 

gifted to the people of Murang’a.

Fort Hall Town, now Murang’a.

Colonial times District Commissioner at an official 
function at Shah Vidhu Ramji business premises in

Fort Hall with Amritlal on his left.

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Maneklal’s love for reading, coupled with his 

meticulous work ethic, earned him a good rapport 

with his superiors at Barclays Bank, who recognized 

his aptitude. Realizing the potential of his father’s 

business in Karatina, Maneklal approached the 

manager and appealed for financial assistance on 

his father’s behalf. The manager arranged for an 

overdraft, which allowed Jadavji’s business to grow. 

Subsequently, he acquired the distribution of The East 

African Tobacco Company. He also started stocking 

match boxes and other fast-selling commodities 

which led to additional growth. Challenging Maneklal Rughani at a business course in the UK.

circumstances of yesterday became blissful circumstances of the day to Jadavji.

He learnt to accept challenges and to find solutions to his challenges. This made his appetite for growth 

bigger, better and defined. It meant both physical and mental grind. This he accepted. Paid his overdraft yet 

was able to finance growth of his little enterprise - DUKA LA METHA. 

Shortly after, Maneklal resigned from his role at Barclays Bank and joined his father in the family business 

in Karatina. As part of his weekly purchases trip to Nairobi, he would travel by bus from Karatina to Nairobi, 

with the bus stopping in different townships to pick up passengers. One of the towns where the bus stopped 

was Fort Hall, which is known as Murang’a today.

During his stops in Fort Hall, Maneklal met Vidhu, a simple, charitable, and gracious person who loved hosting 

and feeding people. Vidhu would invite Maneklal over for lunch, and this became a regular occurrence for 

over seven years or so. 

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 
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The Shah family group photograph at the wedding of Sarit & Reena.
Not in picture: Reemi, Sima, Amar, Vishal, Sheena, Sneha, Ketan, Shilan, Miraj, Mehul, Alisha, 

Taaj, Tiaan, Vinay, Kisha, Vishnu, Radha, Raam, Kavita, Darshni, Zian, Aaryan & Shaan.

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Maneklal and his wife, Rama.

Maneklal and his wife Rama got married in 1952 and moved to Nyeri, where they opened Rughani Bookshop 

and raised five children: Bharti, Rajesh, Krishna, Bina, and Mahesh. In Nyeri, Maneklal began to import books 

and school stationary from overseas, gradually expanding his business.

He integrated with the local community to a degree that did not upset the administration of the day. He 

found many of the local children living in townships, Karatina for example, who did not go to school. He felt 

unhappy about it. He approached a principal of a Primary School to ask him if he would help him setup a 

small unit for children living in Karatina township to receive basic education? 

The person Manek had approached said to him- ‘’ Please give me time to think’’. A few days later Manek and 

his friend had started a small unit closer to/or in the warehouses near the railway station sidings.    

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 
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In 1939, Vidhu bought the building where their 

business was located, and in 1942, his son Amritlal, 

who was nicknamed Murira, joined the business. 

This marked a turning point in the family’s affairs, as 

Amritlal’s management expertise helped to propel 

the business forward. Amritlal was known for his 

meticulous attention to detail and his preference for 

balancing the accounts every day. This level of care 

and discipline helped to ensure the financial stability 

and success of the expanding enterprise. In 1948, the 

business acquired agency for cigarettes, sugar, and 

wheat, which further contributed to its growth and 

success.

The family also formed a partnership with R.L. Shah 

and Rajpar Ladha to establish a dairy in Fort Hall, 

which collected milk from as far as Nyeri. Later, they 

opened a separate dairy in Nyeri. In addition to their 

dairy operations, the family also ventured into the 

bakery, posho mill, and petrol station businesses. Town Clock donated to Murang’a Municipal Council in 1998 
From Left: Ishwar, Maneklal and Amritlal.

Not only was he well-regarded within the Hindu community, but Vidhu also extended hospitality to travellers 

passing through Fort Hall on their way from Meru to Mombasa, providing them with both a meal and a place 

to sleep. During Maneklal’s bus commute from Karatina to Nairobi, Vidhu would invite him to join him when 

the bus stopped at Fort Hall. This practice continued regularly, and their friendship grew stronger over time.

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Maneklal made up his mind to approach various Church societies and bodies that ran schools in Nyeri 

and Karatina. He approached them and offered them his services to obtain books and school stationary 

requirements. His enthusiastic approach was very well received, and he was given trial orders which he 

supplied in good time. This earned him respect as a reliable businessman. His efficiency, dependability and 

his affable nature helped him make big strides in his business.

As time went on and his interaction with his buyers became frequent his services too started getting more 

and more appreciated. In those days positive ratings of individual companies seemed to come from “a 

word of mouth” which Manek received from many Missionary Groups with whom he had business dealings. 

Catholic Schools were supplied with lesson notes called Consolata Notes.  Manek was given rights to buy 

and sell the same to Catholic Schools by The Catholic Mission, in this way he grew by leaps and bounds.

Maneklal, Joseph Mwenda, and Bachubhai at the first Text Book Centre 
premises on Kijabe Street, 1965.

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 
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Bachubhai who joined the business in 1954, was 

awarded a tender to supply books to the education 

department. He approached Maneklal Rughani for  

supply of the books and this successful collaboration 

started a journey on different projects which  

eventually led to a partnership that still continues 

to date. 

Amritlal Shah had a family of seven children: the 

late Sulekha, Vatsala, Ashok, Arvind, Nitin, Meera, and 

Krishna. Ashok, who completed business studies, and 

Arvind, who completed the Higher National diploma 

in business studies, joined Text Book Centre in 1972 

and 1976, respectively.

Nitin later joined the family business in 1982 

after completing the Higher National Diploma in 

business studies and qualifying as a member of 

the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants 

(ACCA) to manage Sarit Centre. 

Ashok married Anju in 1976, and they were blessed 

with two children, Urvi and Darshni.In 1981, Arvind 

married Jyoti, and they had two children, Dhruv and 

Chand. Dhruv was actively involved as joint project 

manager for Phase 3 development of Sarit Centre.  

In 1982, Nitin married Priti, and they welcomed three 

Bachubhai at the entrance of Vidhu’s Bookshop, Fort Hall.

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Ishwar

Bhaskar

Ishwar helped his father at their shop in Karatina and 

later joined their Bookshop in Nyeri. He is blessed to 

have received an all-encompassing education and 

skills to help him get on well in his life. He married Savita 

Dattani in 1966. They have three children Anjana, 

Chetan and Puja. Ishwar joined The Text Book Centre 

Ltd in 1970 where he worked in various departments. 

He also worked in other group companies. He now 

enjoys his retirement. 

Bhaskar, son of Jadavjibhai, graduated in 1974 in 

Chemical Technology, specializing in Plastics and 

Polymers. Bhaskar married Raksha in 1975 and 

settled in London. They have three children - Sonal, 

Arti, and Niraj.

Rajesh, Maneklal’s elder son, completed a three-

year ACCA accountancy program at Strathmore 

University in Nairobi, and finished his finals at the 

London School of Accountancy. He gained work 

experience at an audit firm, and then joined the 

family business for the next 40 years, initially at Text 

Book Centre’s accounts, finance, and purchasing 

departments, and then  at Soma Group handling 

group and family finances and insurances. He got 

married to Naina, in 1978 and they have two children, 

Shreya and Khilen.

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 
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Ashok Arvind

Nitin Sarit

daughters into their family: Kavita, Jaini, and Madhvi.

All three brothers, Ashok, Arvind, and Nitin, are now 

happily retired.

Sarit began his working career at Text Book Center in 

the year 2000, where he started out in the warehouse 

before moving on to finance and eventually 

becoming the Deputy Managing Director. In 2015, 

he was appointed by the family as joint Project 

Manager for phase 3, and later went on to become 

the current CEO of Sarit. With 15 years of experience 

at TBC, Sarit’s journey from the warehouse to the 

top is a testament to his hard work and dedication.

Sarit holds a Bachelor of Science degree in 

Management Sciences from the University of 

Warwick in the UK, and he is also an ACCA-certified 

professional. He married Reena in 2003 and they 

have been blessed with two children, Vishnu and 

Radha.

Vidhu Ramji passed away on July 29, 1960, at the age of 65. Despite his passing, the business continued to 

thrive and the collaboration among Amritlal, Bachubhai and Maneklal became a close-knit and successful 

alliance. The camaraderie between the three men grew stronger than that of brothers, characterized by 

a strong sense of trust, mutual support, and shared goals. This union began in 1958 and has persisted to 

this day.

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Mahesh, the younger son of Maneklal, completed 

his BSc in Business Management from USIU. He also 

attained an MBA specializing in International Business 

Management, majoring in Strategic Management at 

USIU in San Diego, USA. He moved back to Kenya in 

1990, where he joined the family business and worked 

at TBC in the retail and wholesale departments.

Driven by his sporting orientation, he expanded the 

product range in TBC Sports & Hobbies, within its only 

retail outlet in the Sarit. This was later closed in 2008, 

so that he could once again innovate and modernize 

TBC’s offering by creating a new subsidiary company, 

Citadel Cellular Communications Ltd. This was a 

mobile phone and accessories shop, registered 

as a Safaricom Dealership. This new venture once 

again began operations in the Sarit. Mahesh was 

able to grow the brand throughout Kenya and enter 

into new markets.  After many years of success and 

expansion, this business was sold in November 2020 

upon receiving a very lucrative offer. 

Mahesh

Rajesh

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 
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Bachubhai receiving the Order of Grand Warrior 
Award from H.E. President Moi. 

H.E President Kibaki at the official opening of 
Vidhu Ramji Academy, Murang’a.

H.E President Uhuru Kenyatta being welcomed 
by Bachubhai at an event at the New Expo 

facility in Sarit Centre.

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Chetan

Niraj

In May 2021, he joined Kartasi Industries Ltd. as CEO to 

steer the business out of a Covid-driven lull. He was 

able to rebuild it up to a point where the business 

was sold in September 2022. In June 1983, Mahesh 

married his beautiful wife Harsha. The couple is 

blessed with three sons: Ravi, Veeraj, and Mahir.

Ishwar’s son, Chetan, joined Text Book Centre in 1990 

and currently holds a senior management position 

within the company. He got married to Priti in 1994, 

and they have a son named Sidh.

Niraj, son of Bhaskar Rughani, graduated with a 

Bachelor of Science Degree from Imperial College 

London. In 2011, he founded the luxury Interior Design 

& Property development company Vici London. 

Operating in South Kensington, London, and via 

Montenapoleone, Milan, the company specializes 

in creating super-luxury residential spaces with 

select commissions for yachts and private jets. With 

projects spanning the globe from London, Milan, 

Monaco, Miami, and Shanghai, the work is regularly 

featured in Architectural Digest & Elle Décor.

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 
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The Rughani & Shah Family together in Naivasha at their regular family retreat .

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Maneklal in his heyday.

Maneklal and Rama with Sonal and Puja. Maneklal with his family at a game reserve.

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 



36

Bachubhai with H.E Daniel Arap Moi.

THE SHAH FAMILY
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Maneklal with H.E Daniel Arap Moi.

THE RUGHANI FAMILY 
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Ishwar Rughani

Amritlal Shah was the kindest soul and soft-
spoken person who valued his words to a 

fault. An amazing man who never spoke more 
than necessary. His reasoning is still ingrained 

in me. I loved him, and I loved his life.
He was truly a role model, a rare man!
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Bachubhai was awarded a tender to supply books to the education department. He approached Maneklal 

and asked if he could supply the books, to which Maneklal agreed. Their successful collaboration on different 

projects led them to eventually unite their businesses. The two partners worked together to form a book 

sales partnership and opened branches in Murang’a as Vidhu’s Bookshop, Nyeri as Rughani Bookshop, and 

Karatina as J.R Rughani. Later, they also opened branches in Embu and Meru.

The partnership between the three - Amritlal, Bachubhai, and Maneklal became so close and affectionate 

that the two families lived like one family (brothers) This partnership began in 1958 and has continued to 

this day.
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In 1962, with the movement on independence gaining momentum, Maneklal and Bachubhai recognized 

that an independent Kenya will inevitably provide significant opportunities in the educational sector.

The three partners, whose partnership had begun in Nyeri and Murang’a, decided to set up a unit in 

Nairobi. They began their book selling operations in Nairobi in 1963, with Maneklal relocating to the city and 

Bachubhai commuting every day from Murang’a. Maneklal ran the business operations from his garage 

while collaborating with Bachubhai to scout for a better location. Bachubhai relocated from Murang’a to 

Nairobi in 1965. Joseph Mwenda took over the management of Vidhu’s Bookshop and later took over the 

business in 1980.

Official opening of Mount 
Kenya Bookshop in Nyeri by 
H.E. Jomo Kenyatta, The First 
President of Kenya.
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The Rughani bookshop was handed over to David Mwangi Muriuki in 1964 as part of the Africanization 

program, and it was renamed as Mount Kenya Bookshop. Maneklal took an active interest in David’s career 

and helped organize and partly sponsor his education in bookselling and middle management in the UK 

through the book seller’s association bursary program. 

In 1965, Maneklal and Bachubhai established  Text Book Centre on Kijabe Street, where it still operates today. 

The success of Text Book Centre provided the seed capital for developing Sarit Centre. In 1972, the families 

partnered with Khetshi Dharamshi and Narendra Shah (Amritlal’s son-in-law) to create Kartasi Industries. 

This company specialized in producing high-quality exercise books and paper stationery, but later expanded 

to include the manufacture of packaging materials like tapes of all descriptions. 

Both families have strong shared values - impeccable honesty, integrity, and hard work.

Text Book Centre Directors and Staff pose with the prizes for the 
International Year of the Child Competition, 1979.
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The desire to do good for each and every member of the family and a united stand on all matters business 

is the primary cause of the group’s success story. At the same time, taking a conscious decision not to 

hurt the pockets of the book buying community takes a lot of goodwill and inborn goodness. This, both the 

partners shared equally.

These values were so deeply ingrained in them, that their answers and solutions to most commercial 

and social issues  were identical, which many construed, as “Two Bodies - One Soul.” Over the years, their 

closeness enabled them to build and expand many successful businesses. This speaks volumes for the 

power of unity and shared values.

Bachubhai and Maneklal in a relaxed mood during an exhibition in Sarit Centre.
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TEXT BOOK CENTRE
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The unity of the Shah and Rughani families 

has been integral to their shared success. 

Their strong bond is reflected in their business 

practices, where they always make decisions 

together and prioritize their religious beliefs. 

“Maneklal and Bachubhai shared an office. 

Anyone who came to meet either one had to 

meet them both. It was always a joint decision,” 

recalls Nitin Shah.

Overseas publishers sought for Text Book 

Centre because of its dependable distribution 

network. Publishing houses such as McMillan, 

George Phillip, Collins, Heinemann, Evans 

Brothers, Hodder & Stoughton, Thomas 

Nelson, and others have signed distributorship 

agreements with Text Book Centre. TBC has 

since expanded from a small warehouse of 

1,500 square feet to an impressive 60,000 

square feet of retail and wholesale space 

on Kijabe Street, and 11 branches in Nairobi, 

most of which are located in shopping malls. 

The flagship branch is at Sarit Center, with a 

footprint of 22,000 square feet.

From Left: Maneklal, 
Jadavji Ratanji, and 
Bhachubhai at Text 
Book Centre, Kijabe 
Street.

In 1972, Amritlal (Left) moved to Nairobi and worked at Text Book 
Centre in Kijabe Street and Sarit Centre until 1996. He is seen 

here during the 20th Anniversary of Sarit Centre presenting an 
appreciation plaque to C.D. Shah (Right) of Text Book Centre.
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The family deeply appreciates and recognizes the significant role played by the other  shareholders, namely 

Chaganlal D. Shah, Rajni Shah, Narendra Shah, and Hasmukh (Babu) Shah, in the growth and success of 

Text Book Center. Each one of these gentlemen has dedicated over 50 years to the company.

A key moment in the lives of Maneklal and Bachubhai arrived in 1973 when His Holiness Sat Guru Sat Hariram 

Bapa visited Kenya and stayed at Bachubhai’s house. Both Maneklal and Bachubhai were devotees of Sat 

Hariram Bapa and it was this bond that has been central to their continued partnership and success.

The legacy left behind by the two brothers flourished through the second and third generation family 

members who too believed in the dreams of the founders. Since their passing - Maneklal in 1997 and Bachu 

Bapa in 2021 - the family has continued to carry on their vision and build on their success. The family and 

business values developed by Maneklal and Bachubhai still form the cornerstone of the Group’s business 

philosophy. The ownership succession of the family’s business assets has been carefully planned through 

the advice of Mr Gulanikar and Mr. Shanti K. Shah, the group’s tax consultant, and has been regularly updated 

with input from Strategic Consultants.

The Group has committed to strong governance processes with regular Board meetings and shareholder 

briefings. The Board of Sarit Centre and Sarit Expo comprises of representatives from the Shah and Rughani 

families. Nitin Shah, Niraj Rughani, Mahesh Rughani and Sarit Shah, who also holds the position of CEO. The 

Board is chaired by an independent Board Advisor, Deepak Shah. 
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“My brother Manek inherited our grandfather’s love 
for books. He was an avid reader and a good writer 

too. His affinity towards books were showing 
signs that he will either end up as a 

librarian or a bookseller. 
And a bookseller, he became.” 

Ishwar Rughani
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Text Book Centre in Phase 1, 1983 (Top) and the Flagship Store in 2020.
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40 YEARS OF SARIT
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SARIT AT 40
CELEBRATING OUR JOURNEY TOGETHER

They say life begins at 40, and for Sarit Centre, East Africa’s first enclosed shopping mall, this sentiment 

rings true as it enters a new chapter. Since its official opening on 27th April 1983, the mall has captivated the 

hearts of all who have had the pleasure of walking through its doors, leaving behind a legacy of providing 

unforgettable shopping experiences to generations of customers.

Over the four decades since its inception, Sarit has been much more than just a mall. It has been a driving 

force behind the transformation of Westlands into a bustling hub for commerce, residential living, and 

entertainment. Its impact on the local economy has been significant, with the creation of employment 

opportunities and contributions to the area’s growth.
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Sarit revolutionized the way Kenyans shopped, 

transforming their patterns in a way that was 

previously unimaginable. Shoppers who would 

previously park their cars in front of individual 

shops and rely on someone to carry their goods 

into the car, could now stroll into the mall, select 

their desired items from popular retail stores and 

push a trolley to their car at their own convenience. 

However, this change did not happen overnight; it 

took time for Sarit’s new shopping paradigm to take 

hold and become the norm. 

Phase 1 Sarit Centre offered free parking for shoppers.
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A visit by the spiritual master His Holiness Sat Guru Dev Sat Hariram Bapa in 1973 to Bachubhai’s home, 

where Sarit is located today, was a pivotal moment for the two families. The spiritual master praised and 

blessed the land. He inspired the families to purchase the surrounding parcels of lands and find a purpose 

for the blessed land - a process that took five years, marking the inception of the Sarit Center, their project 

on the blessed land. 

Sarit Centre is the brainchild of two individuals, Bachubhai Shah (left) and Maneklal Rughani (right).
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Maneklal Rughani’s visit to the United Kingdom in 1976 was a turning point in the retail industry in East Africa. 

On his research trip, he visited Brent Cross, the UK’s first shopping mall that inspired the architecture of Sarit 

Centre. The foundation stone for East Africa’s first enclosed shopping center was laid in February 1981 and 

the ceremony was attended by relatives, friends and business associates.

Development of Phase 1 (Clockwise):
Construction site in 1981, exterior of 

Sarit Centre from the main open 
car park, and inside of Sarit Centre 

during construction.
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The journey of completing Sarit Centre was not without challenges. Halfway through construction, the 1982 

attempted coup that took place in Kenya disrupted the original plan, which included three levels of shopping, 

a commercial office tower, and a basement parking area. The attempted coup disrupted every aspect of 

Kenyan society and this became almost catastrophic for the developers as the bank withdrew funding for 

the project due to a loss of confidence in the economy. Potential tenants who had shown interest withdrew 

almost overnight. The general public and businessmen began calling the project a “white elephant,” 

expressing doubt that it would ever succeed, especially after the attempted coup.

Dan Kimoro (Quantity Surveyor), T.S. Nandhra (Project Architect), Bachubhai, H.S. Birdi (Structural Engineer), 
and Hitesh Mehta (Phase 2 Concept Planner) reviewing the contracts for Phase 2.
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Gloomy stories made rounds in the retail and sales sector, and the family came together to consider the 

future of the project. “As gloomy as it may look now, our faith in the Kenyan state must stand steadfast and 

positive,” was the unanimous decision of the two families. Consequently, additional funding was sought 

from friends and family, and the project was set afoot. The basement, originally intended for parking, was 

repurposed as additional retail space, the open area was converted into a car park, and the idea of a 

commercial office space was shelved.

A view of Phase 1 of Sarit Centre from Jacaranda Hotel along Pio Gama Pinto Road.
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“There were moments of great joy because we were doing something completely new, which was a different 

challenge. With that euphoria, however, came a huge pit in the stomach because we were going away from 

something that we were very good at, which was book selling, to real estate development of a different 

magnitude,” recalls Mahesh Rughani.



64

A demographic survey for Westlands was done to ensure that the mall was well-planned and designed to 

meet the needs of the surrounding community. In the months following the attempted coup, the team of 

consultants and the contractors worked tirelessly to complete the project, with a set launch date of April 

27th, 1983 which was Bachubhai’s birthdate. Despite having only two tenants, Text Book Centre and Uchumi 

Supermarket, the opening ceremony of the mall was a grand affair. The mall was decorated with banana 

leaves, symbolizing the African and Indian celebratory spirit, and Indian sweets were offered to customers 

who visited on that day.

 

Soon after, Kenya Commercial Bank Limited, Sarit’s first banking tenant, joined the growing list of tenants. 

In less than five years, what would have been considered an audacious dream by critics, was now home 

to over 60 businesses including Bata, Hotpoint Appliances, Healthy U, Anicare, Jaff’s Optical, Jewelart, Kibic, 

Noor Lampshades, Unik Glass, Westlands Florist, Monty’s, among others.

The success of the center inspired other developers to replicate the concept in Nairobi and other towns in 

Kenya.

A model of the original Sarit Centre Project, 1981, with 3 levels of retail and 4 commercial towers.
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Nitin Shah

“In early 1983, I would count 
the number of cars in the 
carpark everyday at noon.  

The very first time I saw over 
50 cars, I rushed to report 

this good news to 
the Directors. 

It was a sign that Sarit 
Centre was gaining 

popularity and its retail 
offering was drawing in 

more customers. 
We did not look back

since then ”
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Brent Cross Mall (Left) in London inspired the design of Sarit Centre (Above).
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In 1995, the board of Sarit Centre noticed a growing demand for space from both existing tenants and new 

applicants. The signs indicated that the Kenyan public found the shopping center concept to be a fulfilling 

and enjoyable experience. The spirit of Kenyan shoppers was seen as an endorsement of Sarit Centre as 

a favorite shopping destination. Plans were set in motion for the second phase of the development, which 

aimed to accommodate businesses that were not previously present in the mall, making the Centre more 

complete and offering customers a wider range of options.

With Phase 2, the front of the building facing the main car park was upgraded.
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During the construction of the second phase of 

Sarit, Nitin Shah, traveled to Singapore to attend 

the International Council of Shopping Centers 

conference. While there, he realized it was important 

to include a food court, cinemas, a health club, 

and an exhibition facility in the second phase. 

Upon his return, the architects were requested to 

make changes to the plan to accommodate these 

additions. These design changes were not easy, but 

they resulted in the first food court, cinemas, health 

club, and column-free exhibition hall in a mall.

“Food was already popular in Asia, and we didn’t 

realize it would become a big trend here as well,” said 

Nitin Shah. “By establishing the food court, the mall 

saw a significant increase in daily foot traffic, with 

a couple of thousand more visitors coming in each 

day. This change revolutionized the dining scene in 

Kenya, as families could now enjoy meals together 

without being limited to just one option. They could 

purchase from multiple outlets and dine together at 

the same table, a concept that was not previously 

available.”
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Hon. Musalia Mudavadi being requested to break ground for Phase 2 , Sarit Centre.

Phase 2 of the development was not without its challenges. The Kenyan economy was facing enormous 

challenges with a very significant devaluation of the currency and borrowing interest rates increasing to 

almost 40% per annum. Bachubhai remained steadfast in his resolve that Kenya was a blessed country and 

that it will emerge even stronger from the challenges it was facing. The family resolved to proceed with the 

development by sourcing funding from private lenders to ensure that the construction was completed on 

time and that the banking covenants were adhered to. 
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External and internal construction of Phase 2 in 1996.
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This expansion brought the total builtup space to approximately  

360,000 sq.ft. combining convenience, business, leisure, and 

access to health services. “Our existing tenants wanted more 

space, and there was substantial demand from new tenants, 

so we built for them – the Phase 2 design took account of this demand,” said Nitin Shah. “In the process, 

Uchumi grew from 10,000 to 50,000 sq.ft. plus 5000 sq.ft. of storage with special delivery facilities. Text Book 

Centre grew from 3,000 to 13,000. Hotpoint Appliances from 2,000 to 10,000, Healthy U from 1,000 to 3,000, 

and Monty’s from 1,000 to 2,500.”

 

Exhibitions and charity bazaars in Kenya were typically held in clubhouses, open spaces at schools or 

community halls, which limited the number of attendees to invited guests or members of society. This 

needed to change, but the question was how? In 1984, the American Women’s Association requested space 

at Sarit Centre to put up a bazaar featuring Kenyan-made art, attracting a huge footfall and setting the ball 

rolling for the management to consider the need for an exhibition hall.

H.E President Moi cutting the 
ribbon to officially open the Sarit 
Centre in 2001.



77

Long queues to enter the 
Charity Bazaar organised by the 
American Women’s Association 
in December 1984.
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Inspired by the success of the American Women’s Bazaar, in 1985, Peter Moll, the marketing executive, and 

the developers suggested holding exhibitions and charity events in a vacant retail unit on the first floor to 

attract more traffic. As a result, the idea for an exhibition hall was born, and it was an integral part of the 

center’s Phase 2.

The new exhibition hall at Sarit Centre was fully carpeted, column-free, air-conditioned, and designed to 

be acoustically friendly. This addition increased footfall and became a significant attraction for visitors, 

resulting in increased business for tenants.

Stars of ‘Egoli: Place of Gold’, a popular TV series in South Africa, in the 
Woolworths Store in Sarit Centre with Nitin Shah (Second from left). 
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Bodybuilders were called to spin the heavy 
raffle drum at a Christmas Promotion.

Jonathan Scott book signing event.

Chinua Achebe book signing event.

Wilbur Smith book signing event with Amritlal 
standing on the left of the picture.

Winner of the first digital Christmas Promotion draw 
receives car keys for the 1st prize.

Sarit hosted The 1st All Africa Bridge 
Championship in 1986.
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The first organization to hold an exhibition in the new 

facility was a business organization from Turkey, 

which hosted a series of successful exhibitions, 

each with a different theme, over four weeks. This 

marked the launch of the new exhibition hall at Sarit 

Centre, and the management was able to organize 

exhibitions in a more structured manner, including 

importing the shell stand scheme from Germany, 

which enabled building demarcated 2M*3M stands 

for exhibitors.

Aside from third-party events, the management 

organized a series of exhibitions, including holidays, 

homes and gardens, computers, security, car 

shows, book fairs, hobbies, and food. To this day 

these exhibitions  continue, while new events such 

as wedding fairs and handicraft expos have been 

added. 

These exhibitions have increased footfall, making it a significant attraction for visitors and increasing 

business for tenants. Additionally, the public can rent the space for private functions.

In the four decades since its establishment, Sarit has hosted several historic events, including Kenya’s first 

All Africa Bridge Championship, the Classic Darts Tournament that lifted the sport to previously unmatched 

levels, and where a million shillings was offered for a nine-dart finish, as well as exhibitions, charity bazaars, 

and art fairs. The mall has also hosted famous authors courtesy of Text book Centre  like Chinua Achebe for 

book signings, further cementing its status as a cultural hub in the region. Wilbur Smith, Nigel Pavitt, Wilfred 

Thesiger, George Adamson and Jonathan Scott are other notable authors who have held book signings at 

Sarit.

Rangoli by a group of ladies from Mombasa 
to commemorate the 25th anniversary of 

Kenya’s independence.
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The third Phase of Sarit was developed in response to the changing market trends and to enhance the 

product offering at the mall. With the growing infrastructure and increasing purchasing power, the demand 

for retail space was on the rise. Despite the success of Phase 1 and 2, the Centre was lacking in certain 

categories such as entertainment, food and beverage, and fashion and a  hyper store.

To address this, the team came together to improve the product offerings and developed Phase 3 with a 

long-term vision in mind. The masterplan for the mall now includes six phases, three of which are already in 

existence and are dedicated to retail. The other three phases will feature commercial spaces, residences, 

and a hotel, covering a 20-year plan that will be adjusted to meet the needs of the market.

The Rooftop Garden, Phase 3.
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In January 2017, the developers broke ground for Phase 3. Construction required careful consideration to 

ensure that the design flowed seamlessly, connecting phase I and II while minimizing disruption to existing 

customers and tenants. “It was not an easy build as lots of considerations had to be taken into account. The 

design had to ensure a seamless flow across all phases to maintain the integrity of one mall, even with the 

new additions.” said Sarit Shah

Despite these challenges, the team successfully expanded and connected the sections of the mall, creating 

a seamless shopping experience for customers and a thriving business environment for tenants. Sarit Phase 

3 stands as a testament to the mall’s commitment to providing the best possible shopping experience and 

staying ahead of market trends.
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The third phase introduced an additional 605,000 sqft 

of total built-up space, expanding the total built-up 

area to over 960,000 sq.ft . Furthermore, it includes an 

expansive exhibition facility of approximately 88,000 

sqft, featuring a single-span and column-free hall of 

38,000 sq.ft. - the largest of its kind in a mall, in the 

region.

The complex also boasts a ten-story parking lot with 

a built-up area of 270,000 sq.ft. and 950 parking 

spaces, and direct access to each of the mall’s four 

retail levels. The green wall is a unique feature of 

the parking lot, designed by a Kenyan landscape 

architect using entirely indigenous species. This 

environmentally conscious approach not only 

Single-span, column-free, air conditioned, and 
acoustic-friendly exhibition hall.

One of the walkways in Phase 3 with retail outlets 
on either side and upper floors.
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adds aesthetic value but also promotes sustainability and biodiversity in the area. To complement these 

developments, the surrounding road infrastructure has undergone significant upgrades at the center’s cost 

while the existing retail space in phase I and II has undergone a complete overhaul.

The center is now an entertainment, fashion and foodie’s paradise, with various food and coffee shops, 

restaurants, and a diverse selection of food outlets catering to different palates. Visitors can enjoy a bowling 

alley, a trampoline park, an expanded exhibition hall, and an area dedicated to kids. The cinema has also 

been upgraded from 2 to 4 screens, providing a better viewing experience for movie-goers. With so much 

on offer, the third phase of Sarit has become a go-to destination for entertainment and unique experiences.

Carrefour is now the hyper-mart with 75,000 sq.ft. Text Book Center has grown from 13,000 to 22,000 sq.ft. 

while Hotpoint has also experienced growth from 10,400 to 16,000 sq.ft. Additionally, banks that were not 

initially present in the center have taken up space in phase 3.

Left: The ten-storey parking lot with 950 parking 
space and an external natural green wall with a 
gym, and entertainment area on the top floor.

Below: A floor of the storeyed parking lot.
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The rooftop garden at Sarit provides visitors with a serene outdoor retreat amidst the city’s hustle and 

bustle, while also showcasing extensive use of coral stone - a locally sourced material found on Kenya’s 

coast. Spanning approximately 3,000 square meters, the garden is surrounded by entertainment and food 

and beverage offerings, a water feature, and 110 indigenous trees, creating a lush and inviting atmosphere.

As a result of  all these changes, Sarit has managed to retain its unique character and charm and aims 

to continue being the premium destination mall with the widest variety of retail experiences in East and 

Central Africa.
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Today, the mall houses 280 stores in beauty, healthcare, fashion, leisure, household appliances, lifestyle, 

furniture, entertainment, banking, and much more, including international and local brands, specialty stores 

that provide a wide range of products and services to shoppers. 

The refurbished foodcourt on second floor which transits to the rooftop garden.
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Phase 3 construction site.
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Above: Aerial shot of 
Sarit Centre showing the 
construction site of Phase 3 
in January 2017 and existing 
Phase 1 and 2.

Left: Bhaskar, Bachubhai, 
Mahesh, Sarit and Nitin at the 
laying of the foundation stone 
ceremony for Phase 3.
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“Sarit’s 40th anniversary marks a significant milestone, commemorating 

its remarkable journey from a mere idea to a beloved and iconic landmark 

that has touched the lives of many,” said Sarit Shah. “Our vision for the 

center is to continue setting trends in the market, moving forward to 

ensure that Sarit remains an integral part of Nairobi - Your City.” 

As part of its larger master plan, which is rooted in the ethos of “never 

to sit idle,” Sarit is committed to providing the best shopping, dining, and 

entertainment experiences to its customers while also being a driving force 

behind the growth and development of Westlands, Nairobi, and beyond. 

The master plan encompasses this vision in ensuring that Sarit remains at 

the forefront of innovation and development in the years to come.
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“It was not an easy build as lots of considerations had 
to be taken into account. The design had to ensure a 

seamless flow across all phases to maintain the  
integrity of one mall, even with the new additions.”

Sarit Shah
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Original Sarit Centre Concept, 1981.
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Maneklal and Bachubhai.



98

The Sarit Expo Centre is the 
largest  purpose-built venue 

located within a mall in Kenya.

The local and international 
events held in Sarit Expo 

Centre have hosted  
dignitaries and Govt. 
Officials such as Hon. 

Peninah Malonza, Cabinet 
Secretary Ministry of 

Tourism,Wildlife & Cultural 
Heritage during the 

Holiday’s 2023 Tourism Fair.
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There is over 50,000 sq.ft. of 
meeting rooms, halls and the 
foyer suitable for meetings, 
conferences, exhibitions, and 
social events.

The Sarit Expo Centre is the 
perfect canvas for creative 
and innovative events.
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Sarit Staff in 1995(Top) and Sarit Staff in 2022(Bottom).
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CORPORATE SOCIAL 
RESPONSIBILITY
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From Left: Sarit, Nitin, Bachubhai, and Peter Moll at a 
function at Vidhu Ramji Academy.

Additional classrooms and an assembly hall were built to accomodate 
more students and provide a facility for lunch, and school programmes.
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Fund raising activity for fencing the Aberdares.

Donation of diesel fired cremator to the Hindu Crematorium in Nairobi in 2004.
Another cremator (gas fired) was donated in 2021.



109

Sarit Centre making a donation to a Nyumbani Children’s Home in Nairobi.

Donation to the Famine Relief Fund.
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Fund raising for Tsunami victims in 2004.
The cheque was presented to Hon. Moody Awori.

Cheque being presented to Kimani Maruge, recognised by the 
Guiness World Record as being the oldest person to enroll in primary 

school, at the book fair in Sarit Centre.
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Reflector Vests being donated to the 
Westlands Boda Boda Riders Association.

Donation of a borehole by friends of Vidhu Ramji Family. The initiative was 
championed by Bachubhai. On the right is Atul Raichand Shah.

Tree planting at State House Primary School in 
Nairobi . The funds for this activity were raised 

during a Christmas Promotion Campaign.
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Say ‘Yes’  for Children Campaign 2001 Christmas Promotion. 
Funds were raised for UNICEF.

Construction materials being donated to KWS Animal Orphanage for 
enclosure repairs. Funds were raised by charging customers to pose 

with a live tamed Cheetah.
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Swimming pool donation to Vidhu Ramji Primary School. The facility has been donated for use 
by both the Primary and Secondary schools and is open to the people of Murang’a.

Inspection of Karuna Road after it was resurfaced from Lower Kabete Road to School Lane 
by Sarit Centre. The project was done in conjuction with The Westlands Association.
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The Sarit Centre team gearing up for a cleanup of Westlands in 1993.
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Vidhu Ramji Academy organised the commemoration of the late Bachubapa,
The School’s Patron, on 12th November 2021.

The Sarit Centre staff celebrating 25 years on 27th April 2008.
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“A successful mall is 
not measured by its 
size or the number 
of retail outlets. It 
is measured by its 
tenant mix, and the 
consistent footfall 

over the seven days 
of the week, and in 
this respect, Sarit 
is a leader. This 
is confirmed by 

the many thriving  
businesses and tenants 
who have been with 

us in our journey over 
the 40 years,”

Nitin Shah
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THE LEGACY CONTINUES...

www.sarityourcity.com


