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Ifore about the.Parsi Seths: Thelr Roots,
Entrepreneurshlp and Comprador Role
1650-1918*.

Popularized by‘D;R. Gadgil as ‘a socio=economic
category and also used in this paper, the term “buaineas
community" needs some clarification. - Until recently,
all successful businessmen in India used to hail almost
exclusively from certain castes or narrow sects only. Not
all families of such castes and sects were however commected
with business, These businessmen, even when in the Same
field, used t¢ or tended to‘fdfm_clusterS‘oﬁ:the basis of
their narrow caste or sect ties. As a'result,‘class
formation by way of 1nterponetration and fusion of their
-capital and diverse busineso practices at the logal,.
11HQuist1c-reg1qna1 and Pan-Indian levels remained somewhat
difficult, That is why, it appears, ' Gadgil found "business
communlty“ a more useful category than “classh pexr 8c, in

" his search for the “origins of Tndian capitalism,

. In the specifioc historical context under review, the
Parsis in business will be categorized as a business community
throughout this paper. However, to us .the category is not a
static onej it reflects a fluant historical situation., Such
different basiness communities-wefc seen frequently to cross
their narrow ethnic bouﬁdaries-in-thc_mafter'cf forming
partnerships., associations and from tﬁe_18305.cven Joint=-
stock trading, banking,-and mépdfactdfing corporations. The
market was bringing them increasingly togathor on the same
platform, both for organization and agitation, Bgsi?css
~communities and classes are noty therefb#e, mu%ualli_e;clusive

* I am grateful to Ramkrishma Chatterjee and Amiya Kumar
Bagchi of this Centre, and also to David Hardiman, for their
comments on an earlier draft which helped me«finalize this

bapor.
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categories in our amalysis. Community and class conscious=-
nesses overlapped during our period. The formexr were
building blocks of a clasa or classes in the pmocess of
their formation, a process that was still immature and weak.

Vhatover nevw business personnel and 1eader3hip
emerged in British India in that process were, by and large,
from the same tradiﬁianal business communities . of. the pre-
British times, Vhat was ndw in the circulation among them
of the avallable economic gpportunities n;both-qld'and
forthcoming =~ was the distorting colonial circﬁmstanceé
and the fact that the Pareis had the best of it. For a
long time, caste == rather than natlonality == remained a
majox determining factor in the businassmen's groun
oconsclousness and habit of organization. This did not
however provent the different businoss dommunit;es_from
their simultaneously ooalescing at the local level and
merging into a lérger class at the appropriaté national
level in duo course, fhrough interpenetration!of the{r
capital and acumen across the castoe frontiers. Foxr the
period undor rovioew, the Gujarati=speaking Parsi business
community i5 therefore viewed as ‘a contingent of the still
unconsolidated Indian bourgecisie. It would have been
worth while to éxamine exhaustively how, at-the first.
instance, their consolidation was taling place at the regional
== linguistic level (Gujarat); and, .secondly, also at the
pan=-Indian level, But this i1s beyond the scops of this paper.

Yrbanization

For an understanding of. the business of the Parsis,
- some demographic features of this non-proselyt;zing,
endogamous community need also to be noted. Their number
in India was 85,397 in 1881; 89,887 in 1891 93,952 in
1901; 100,096 dn 19113 and 100,772 in 1961 In the light
of these figures as woll as the likely effects of, the
Gu jarat famines of 1596, 1631, 1684, 1698, 1790 and 1813,
it could be assumed thatqthgi; total number had ranged between
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half-a=lakh to one lakh during our period,. The urbani-
zation rate was as high as 94 per cent for the Parsis in 1961
as against 54 per cent for the Jainas, and 16 to 27 per cent
for India's several other religions communities. In the
same year, 71 per cent of thé Indian Parsis Iived in metro-
politan cities (70 per cent in Bombay alone), 23 per cent in
other cities and towmns and only 5 per cent in the rural
areas, .At the State lovel, in Maharashtra where 77 per cent
of them are today concentrated, their rate of urbanization
vas found still higher. There, 90:per cent of them lived
in the metropolitan city of Bombay, 9 per cent in other
cities and towns and only- 1 per cent in the rural areas. In
‘Gujarat, which accounted fox 'a.lmost the entire Parsi
population till the close of the: -18th. century and where 17
";'per cén't of it s‘b::.ll live, the’"":i:'ate of urbanization was 73
per cent ‘.'ln 1961,

The a.bd-ve figures and available historical data for
our p'ériod :i_tidica.te notonly a t:aontinu:ing' rural-to-urban
migration movement among - the Parsis since the early 17tk
century,; but also a.n urban~to-urban" movement == the latter
part:.cula.rly dn f'awonr ‘of Bombay since about the 1790s, In
fact, alrea.d-y by 1850 more than half the Parsi community
had 'b_e_ct.\me_ur'ba:_n:i.zed, long in @dvance. of their westernization
in other:-:léépec%s; by 1881 it was 70 per cemt ur‘ban.z The
urbanization process involved not only place mobility, but
also mobility from manual ‘to non-manual ‘occupations, from
primary to secondary and tertiary economic sectors, and in
particular, from agriculture and art‘isa.n crafts to trade and
industries, In other wdrd,_'ﬁhat happened was an intra-
community sitructural change, an 9mbouz‘geoiment — however
. immature -- of more or less the entire Parsi community.
During 1650-1750, it was still in its pre-bourgeois phase,
but it carried within if seeds that were sown by the Mighal
monetization process and its comercial:‘;zii_ig impact. The
process continued with some ad;justment' 'pve:\':'a. long period,
1750 to 1850 ~ a period that coincided with the British
industrial revolution and the early phase of British rule in’
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India., Finally, this process gathere& momentum in its third

phase, 1850-1918, wWhen the Parsi bourgeois led whatever
limited and lopsided industrialization at private initiative
took plﬁce within the colonial-cénstraints, The first phase
saw the slow growth of trading capital at various points of
the Parsi society. The second phase saw its contrallaation._
in Bombay as well as apread and diveraification of its
investments. During the third phase, this trading capital,
wao trannfﬁrmed largely into industrial capital and was
increasingly deepened, Thereafter, signs of exhauetion and
from the 1§305 also a relative decline were visible in the
role of the Parsi bourgeﬁis.

Though latoecomers in thoe business of trade and finanCe
as oompared to the Chettiars, Bohras and Gujarati-Marwari
Banias, the Parsis wore the earliest to enter the modern.
industries, and they were able to maintain their 1ead'ih'this
field well until the end of World War L. How did thia'happen
and why 7 Their religioua work: ‘ethic, tﬁeir speciai minofity
poaition, their lack of caste predqdiqes,.their prodauction-
orientod peasant-artisan badkgrdund and" above. all, their
aocceptability to British patrons as ltable ‘collaborators ==
one or soveral such. factors Have been highlighted by
sociologists and ooconomic historians of diverse schools in
thelr attompts at axplaining the Parsi success, In our two
published articles, "Parsi Seths as entrepreneurs; 1750-~1850"
and "The Comprador role of Parsi Seths: 1750-1850%", we .too
made an attempt in 1970 to come to grips with these issues .
within a speoific chronological frame.B Qur present survey is
extended over a much longer period as the title of -bhis paper
suggests, The Parsi case will be eXamined here more thoroughly
in its wider national context as well as with a reference to
the aforesaid three distinct phases of the ‘Community's.
development. The objactive is -to undaéstaﬁdvitjmqre,in torms
of the productive forces and relations inherent in' the
situation, both intra~societal and ex;ra—soéietal, rather thanu
of ethnic qualities, wvalue systems or factors that are purely

external.



Unlike the Mislim Bohra and the Jain-Hindu Bania
castes, the Parsis constituted overvhelmingly an agricultural
community before 1650 and remained so till the end of the
18th century, -‘d'e's“pite their increasing migration in trickles
to the urban areas, Thoy had their settlements along the
"marshy, irregular Gti:}arat ooast, over a tract strétohing
-for some twenty miles inlands between the two por-bs of
Daman and Broach and dotted with small cormneroial centres
like Navsari, Ga:nde'vi, B.llsa:r:, Ra.nder, Ankleswar and the
great port of Surat. Nuclea.t:mg around Navsari ~- 'bhe:i.r
religious nerve cg¢ntre since 1516, they constituted an
| irﬁpdrta&':%'minority in this. region. Quite understandably,
""their v:!.llabes were a.t a reasonable distance from the coast-
11ne, “often br oken by estue.ries &f the rivers and dotted
with tidal fla.ts "which were submerged in high tide", 4
Early Commercialization _- '

»

. yTheir proximity to the sea and its riverside portis,
to the _neighbouring:' tfi.niber-rich_—.fpr_e_sts and to the Surat-
Burhanpur ‘caravan :route that passed through. Vyara in Havsari
@istrict == such hfavdv';zrable conjunctural circumstances
offered great business opportunities to the Parsis, In their
‘black~soil region, interspersed with sandy, light red socil,
they too like others, raised a varicty of cash and non-cash
©rops, - The date-plam, in pa'a.z"ﬁicular-, grew abundantly in
plantations, 'mostls;" tendeql. by Parsi toddy-tappers in ‘and
around Navsari. Besid'es; the regiom.was endowed with a power-
ful breed of catitle stock bel:i.eved by John Fryer to have been
first raised by the Par518.5- Vicinity to-terminel points of
the sea and caravan routes that provided business opportunities,
an easy access to timber yesources and a varied oropping
pattern with scope of further micro-regional specialization -=-
all these factors comb:‘med; to éxpose inter alia the Parsis to



thd 17th century commercialization process of Mighal India.
Iilwaa expedited by the progressive substitution of cash -
ronts for rent in kind and, the increasing bullion imports by
the Buropean companiea into India to back up theix déemand

- for oxport goods.

v

This procoss had‘éo iﬁpactrop all communities.of

. Gujarat, but in different ways. In ncn-Parai Gujarati
looiety, this impaot was largely absorbed along the caste
lines, Many of the trading and artlsan castes underwvent
Gtabilization and oonaolidation; even some mow castes
presumably came into existence by way of fission, as in
Bengal, to accommodate further narrow specbalization 1n
oocupation.7 But the Parsi society}s 195ponse i5 this
impact was of a different nature., In terms of strict rules
of endogamy and commonsality, it continued to ccnstituto a
gingle multi-functional caste as boefore, in relation to ‘the
society at large; but interna;ly, it oontinuod to mcintain
freodom of choice of occupation for all. Increased
division of labour did not teke the fori of horeditary
caatos and sub-oastes, though - -tendéncies towards such
formatibns were not altogether absent. -The horeditary .
olerical (Mobed) clan _tonded. to orystallize into a caste by
setting up marriage barriqrs between themselves and the
laity (Belidin) during the..18th oentury, but failed, The
_corpse=-boarers (Nasaoalar), warking at the Towers of Silence,
wore treated almost ag untouchables in the matter of
raeligious ‘and Bocial intoroourse.8 Boaides tho pre-1750
-'orthodox Parsi society was neithex permisaivo of 1cng-distance
soa-faring, nor of occupations like smithery that 1nvoxved a
dofilement of 'sacrod!? fire, though cases of- non-conaormist
practico were already there.? Within such restrlctiqns, all
Parsis. :anlud:i.ng mcmbero o:f.‘ the Mobed and Nasasalar clans
could opt forx any occupation.



| Cer%ain*other aspects of the Parsi social structure
may a;so be- moted here Jbafore we.come back to the theme of
" the Mughal “impact on’division of labour in Parsi society,
With sniths of ahy kind and hereditary occupaticnal cestos
coﬁspicuouSi& absent amongst themselves, the Parsis could
hardly fif into the' Indian village_cqmmunity system, If
they had adapted themselves to such a commune systom in
' combination with non-Parsi artisans; then their intra=villagoe
Jajmani production relations remained tenuous and unstable
in such cases, Under the circumstances, the Parsl poasantry
could always bring to the expanding market a2 larger surplus
than what their commnized counterparts in Guaarati caste-
socioty could, in response to Mughal India's commerciali-

zation process.

”hat is vhy commodity production and céivision of
1abour were more pronounced among’ the Parsi agriculturists
than those ‘of other communitiess:. Spinning, weaving,
carpentry, dairying, brewing,lsggar—making and other such
crafts began to be increasingly saparated from orop
cultivation, Parsi artisans and petty traders left their
villages not’qply for ‘the city of Surat, but also for the
smaller portéhénd market.centres like Cambay, Broach, Daman,
Diu, Havsari, Gandevi and Bulsar, European travellors of
the times tooc note of their consplcuous connection wita a
auperlor cattle breed, the newly introduced tobacco
cultivatiOn, the textiles manufactures, Shlp—build;ng,
"preparatlon of toddy and the transport of goods by boats and
ox-drawn carts to waiting sh1p5.10

The perfLmed 011 of Navsari, also- asaociated with
“Par81 enterprzse, found a montlon in the Ainni-Akbari11
George Rodues who visited Broach - sometime- durzng 1676-86
wrote that the Parsi weavers of the town "devote themselves
greatly to this (i.e.cloth) mamufacture, and excel therein
over all other workers, Their baftas are much sought after
and have a great market in the counitry:for the use of

Tndians". According to him, they made both fine and course



varieties ‘of bafta and also allégas, a mixed fabrigc of
silk and cotton .TE "In all their callings", J. Ovington
obsorved in, 1689, "they are very :!.ndustr:.ous and diligent

and caraful ;to train up their children to arts and labour.
They. iare principal mon at the loom in the country, and
most of the silks and stuffs at Surat.are made by. the:u'
ha.nds".13 91,1_:Lpr-carpentera- (generally, Konkani Muslime or
Parsis by athnioityf) of Surat were highly praised by him
for their workmanship, and it is known that a Parsi mastor-
buildor named ‘Gursef;ji vas engaged by the English at Surat
in 1672, Another Parsi master=builder of Surat, Lowji
llasservanji Wadia (d.i771+) was’invitec;. to Bombay to build
ships for the English East India Company there from the
17308 onwards, .

Fryer in the 16708 was not however impressed by
‘the Bight of Parsi petty tra.ders who used to caryy wood and
watér to the ships ang. br:lng suprlies to the port of Surat
in their ox~drawn oarts. "These are rather huysbandmen
than merchants, not caring to stir abroad", he comtemptuously
said of them. Yet he was particular to :i.no,‘lude them.along
with the Banilas in his abusive -category of money-sﬁc-kers -
a apeocies of "Ve_rm:Ln asas tha.'l:"’ haﬁg-:like hqrse—leeohes".15

Thz:ougt':out tho second half of.the 171:h contury
~then, the Para:l.a —— d:'awn though :Lnto the commodity
oiroulation proceas == woélre not yet generally connected with
blg trado. Those among them who took to 'I:rade were atill,
in general, operating only on a small scale :i.n fields
:!.nunediately‘ related to their respective production hases =~
ootfon-prooesasng, Wood=procesSsing, toddy-tapping and
short-=distance trqnsportation. We Imow of _cne Cawasji
Cawsi in the Ssexvice of the famous. Bania brokers, Bhimji
‘Parokh '(2.1686) and his brother Vitthal.. The nature of
assistance he provided to these perchants is not known.
Jamsetji and Byra.m,ji-Edu.‘l.:]i worked as brokers fo-r the .English
Companyj the Fformexr a% Broach in 1680, the latter and

Bairamji. Cowsi at Cambay in the 1730s, They mast have been.



respectéble tﬁougﬁ not mecessarily big merchants, But
there were also sevefal ship-owning traders among the Parsis.
Rastongl Manok.Dalal (2a.1719), a broker sinco the 16708 and
Daanal Balramjl of aLrat tiere two such traders. Onc ohip
of RLotomjl and one ship of Dhanji werc mentioned in
contemporary Dutch shipping-lists; the latter made her
voyage from uurat to Hughli in 1702-03. A ship jointly owned
by a Parsz and a Portuguese was mentionea to have boen
engaged in coastal trade in 1674 Tradition has it that

_ Banaji Limji (d.circa 1734) 'and his son Bairamji Banaji
(1681-1753) carried on from Bombay in early 18th century a
lucrativo trade with Pogu in bimbor, Silk and opium in
their own ships. The first Parsi to start Calcutta-based
business was Dadabhoy Bairamji who came there in 1767.

Like the Banajis, Dorabji Nanabhai Patel (d.1689),zmg his
son Rustomji Patel (1667-1763) and mmmhnmmm the
founders of the Dadyseth and Cama families startod trading
houses in Bombay. Rustomji Manok's “threc sons, including
the famous Nowroji Rustomji (d.c.1740), settled down as.

- traders in Bombay permanently in 17?8, with nearly .6

lakhs realized as their dues from- the ZEnglish, HNowroji

had mcanwhile spent more than a year with his family 4in
England in 1723-25 for settling the &ispute with the company
before com:ng back with a kit of equipments for liquor
distillation. 17 In 1756 Jivanji-Readymomney visited: China,
in an Armenlan vessel, for exploring trading opportunities.

Thus by the 17505 one could no more complain that
the Parsi traders cared not "“"to stir ab50ad'. Superstitious
prejudices had bogun to retreat by then before the pover of
woalth. Parsi artisans were daily defiling sacred fire in
Bombay dqckyards and gun-povWder worksji and traders were
crossing  the seas. According to the estimate of a lmowledge-
able contemporary Dutchman. (see Table-1), the Paras in 1746
accounted fﬁr nearly 10 per cent of Surat's total eatimated
traé;ng capital -—a share that was much abave their '
percentage ratio tb the populatzon ot the.raglon. fdowever,
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vhilo only 6 and 38 per cent of the Surat-based Muslim and

Hindu/Jaina trading capital had respectively becone dependent
on Zuropéan protection by %hen, such depehdence in the case
of thoir Parsi countorpart wab 100 per cent = 42 per cent
undor Dutch and 58 per cont under English protection., Thus,
under the rapidly changing ‘political circumstances, the
Parsl tradors had_glpeady deqided toléeek foreign pétronage
and thoy lmew by 1750 whom to 160k forvard to for such
patronage. 'ith the oeclipse of the Dutch and the rise of
thoe =nglish ép a major territorial ﬁoﬁer in India in the
17500, it beceme obvious to them that they had much to gain
a8 tradera from an undivided loyalty to the English, on
tactical oqﬁsiderations.

Table == 1

Surat=Based Non-Ruropean Trading Capital:
1748 (Sotimated in Rupeos Thousandi

Under Zuropean Independent ' Total
Protoction : : - )
Total 2786 (31.86) 5956 (68.14) 8742 (100)
Jow 100 ( 1.14) ~( 0.00) 100 ( 1.14)
Armonian - == ( 0,00) 515 ( 5.90) - 515 ( 5.90)
Parsi 869 ( 9.8k) == ( 0,00) 869 ( 9.94)
Hindu - 1642 (18.78) 2670 (30.54) k312 (49.32)
Maslim 175 { 2.00) 2771 (31.70) © 2946 (33.70)

Brealkdown of Surat—Based‘Tradiﬁg Capital
Undor Zuropean Protettion: 1746,

Protected Under .. Rupees Thousand

Datch 1760 (63.2
English 886 (31.8
French ) . 1 30 L - 6:

Portuguese 10 { O.4
. Total -~ 2786 (100

Sourcet Processod from Schrouder's estimate cited in Kolden

Furber, Bombay Preosidoncy in the Mid-Eighteonth
Century {Bombay, 1955}, bpb. Se o



IX

The ¥750-1850_ phase of ‘the evolution of the Parsi
_business was dealt with iﬂJsomq details in my aforesaid
1970 articles, .We had argued then that, inter alia, the
grovwth ofbtheir ship-building skill, mercantile capital
_and also their manufactor1e5 was an indication of their
__ripeness for capltallst industrial transformation. The
Parsis did mnot fail to understand that their-i@meuiate
economic ends could be advanced best only throﬁéh close
cooperation with the then politically dominant British
traders, in the absence of any other alternative in sight
within the colonial frame., The latter, too, needed willing
collaborators at different levels of their business. Those
who picked up a smattering of English and the noew style of
business and readily agreed to work as brokers and agents
for the foreigners vere able to guickly adjust themaelves
“to the changlng clrcumstances. Such men vere sure to
succeed, provided their ambltlops were limited to what
1001ania1i3m-permittéd. Thercasé of the Parsis exemplified
- this., They committed themselves.to and achieved an all-
round transformation == sqcigl,,éééhomic‘apd cultural, ==
of thei:;community*"to*get fitted into the situation.

1

In this section of‘Our_ﬁaper, we shéll take up only
some select. issues for a fufthef scrutiny, rather than
-pfesenting:once nore a chronologically'sﬁruétured narrative
of théir-progress over the period in all its details. The
Parsi association with shlp—bullalng by itself o¥ thelr
comprador rolo a; such would have hardly led them to whatever
éudces” they'had, unless other circuﬁstances had also
con;uncturally favoured them at decisive moments. We chall
argue that their artisan background, however nnportant, was
less so than their trade both in the matter of capital
formation and the setting up of manufactories, The other
point to be underlined here fis that the Parsi businessmen were



comprador" only in a limited scnse and, more or less, to
tho samo extent as other Indian business communities were.
They vero all "comprador' so far as they were directly
employed by British firms,or they themselves set up firms,
to @ell imported British manufactures and buy raw materials
for the British shippoers. This was done more or less by
all business communities of India, though the Parsis had
taken the load in this matter. However, all theso business
groups had by and 1argo also independent lines of business -
and ships of .their own, ofton . -in competition with the
Britioh traders:.' Thus, unlike their counterpart in China
of tho samo period, the : ‘Indian comprador of the coastal
porte was not mercly a collaborator; he was: also a competitor
of the foreign merchant. Both collaboration and oonflict
wore reflected in his vacillating political “stand anu
oeconomic position.

Roots of Entreprenedééhip

According to the 1864 Cehsuauof the Bombay Island,
tho Parsis, though only 6 per cent of its population, i
accounted for 17 per cent. of those enumerated in. the
occupational sector of wholesale frade, broking, banking
md money-ohanging.igp¥ﬁhi§_appqarg to haw?'Beon-more or
less the patitern even in thﬁreaqlier part of the cenbtury.
Bombay attracted not only the Pérsis, but also obther:
“business' communities of Gujarat in large numbers.‘ The' fact,
nevertheless, roemains that the Parsis’ could make the best
of the situation,'while others lagged behind, A4s traders,
both the Konkani Muslims and the Bohras had a background of
produotion—orientation, 'l:he former in ship-build:mg and the -
Yatter in aaltpetre production.19 Again, as can be seen
from Table 1 above, dependent Bania capitel (under Duropean
protection) in 1746 was twioe as big as dependent Parsi
capital in Surat; and Bhimal Pareicth, a headman of the
Banias, had beon in the good books of the dast Ineia COmpany
as a broker, much carlier than Rustomji Manok the Parsi.
The more fact of an artisap background and c_aarl;}'_linkag’e with



alome
the British/do not therefore oxplain the Parsi success,

What is significant in this context is that, vhon thoy
rosponded to the challenge, thay vere not yet ticad to a
deep~rooted trading nmetwork of their own, coven within
their own region, as the Banias or the Bohras wero. Thoy,
the Parsis, had neither any longstanding vestsd interest
in the Gulf trade oriented to Surat, nor any stake worth
montioning in the local governments of the regiom they
lived ins Nor were they involved in overland trade with
the interior. Xonce, they could extricate themselves
from their local commitments more dquickly than the Banias
or the Bohras could, in the matter €r opting for Bombay
as their new haven and for new- amenues of business,
However neither the Banias, nor the Bohras, nor the Hhojas
and Bhatias did long lag beh:.nd the Pa.rs:.s even in this
-respect. They followed the Parsis close on their heels
t0 ‘Bombay . v .

Imtiaily, a majority of tﬁé miéraﬁt Parsis in
Bombay worked as weavyers, carpenters and artisans of other
sorts, and a puch lesser number as traders and contractors,
‘catoring to the needs of the various departments of the
Company*s Government . The relative importance of artisan
crafts and trade as sources of capital accumulation in the
‘hands of the Parsia 15v$nerefore_worth examining, . Weaving,
ligquor~brewving (from toddy and mowrah) and carpentry being
the major crafts for the Parsis, let us first look into
their potentialities in this respect during the pre~i&50
period,

Paréi weavers' pecuniary condition was no better in
Bombay ,than in Gujarat, vhore, recurrent famines used to
take a heavy toll perlodlcally amongst them, T;ed ?o
advances and poorly paid, they neither had. a capacity to
save nor any initiative left to them Ffor innovations.

It is therefore no surprise that, later during the first
half of the 19th century, they gradually left the crafts
for other occupations, Ho Parsi was found practising
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veaving as a handicraft, and only 366 of Bombay's 49,201
Parcsis weroe roecorded as belonging to the occupational
catogory of textile vorkers in the Bombay Census of-186k?0
Thore is also no eovidence either of any cotton weaying
manufactory being set up by a Parsi master weaver,. Sir
Jamshodji Jijibhai (1783=1859) is said to have been born
'in Surat in a poor woavor's family of priestly lineago.
But he started his career, while still in his teens, as a
China trader's omployee and, later onriched himéelf by
trading witfl China on his own account,

Toddy-tappers, in contrast, had better luck in the
liqﬁor distillatilon business. Some of them established
distilleries in duo course, but it was the retailing of
foredgn and country lidquor that attracted mos% of thom.
Occupational catogory-wiae, Bombay 's 2421 Parsi liquor~dealers
accounted for 21 per cent of all alcohol deslers in the
Jaland, In pha.Bombay Fresidency as a whole, this business
was dominated by the Parsis, Carpenters other than  those
-vho built ships had gradually withdrawn from manual labour
alroady by 1850, while many of them emerged as small—soale
businessmen in the field of WOod-procesaing. There vere
5906 Parsis in the wood~-processing occupational group, éﬁd
they together acoounted for 18 peﬁ~cent thereof in 1864,
But they-ware mostly middlemen, not toiling artisans as
such. For, as early as'in 1848, the Bonbéx'Timeé had
lamented : “Cur -hop-keepers are nearly all Parsis - o
are our furniture-makurs also ~~ but the workmen employed
in the manufacture of Bombay furniture of so exquisite °
design ... are nearly all he;‘l from Cutch and Gujarat",
Their 3kill in carpentry helped several Parsis to set up
menufectories making .coaches and bullock carts.®' Mt all
such nctivities, though a ‘breeding ground of small .
caplitalists and a capitalist outlook, accounted for only a

small fraction of the oommunity's wealth that had accummulated
by 1850,



'It appears thé.t even for the master ship-builders,
the scope of growing into full-fledged industrial
entrepreneurs in their own line was more limited than what
is generally believed. First, the docks where the Wadia
master builders built ships for their customers were the
Tast India Company's properties, Secondly, even the bulk
of the working capital, for the material inputs used there,
was not theirs, The terms of their contract with the
Company are not fully known. Nevertheless, it is olear
that they did not participate in risk~taking and that they
- worked for remuneration, a part of it being paid since
1789 as commission on the marine bills. Occasionally, they
also received land grants as rewa.x'ds.22

~ The ship carpenters who worked under the Wadias
apparently received wages paid through 1§hé latter and woere
.. organized on the basis o:f,‘_an elaborate division of
labour. The Royal shipq; had the privileée of being repaired
in the Bombay dockyards against the paymén't of a regular
mo_n_thly rent to the Company. Some of _thc; Royal ships were
‘also built there, but not before 1804. Ships were in .
general, constructed on the basis of orders from customers.
A rental for the use of the dock facilities was charged at
the rate of Rs.10. per ton of tonnage capacity vhen ships _
.were built on slips; and at_a higher rate‘whon built dn
docks. This is what we learn from John F. Mitchel, Who
gave evidence before a parliamentary committee in 1814, The
Company supplied according to him, not only the dockyard
facilities, but gene;rally, also the main input «- timber, and
for this it charged 20 per cent upon cost of the timber.
VWhen the cust&mer was -allowed to use his own timber, he had
8411l to pay an extra 10 per cent upon the cost for this
priviiege. But this priv:l.lege of using -one's own £imber was
vithdravn after 1813-
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As the principle of costing is not very clear from
the evidence, we cannot say deflnltely what was the basis
and mode of payment to ship-carpenters in general or as to
who advenced most material inputs other than timber, such
as cordege, sails, articles of copper, anchors, guns, '
resins pitch and tar etc. All major material inputs’
excepting timber, 1:Lgh1_:'cordage aﬁd light eails, as Mitohell
" tells us were imported items suppBed from;the Company's
storos. In any case, the acdtual manufabturing of the mll
and its Pitting=out wore left to the master-builder, .and
the over-all control and owmership of the ship manufactory -
to the Company. There was a soparate Parsi‘contraotor to
supply timber to the Company and a Parsi inspector to
inspect the deliveries, Under the ciroiumstances, even if the
master bullderts skills were of a high order, V.I. Pavlov!s
surmise that the workiﬂé capital for ship—building'vaﬂ
‘mainly supplied by £h§.adoes not appear to hold good. His
view that the "sphere of apdlication of privéte Indian
Initiative was sufficiently_axtensivgﬂ,in.the'Bombay Dockyard
as such is Questionable.zg ‘For':the building of the Royal oi"
Company's own ships, the plans gemerally came from the U.K.
o special oomnission scems to have been paid to the
master-builders over and above their usual remuneration,
excopt for rewards from time to. time. But, for all private
woric on the Company's dockyards, they used to receive, .
according to R.A. Wadia, a 2 per cent commission on the
marine bill, following a London Court of Directors' decision
of 1789.25

Under the oiroumstanées, profits of the Bombay dookw
yards went mainly to the Company and -only partly fo a numbder
of contrectors including the master-buildera in charée bf

- the labour force, There is no evidence of substantlal
accumulation of wealth in the Wadia family before several“of .
its members had turned to trade in the 1780s and Later aisbafh
to landed properties, Although their 1nitia1 trading capital
had originated in artisan produiction, it was their participa-
tion in the China trade in cotton and opium that enabled them



in their third generation to bec-ome substantial si'xipotmers
and holders of real estates by 1809. Nasservanji Menolzji
(1754-1814), Pestonji Bomanji (1753-1816) and Hormusji
Bomanji (1766-1826), who were the first Wadias to enter into
trado, must have found their a.rt:.sa.n background use:ml for
getting their sh:.ps ccmstructod or ropaired in tho boest
possiblo mannor,zs Not proc}uct:.on, sut trade novertholoss

remainod thoir chiof concern.,

Vhat Wo Want to highlight is that tho Wadias failod
to grow into owncers of ship manufactories or other manu-
factories ancillary to thosce, or cven of a shipping
navigation company omn -modern limes, It was not a Wadia
shipwright, but a Banaji trader, Rustomji Cowasji (1792-1852)
at whose initiative was established a ship manufactory im
Calcutta in 1836, Dhanjibhai Rustomji Wadia (1799-1854)
the famous shipwright, first joined this comcern. Im 1343,
ho left it to join the Mazagaon Mughal Dock of Bombay which
vas ostablished in 1835 and was owned-by Age Muhammad Rahim
Siraji, a Konkani Mislim trador, Finally, along With his
services, the Mighal Dock was sold out to the P, & 0., Co, in
1846,  The Caloutta concern Vhere he had carlier worked
also did not survivs long thereai‘ter. .::Lr Ja.mledji Ji,jibhai
owned a big ship‘building dock and, on the average, reoortedly
employed about 3000 hands. B.lt he, too, was a trader. ';-I:I.a
investments in shipbuilding yards, newspapers and banks came
from fortunes he made in China trade,; snd he belonged to a
priestly clan, Incidentally, the Konkani Mauslims also had
several private docks at lMazagaon for building smaller
crafts (ghows) ._27 _But like the Parsis, they too failed to

grow into entrepreneurs on their own .productive base.

+ Jamsetji Boman ji (d.1821) and his son Nowroji
Jamsetji (1774=1860) were able to build a number of Uk=
designed sail:mg ships for ‘active servlce 'in the BritiSh
Royal Havy, even without a foreign tra.::.nin_g. Iater, Wowroji
Jamsetji, Jahanghir Naoroji {1821-66), Ardesir Cursetji
(1808-77), Hirjibhai Merwanji (1817-83) and Rustomji Ardesir



{1828~7) == the latter four had training in UK as engineers
~= had alco auccessfully ascembled and launched a few
Bteamera, during the years 1830=64%. Bat the service-orienta-
tion of these Wadias ‘did not take them far,. Howroji remained
where he watG, a8 a master=builder “in the decadent Bombay
Dockyard, Hirjibhai joined his elder brother's trading firm
which later had the credit of introducing imported lkerosene
oll and sewing machines in the Indian market., Ardesir
Cursetji, Fellow of the Royal Society, ended up his career

as a salaried engineer in. British concerns. An apprentice,
draughtsman, pattern-maker, fitter and builder in fturn in

the Bombay Dock&ard during 1844-64, Rustomji Ardesir, too,
did not develop into a technician-industrialist.28

Thue, though the Wadias vere equal to the task of
transforring new: technology through adaptation, they
falled to establish a modern shipbulldlng corporation or,
for that matter, even a coastal shipping line., It was not
because of a dearth of skill or capital,that they failed.
By then the Wadias and several othe;uﬁarsi families had’
accumilated enocugh trading capital wﬁich could be drawm
upon. Indeed, thay did not fail but were failed by the
non-permissive oolonial policy. By 1850 they knew that
"they would have to try their luck elaewuere than in the
shipbuilding industry, which neededvactzve state ‘patronage.
Others like Rustomji Cowasji Banﬁjil%ried 2 breakthrough
and had their fingers'burnt;?or their foolhardiness,

China Trade

In faet What brought a sharp turn to the fortunea‘

of the Parsis -- this was more or less true also of other

Gujarati trading communities -~ Was not artisan production
or ordinary trade as such, but the circumstances of a
suddenly expanding Chlna trade in the waka of the UK
industrial revolution. In the 1780s UX could afforc to .
drink more tea than before. Hence, and also on-oonsiderations
of ro=eoxport prospec?;,_there were drastic éuts oﬁ her duties



on tea imports from China in 1784, This, in tura, led to
bigz induced changes in tho colonmial trading pvattern so
that the bHalances of payments in the triangular trada of
UX, India and China could be multilaterally settled with
the minimal use of builion and with maximum advantage to
the UX. Since there vwas yet no large-scale Gemand Tor
3rditish manufactures in China; the Indian opium and raw
cotton exXport promotion became henceforth the cornerstqne
of the British imperial policy and remained so throughout
the 19th century. Indiz's Tavourable tracde balance
arising out of raw cotton and + opium cxports to China
could be utilized now to pay for China's teca exports to
the UK and also to solve Indiat's remittance problcm ai one

and the same stroke.

Chinat!'s cpium imports from India werce hardly 200
chests a year and the annual raw cotton imports not even
two million 1bs before 1767. As a result of the shift in
UX's Imperial trading priorities, India's country ship
tonnage increased from 44,865 tons in 1783 to 175,407 tons
by 17913 and the number of tﬁe ships, from 128 to 575.
Because of the active colonial trade policy,; as oxpiained
above, India's exports of opium increased %o 2,00C chegts
and of raw cotton to 31 million 1bs by 1800. It was im
1773 that the Tast India Company had taken over the Patna
opium monopoly. It alsc adopted the policy of marketing
the drug =2broad on a large scale on its own accountd,
However, in the face of an increasing opposition from: the
Chinese authorities, the marketing of the Company-~controlied
drug abroad was-finally lert to private traders with cffoct
from 1786. Having been in China trade since 1722, the
Armenian private traders gained most from this policy change.
They almost monopolized the China trade in opium until
replaced by the FParsis in their role by 10509. Therc vere
29 large ships trading from Bombay by 1812-13, 39 of them
above 600 tomns eack. Of these large ships, apparently 12

belonged to Parsi and 17,t0 2yitish country traders. Besides,
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several of the ships trading from Calcutta also wore Parsi-

ownod. Opium far surpassed raw cotton in importance in the
China trade by 1823. The Company at first tried to restrict
and suppress the Malwa opium exports. But this proved ‘
impossible, So, from 1830 onwards the Company introduced a
now pass system which allowed Malwa opium to pass through
Bombay to China on paymont of a hoavy .excise cuty. . The
Parais, together with the English private traders (Beale

and Magniace Co./Ja*d1ne, Mathesan and Co, ), mainta;ncd
thoir dominance in the opium trade throughout 1810-42.

‘Thelr share bogan to docline thereafter because of the entry
of the Jows and other Gujarati trading communities ;2.

. The nature of the trade in raw cotton, however,
wae quilte differont, There was a legitimate demand for raw
cotton in China foildwing‘répeated cotton crop failures
there since the 1770s. With the progressive destruction of
the handloom industry during 1780-1880, large éuantities of
.xaw ocotton became increasingly available in India for export.
Until 1800 China remainod practically the sole export
market for this surplus raw cotton, and all this from the
‘ports of Bombay and Surat. After 1800, and particula:rlj'
aftor 1813, the UK emerged as amother important market for .
Indien raw cotton, by then exported also from Calcutta and
Madras, Consoquently, the average Quantum of raw cotton
exports froﬁ wostern India to China 8nd UK increased réughly
six times between 1800 and 1850, even’as- total exporis £rom
India also increased in general, For an understanding of the
origin and direction of India's raw cotton exports, let us
take the 13-year period from 1833434 to 1845-46, for which
processed data are available. The annual average for the
period was 153,2 million 1bs, of Which 7645 per cent wWas
‘Shlpped from the Bombay port, néarly 13 ‘per cent from Calcutta
and fhe rest from Madras and Tuticorin. OF the. total exports,
61,6 per cont went to China and 40 2 per cent went to UK,
In the case of the relevant exports from Bombay, these

percentage shares were 53 and 47 per cent, resPectzvely.so By
t 1 . D )



-2 21 =

1850 the structural change in India's trading pattera was
more or 1ess complete in so far as cotton and silk mami=-
factures were replaced by raw materials like opium and raw

cotton as magor exnort 1tems alongszde of indigo.

Trade in opium and raw cotton was then the mainstay
of the Parsi Seths. *To China, they sent their goods mostly
in their own ships. Bt to the UK, they bad to send their
consignments in British ships because of the prohibitive
operation of the Wavigation Acts that penaliz?d the Asian
ships if they vontuared to go beyond the Cape of Good Hope
(1646.t0 1849), There is evidence that the Parsi export
firms often outnumbered British firms in Bombay over the
period from 1780 to the Opium War (1839-42) and that they
had a larger share in the:;am cotton and opium consignments
sent from Bombay as well as in the ownership of shipping
tonnage, registered-in Bombay. Even so, a much larger
share of the total gains from opium and cotton trade apparently
vent to the Pritish prlvate traders. For, they ‘almost
equalled == and at times .gven surpasged << the Parsis in the
matter of owning country ships., ‘ ‘

The Britiéhiprivéte_traders were élso disproportionately
‘doginant in the fields,of marine insurance and coitton-pressing,
The bulk of shipﬁing_Was insured by the Bombay Insurance
.Society, which was overwhelmingly dominated by Fumopean
interesfs,‘even though by the early 18508 a majority of its
shares were held by Indians. Raw cotton used to reach
Bombay in 1oose or half-pressed bales from the interior and
needed to be fully pressed in the port before shipoing. The
© gigantic cotton screws, each worked by 240 men at a time for
this purpose, wvere mostly,owhed by the British tradexs, O0f
the total cotton pressing done at the port during the 13
years from 1833-3# to 1845=46, the Apollo Press Company alome
accounted for 63 per cent, Forbes and Co..for 15 per cent,
the Colaba Press Company for 5 per cent, two Parsi firms for
11 per cent and xh1mchand Mbtlchand, a Gujaratl Banza, for
5 per cent. Hlth the sole exccptlon of one Parsz-owned cotton
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scraw at Ifhamgaon and mximoixxxx a fevw in Gujarat corts,
thoro woro no full=pressing facilities anywherc in vestern
Incia ouztoide tho port of Bombay prior to 1350. The Tole
of the Pavxsis in the cotton-prossing - imdustry ..~ remained
somovhat less significant than that of the British traders
ovon if we tako note of the fact that by 1848 a majority of
the Anollo o'haréa mu::_:x:::u:::::xxxm:::'and XEFIIHIDSIISN: probably
also. of the Colabe- charos werc.Indion-owmod. - - In aay
case, the domination of the Dritish sharohol%gfﬂ dic not
depend on the number of sharcs thoy held,buﬁ/the colonial
connections they could tap, if vested with control.32
Vhatovor fortunes the Parsis built in the raw cotton
and opium trade under the circumstances wero mostly derived
from the exports to China,. Other sourcos of their earnings
ware the sgle of imported British manufactures in the home
market and brokerage ocommissions. =ven while acting as
agents, brokeors or partners off the British firms, they often
maintainod thoir independent existence, formed partnerships
with other Indian firms, as and when neesded, and found
themsolvos constantly in conflict with British intorests.
Thoy too were aiscriminated againat like other Indians.
Talzo, for example, the case of Jamgedji Jijibhai, a loyal
sdmiroer of the Raj and collaborator of the Jardine, Matheson
and Co, in the opium smuggling trade, Once having sent a
1400=-ton ship to UK, he was obliged under the discriminatory
lavigation laws to recruit 70 English sailors on the top
of his usual crovw to qualify for a returnm journey to Indiae.
Aftor this bitter oxperioence, he decided not to send any
more ships to the UK on such lumiliating and ruinous terms?3
His unpublishod correspondence, noWw preserved in the Bombay
Univeorsity Library, shows his concern about Indian traders!

intorests in the face of British competition and domination.

Diversification of Tnvestments

We may noWw turn to some opulent Tarsi Seths to have
an ideca about their capital and its use before 185b. The

vealth accumulated by tho Banajis could be gauged from the



na=ber of ships they owned -~ more than 30 around 1840 -=
and investments they made in such diverse fields as naws=

papers {Times of Tndia), banks, coastal shipping lines,

paper and sillkk manufactories, cotton screws, horticultural
farms, salt pans, ship-building, docks and the insurance
business, all these in Bombay and Calcutta. The doclks were
purchased froca Eurovean ovners at the cost of Rupces five
and a half lakhs by Rustomji in the 1830s for the Calcutta
Docking Company -~- a joint~stock venture of which he vwas

the DSecretary. His 15 ships requisitioned by the Government
during the Opium War fetched him an annual rental of is.115,000.
The Banajis incurred heavy losses in China —=- more than %,.2
million by Dadabhai Rustomji alone ~-- during the Omzium War
and their remaining family fortunes were virtually wiped

out by the ecconomic crisis of 18&'}’.-42’;.%L

Cf the three Wadias wh& first entered trade,
Hasservanji Manokji, owvmer of four ships, failed in 1310 for
Bs.12 lakhs., The other two Wadias, Pestonji Bomanji and his
brother Hormujsji Bomanji, both shipowning China traders,
invested considerably in real estates so that in 1809 they
were reported having an annual rent income of £ 15,000 each,
besides their profits from trade, Peétonji's fortunes were
inherited and expanded by Dacabhai Pestonji Wadia {1802-25),
his adopted son. Continuing to trade with U.XK. and China
and broking for Zuropean firms, he had also investments in
cotton screws, ships, banks, land and salt pans. He was
reported to have purchascd landed property wvorth about 5.5
million, yielding a rent income of W.124,000 a ycar; he
owned about a quarter of the BZombay Island and, at one time,
also three/ecighth of the share=-capital of the Bank of Westorn
Tnéia. Kis firm, too, could not withstand the 1347-Ll
economic crisis and failed in 1850 with a liability of 5533
1akhs.35

a Turopean firm, his over-investment in illiquid ascets and

His loss of Rupees ome million due the failure of

the shifting of the head office of the aforesaid banlk fxrox
Bombay to London ~- 211" thdse contributed towards tho {irm's

failure. Hormusji's two sons —- Bomanji Hormusji {18080-62)



and Ardosir Hormusji (1812=C2) -~ and several other Tadias
apparently‘aurvived the cconomic crigis and continued as

tradors ovon after 18060, Thie latter built a cotton textiles

21ill in Bomboy.

Amongst tho oldest .anci continuing trading firms,
tho Roadymonoys were the first Parsi family to start trading
with China in thoir own ships since 1775 or a 1ittlo earlior.
Tho farzily's fortuncs wvore moéfiy inherited by Xavasji
Jahanghir Readymoncy (1812-73) and his brother Hirji
Jahanghir Rcadymoney (1808—1901). Both remained basically
traders and financiers. Sir Jamsedji Jijibhai, also a
child of the China trade as mentioned earlier, put some of
his money in newWspapers, ships, ship—buiiding docks and
shares of jointstock banks. After 1850, the family's trading
with the UX continued, while its interests in ships, ship=-
wullding and China trade lapsed. Kharshédji Fardanji Parekh
(1312-~96), a relation and once a partner in business of
Jamshedji, also made his fortune in China trade, His
purchase of properties was estimated at Rs.35 lalkhs, inclusive
of a famous ciamond valued %,6 laihs., Jijibhai Dacabhai
{1706-49), son of a master ‘tailor, made fortunes as a
contractor supplying clothos to the Zast India Company and
served as a guarantee-bfoker of‘9'European firms. IHis
cepital was employed in China trade and to finance coffee,
rubber and coconut plantations in the Malabar coast, Ceylon
and Java. He also purchased shares of joint~stoclz banks and
the Bombay 3team llavigation Company. His firm was not
affected by the economic crisis, though it was dissolved after
his decath in 1854.36

The above cases and other relevant data of the pre-—
1850 period suggoest that the Parsi Seths put a sizable part
of their trading profits not only in some proprietory
nanufactories with processing equipments, but also in several
neow joint-stock vontures in non-manufacturing lines. The
Dombay Steam llavigation Co., established in 1845, with a

proposed sinare-~capital of Rs,10 lakhs, divided into 200 shares,
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had 3 TIndians (including Dadabhai Rustomji Benaji and
Jijlbhal Daaabhal) on its 8-membexr directors! board. In
1847, it had Fivé Steamors with regular services comnocting
,Bomaay ‘with Karachi, Colombo and Surat. By 1354, of 1ts 5
_alrectors only one' ‘was. Turopean and one Parsi (Jijibhai
Dadabhal) Tho venture, by then .almost wholly under Indian
control, staggered for many years and survived into the
20th century 37

'-Sevoral,jointgstocg bqpks‘wéré foundéd cn the basis
" of Indo-British cqllaborationﬁin Bombay between 1840 and
1850, - The. Bank of Bombay, established in 1840, had Dadabhai
Pestonji Wadia as one of.its promoters; Framji Covasji
Banaji and Jamshedji Jijibhai were also associated with it
as its dirvectors and/or promotefs. ‘The Parsis. played an
important roley next only to that of tha'“uropeans, in
.promoting this bank with Government partmczpation, as oan be

. secen from Table-2.

Table. 2 _
The Bank of Bombay : otructure of Share Gapltal

. ‘ 1840 . 1248 .
No, of - = Share-Capital: No. of,6 Share~Capital
" Share< ] 151000, = share=- is, 1000
holders (%) - _ (%) - holders (%)
R .- . * } -”‘ R . ) t - , 3
Pureoenss 173 (52.0) 3261 (_62_.4)_ . 91 (29.0) 1473 (28.2)
Won=-Resident ‘ . o
Buropeans - R 95 (30.3) 2365 (45.2)
Parsis .- 109 (33.0) 1233 (24.1) 38.(28,1) 877 (16.8)
Othor Indians 50 (15.0) 4317 (. 8.2) 39 (12.6) 210 ( k.5)
Bomb - ‘ L . ,
ombay go;:ig 1 (=) 300. { 5.3) 1 (=) 300 { 5.3)

- 333 (100) 5225 (100°) 315 (100 ) 5225 {100 )

Note. The d0m1cile of shareholdzng ancreaalngly Shzfted to ‘UB, a8
Buropean Shareholders; on retirement from service in India,
returned home to UK. Thoe general decline in Indian share-—
holding was largely due to the 1847-48 economic, crisiB, causing.
the failure of several blg Parsi f£irms,.. )

Source: C;U.'COOke, The Riss, Progress and Present Conditions of
Benking in India iCalcuttq, 1863i, p.135:g-




Tho Parei Soths also played an important role,
together with Zuropean traders, ip promoting two other joint-
stock banks -- the afore-montioned Bank of Western India,
ectablished in 1842 and renamed the Oriental Bank Corporation
in 1845, and the Commercial Bank of India, established in the
lattor yoar, Dadabhai Rustomji Banaji, Jijibhai Dadabhai end
Dadabhai Pestonjl Wadia were among the promoters/directors of
the first bank; and as vo have already noted, the last-
montionod hold at ong time three-eighth of its share~capital.
In 1845, its headquarters and control were snifted to Lomdon
to facilitate its chartering as a llmlted company for lack
of simillar facilities then in India.,. Its Bombay directors
tried their best to halt the decision; they even tried to
stop the London Board from Junctioning in 1846 but :n’ructuouSlm
Tho dissatisfied Indian sharoholdors subsequently lost their
interest in the bank. In contrast, the Commercial Bank of
India, an Anglo~Parsi venture w;th a paidrup capztal of Ise5.
million, remainod much more Indian, since Bomenil. Hormusji
Wadia, Jijibhai Dadabhai, Cursetji Cowasji Bamaji, Cowasji

Nanabhai Davar (1815-1873) and Manokji Limji were five of its
ten promotors, tholbther'fiVe'being Europeans., Among the
‘bank's 348 éhqroholders,'the Parsis perhaps had an odge over ~
the Europeans, For, of its 10, 000 aanthorized shares, 8772
Nwore takon up-almost in a day, by a largo body of residents",.
Hbwover, the chairmen and tho majority of the directors: were
Europecans at the time Cooke wrote hlS.bOOK- Thewbans'Was
incorporated in 1857 under Indien legislation and granted a
royel charter in 1864y with business jurisdiction spreading
over Srom Ldﬂdcn to Shanghai and San Francisco. It crashed
in 1866 dud to over-spsculation. That the Bombay Seths were
1ook;ng‘forWard to. modorn joint-stock banksras yet .another
‘field for their operestions can be shown' by another instance.

. When Robort Montgomari Martin made an iﬁfructuousﬁattempt in

1841 to float the Bank of Asia in London with shares subsoribed
in UX and abroad, ' '



"In Bor.nbajr alone the amount of shareg
'appliedlr-i_‘or wgé about 4,000, although
the number of shares allotted to
Bombay vas on"_y'-1_,000. The shares were
_pr:.nclpally tal:en by native gentlemen,
and they vere at a premium of twelve
per cent on the scrip being :.ssued" 38

In :E‘act, "there was considerable inter'locking and
fusion of finance and -merchant -ca.pi.tal in the world of
India's private trade, to which practice thoé Parsi Geths
vere mo exception. We have already taken note of Jijibhail
Bairémjirs'financing ©of plantations., The British country
traders. brought with them ne:.ther capita.l nor novel
bus:.ness methods until 1850.-:."I_'hey had however a politically
' commanding pOS:Lt:.on a.nd given this adva.ﬁtage, 'thej oould
1arge:!.y tradé wita borrowed capita.l. Parsi partners and
brokers prov:a.d:ed, in ma.ny cases,,,the bulls of this ‘borrowed
| capital in Bombay. ’I.here yere a:l.so Parsi bankers who
financed princes of naf:ive $taj:es. Take, for example, the
banking bus:mess ca.rr::.ed on gqmtly by the ‘-wo brothers —--
Vicaji Mehexji (1731-1833) ang Pestonji. Mbheral (1799-1854).
Ve shall give here aomé ‘more dgata.:l.ls about this firm than
':'l'wha.t had been given :Lntm’-' August 1970 art:l.cle.

The Laid ‘Mexus

The Mcherji family had for' cenéuries f‘ol:[.o'we;d Tthe
employment of ‘husba.ndmen"' (in the words of Jomn Pyne, a.
British Offlccr), before they: moved to trade and banking.
The " tWo brothers were in charge. of the revenue management ;
of the Ko':kan d::.str:.cts ‘under the Peshwas, ’Ihe:.r serw.ces
were ret’a:med even after the British take-qver- of the
northern Konkan in 1817, - THey We'r‘e' then ent:éusted for
several vears wvith the farm.ng of land- and sea customs over
a large tract of the erstwhil. Peshwa terr:l.tor:.es of the
_ Bombay Présidénby,"un#il tho _arming system was abolished by
1'836. Simultane;:u51y functioning as tradexs, bankers and



rovonue farmers, thoy undertook a number of rural Gevelop~
mont works to facilitate transit of cotton by land from the
interior to the port of Bombay, . For example, thoy cleared
jungles in the collectorate ofaxhandesp_epo'provided for
bridges, woells, tanks; dharamasaiee'etc. aiogg some stretches
of roads in the Presicdency., In 1825-26,,thoy consequehtly
puccecded in malking the first-cver importation of Berar '
cotton to Bombay in 500 bullock loaas. (120,000 ibs or so)
worth N.25,000. . By71836,“thé annuzal arrival of Berar cotton
to Bombay reached the figure of two lakhs of bullock loads
(40 millions ibs or so). The'rqeherjis, Jamsedji Jijibhai
and aeveral Bania traders ilere pioneers ' of this diverelon

of Berar's’ eurplos cotton to a heretofore Lnused eoute to
Bombay vhioch vesd difficult but shorter by 1000 mlles than
the 1500-mile 1and-cun—river route to. Calcetta v;a erzapur

-l"
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The Meherjie also made several etretchee of roads
eartable and brought from Bombay. uPWards a hunored newly=-
deeignod bullock carts for distribution among “the traders
i. Barar. Berar's lone. cotton screw,. set up at ﬁhamgaon
in 1836 also belohgedito: thems, 15.183h—35, they purqhased
salt’ from the daSt“India_CQmpany foﬁ sale in 'the Nigam's
territory and, from 1836 onvards, uoﬁentook.ée bankers to
provide advances towards the monthly pay of the Hyderabad
Contingent. As a part of‘the deal, their firm was in turm
put in chargse of collecting revenue from Berar, the city of
ALrangapad and oertazn districts of Ballaghat "not by way
of farm", but on a oommission basis. By an adaustment in
-1841, they Burrendered eomo districts, together yieldxng-a
gross anmal revenue of 1510 lakhs. Bat they still retalned
on mortgage the remaining districts, yielding an annual
gross revenue of Rs,13 lakhs, against the outstandmng debt.,
Dat theeo districts too were fOrclbly taken away from them
in 1845. Onm the whole, during the years from 1836 to 18‘#5, :
: the total of the debit sido of' the dealings amounted to
m.108 lakhs gross, includipg the pr;polpal sum of 5,83 laths.
The earlier‘oustomary practice in Hyderabad used to be to



make up the accounts overy two or throe months and a.lldw

a quarterly ratc of interest on the balance; this, when
compounded, was soldo-1 below 130 per cent per anmum. The
Meher;]:l.s, howeve:, used to charge at first an 13 »ar cont
rate of interest per annum and later only 12 per cent.

‘The mode of advahces was draving bilis ox;'rbranchcs from
time to time, They also set up a mint at Aurangrabad for
isouing legal tender coins. After the hitch of 181&5;

when the firm pressed for their outéta.nd'ing claim of W.b41
_151;115, the Nizam's Goverament procastinated and, finally,
on ‘7 January 18’48 admitted a debt of %.31 lakhs onlj,
exclusive qf the advances to other parties on their
sequrity. To Ffulfil their commitmonts o tho lHizam, tho
firm had earlier raised ~Sums from bankers and other
constituents in B-omb'a.y, Foona, Surat and other piacocs. HNow
thoy all pressod for repay-nent. The aggrogate amount of
lthe f:!.rm's _ovn debt to creditors was not more than onme
half of what the Nigam owed them in 1848, Yot, the year
»1847-42 being one of an acute economic crisis, the firm wa.s‘
'forced to close its doors in February 1848 in Bombay, Poona,
Caloutta, Singapore, Canton and other ‘Places, Tho. oa.se of
the Meher;]is shows how the feudal milieun in a native stato
could initially help the growth of a firm's tra.a:mg and
‘usury capital under -its patronage and, then, causg its .
collapse by a sucxden_w:.thoravgal.of that pa.tror_:_age.l*ci'

There is a gemoral beliéf‘tl-ig.t,' since they were not
assoc;.afed as dominant landholdors with the’ Iméiaal administra—
tion in Gu;]a.rat, the Parsi ownors of capital didg not aevelop
-any special aptitutde for acQu:u.':.ng land, Tnis ::.a, nowever,
not borme out by. facts, ~The Baroda. Gazetteer (1923) mentions
tha:l: Parsis held desa:.g:n.ri of Na.vsarn. and Pa.ncho]. Pargeanas
of south Gujarat as early as the’ 15th century and continued

to hold it under the M_\ghals and the Marathas, “They were also
fa.rmers in the states of Vansda and Dharampur

found as revenue
in south Gu,)a.ra-l; m pre-colonial times, according to the

go'n‘bay; Gazetteer (1880). Ancestors of Dadabhai Naoroji, Haoroji



Fardunji (1817-1885) and Pestonji Jahanghir (b.1831) vere
knovwn to have received rent-free lands or small jailgirs in
duJarat during the Mughal timos. Kharsedji-Jamsetji liody
(1755-1815) served Peshwa Bajirao II for a fow years as
thé ‘Sar-Guba of the Carnatic. Describing opulent Parsis as
" "merchants, shipownere and landholders" in- 1820, Haailton
observed that thore was.no bar for a Parsi in Gujarat +o
become a Gerasia by way of purchasee ‘of claims, momeylending
or farming=-in of land revenue collection rights. Framji
Cowasji Banaji and his brother Cursetji Cowasji (1790-1847)
in 1830 and three Wadias in 1849 were granted by the British
extensiva Inaﬁ lands in the island of Salsettee, The
Meherjis;were grehted not only land revenus collection
rights as we have seon, but also Imam villages., It Was'
therefore not without a reason that the. Parsi newsPaper,
Rast Gaftar, was bitterly oppoeed to the vork rof tho Iham
Commisaion,and Naoroji Fardunai himself wa& active before
the Commis'sion on behalf of the landed proprietors of uurat
in the 18508,

. If there had taken place’1arge—seale—migration of-

tho Pereis from thedir traditional villages to towas, dur_ng
the . 17th—18th centuries, it only meant that 1andhold1ng

was thereafter concentrated in fewexr: hands and the peasantry
vwore more differontiated vithin those Parsi villages., In
.that oago, wo could also reasonably assume that it was the
higher productivity of a seetlon of the Farsi peasants that
had enabled them, durlng famines to come to Bembay as migrants
rolatively unscathed, as compared to other,mlgrant peasants
from Gujarat, Aftor all, the push and pull factors Were,
more or'lese, the same for both. Yhy shouldfhm_Parels then
preponderate amongst theveariy.migrants ee'Bomeey, if not
for this very reason? 'Many vho came mist have Eeen Viable
peasant propriotors‘and,cmall iandlords while in Gujerat.



There is evidence that the Farsis of Bombay vore
quite keen on acqQuiring landeq properties from an carly date.
In 1787 Dr. Hove, a POllSh traveller, notcd that the houses
in the Malabar Hills werae mostly ownad by .the Farsis and
rented out to the Zuropeans, When retiring Buropean

- officers sold their houses, the purchasers were generally
the Parsis, Maria Graham also noted in 1812 fhaat almost all
Zuropean-occupied houses were Parsi property.hz That the
craze for urban landholding and real estates persistoed even
thereafter is evident from the few examples, as given above,
of FParsi Seths having extensive investments in land and
real estates. A fevw more are given below,

Framji Cowasji, an active meﬁ:ber of the Agri~
AHorticultural Society of Bombay, tried to grow silk and as
number .of other cash crops in his extensive Powai estate
that yielded a nct revenue of Is, 20 000 por year. His
brother, Curseciji Cowasji, ovner of six sailing shias,
roceived seven villages from the Governmant;gt.a rental of
fse2,708 per year inm 1830, He fizmally purchased this
_estate in 1843 at 15,30,080. He also. comstructed at Colaba
' the !'Grant Buildings', which later became the property of
ﬁharsetjifFar&unji Pare¥h. Another Bamaji and ship-owner,
Bairamji Gowasji (1775-1828), took to cultivation in the
village Assilz which he rente@-in from the Goveranment of
Bombay at the rate of 15,800 a year. This kind of land
nexus for the Parsis vias not totally missing even in a later
period. Ratanji Framji Daboo (1846-1908) ~- at first a
'rallway employee and postmaster in turn and then a forest
and’ 11quor-d15t111atlon contractor in the Baroda State ==
‘took LP for development 35,000 bighas of Governnent wastelands
in Baroda, aga1nst an annual asseSament of 1.,50,000. It is
' also known that’ I‘Ta.tsserva:nqi Ratanji Tata (1822-06) Jeft -
:oehlnd considerable .landed property for @is heirs at
Havoari. TIb is true that the -"landlordism of the great
shetias did mot extend far beyond the island" and that the
" interest some Parsis showed to agriculture during tho 19th

1‘3 -'.l-
century was more an excaption fhan the rulec. vot the fact
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romains that, contrary to gonoral belief, Parsi capital was
considerably involved in land@ and real estates, sometimes

even to thoe extent of wild eéeculat_ion and vasteful expenditure
on country houses and mansions, In 1864, one=fifth of th se
enuroratod as roal estate and houso owners in Bombay Island

vere Parsis,

IIT

By 1850, the Parsis had already lost their 1lead in
tho ooium trade after the ontry of the Kho,ga and Jevish
tradors into the field; and by tho 1880s, the Baghcadi Jews
took ovor almost the entire trado. In 1901 Indian opium
‘exports to China_amqﬁnted to 51,000 chests; however, because .
of China's stiff i':c'eaz_l.stéhce, these virtually ceme to an end |
By 1912.“‘ Zven in the cotton oxport trade, the Parsis
woro oxposod to an .inéreaa,ingly stiff competition, The
first two dccéa.des :f‘olldw:i.ng 1850 sav rap:i.d éhanges in
transport a.nd oommunice.tions that had led alrost to a
rovolution in tho field of commerco. A big increase in the
volume apart, ‘there was nowv ‘spee_d_,-;l_:n the movement of
commercial intellegence. and commogities, both within and
outaida tho count:ry. For Bombay—ba.sed European fir...s, :i.f
was now more convenient to Jprocure raw ma'berials directly
from the inter:l.or througl} their own agents',' rather than
- through relati-vely :Lndependent Indzl.an traaers. To minimize
railways btraonsport cost, they :n::.. began to est.;.blish a
network of stocam=-driven cotton presses in the interior market
contres, so that rav cotton could travel im fully pressed
form, They also incroased thoir scales of operation sincge,
with the advantages of their intimate contacts with the
UK's commodity ond credit mérket?} '
resources to cope With the changing situation.

oy I .
could mobilize tho necessary

Ly -



But in all such vital matters, the Indian firms
1agged behlnd. The Zuropean traders continued to enjoy an
extra advantage, that of state patronage, since the
administration and the public utilities in India woere
controlled at every level by officers of their own blood.
For instance,.86 per cent of India's salaried civil service
officers, dﬁaWing 15,500 and above per month in 1887 and 74
per cent in 1913 vere Europeans, -

From Trade to Industries

Thus the foreign trade in opium and raw cotton after

‘1870 no. more remained the most important fields for momey=-
making for the Parsi traders in general. A recent study
has shown hdw the Indian consignors! share of the total
quantum of raw cotton exporis from Bombay tofLiverpool. the
‘major receiver port"for Bombay cotton, sharply came dovn to
27.8 per cent by 1875 from 55.6 per cent in 1851 and 67.2
per cent in 1861, A number of Indian cotton exporters =—
Kharshetji Fardunji Parekh, B.H. Cama and-S.N., Hanabhod
included —--crashed in the financial crisis of 1365-66.
Some of those who survived such as Dinshav Manekji Petit
(1823~1901), Mervwanji Framji Panday and N.R. Tata and his
illustrious son Jamsetji Wasservanji (1839-190k) —= they all
clung:.to the rising‘tektile industry.u7

' Even as foreign trade in 6pium and raw cotton was
.sllbplng out of Indian hands throughout the ‘late 19th
cenbury, the Parsis, along'with other western Indian traders,
made a bid to spread out into amdxaxpandbcim other fields of
ecqnomic activities, After the Davars had shown the ‘path,
the Petlts, the Wadias, the Pandays and the TataB invested
in the textile industry in a blg way. joint—stoc
cOmpanles could now be floated with limited 1iability under
the nev 1eg151at10n, the base of Shareholding expandede.
Bankers, 11quor—sellers, hotel;ersa cOntractors, broizers and
comrmission agents, owners of manufactories, ginneries, cotton

prosses and shopS, even salarisd and professional people -——



they all contributed towards the capital formation in the
textile industry., Hence, profits from China trade alonc did
not account. for all the investmonts. Take, for example,
tho case of the Tatas., They were almost ruined by tne
crisis of 1865-66, but they somehow managed to survive by
selling avay tho real estates, It was the fabulous profits
thoey aarﬁed_aa contractors for military supplies during the
Abyssinian War of 1867-68 that enabled them to enter the
textile indusatry and revive their trade with China and Japan
by 1872.48

The years 1850 to 1918 saw not only a general
expansion of trade and modern industries, but also a process
of concentration of capital and control anéd a simultancous
growth of corporations and managing agency houses, In all
these, tho Parsis played a sighificant role together with
members of other trading commnities, The survey of this
poeriod has hbeen made in a number” of studies and, hence, we
noed not go into.all those details. We shall. touch upon
only a few Parsi ventures, thatrﬁoo selectively, to the
extont theso aro relevant to some of the debated gaeneral
issues.d

If their artisan background is to be associated with
the entrepreneurial Buccass and Qualities of the Parsis, ome
has to look into its impact on the Parsi social outlook in
goneral, rather than search foxr the artisan roots of the
successful ontrepreneurs. The Wadias, we noted, failod
dospite their roots in shlp—carpentryr to grow into owners of
a modern shipbuilding industry, or even a shipping line.
Instead, they became great traders, They enriched themselves
in that process and, than, stepped into the textile indastry.
In Indien conditions, both pre—colonial and colonial, even
master craftsmen remained handicapped for shortage of cééital.
vhich could be amassed only in trade. What was striking in
the FParsi so@loty was its density and the comexistence in
constant social intercourse therein of numerous artisans and
tradexs, They interacted and, through that interaction, an



entrepreneurial climate emerged, The role of the Bombay
Dockyard is signifiqant in this respect., ZEmploying nearly
2000 worlmen in 1850, it had created over the preceding
decades a skill base that could be drawn upon by the
textile and other industriés after 1850, Bomanji Warden
(1828-85), for example, was an ex-fitter of the Bombay
Dockyard who later became a much sought~after mechaniocal
engineer in the textile industry. In the 'absence of proper
sgilled pPersonnel even wood carpenters were welcome sinoce
their skills as draughtsmen, fitters, pattern-makers,
designers and painters,.could be adapted to servicing metal
applicances with a little effort,.

There'were'also instances of manufactories growing
into modern factories. Pestonji B. Press (1854=1530) vas
born in a coach-builder's family. His Fort Coach Pactory, -
~ established in 1879, began to build motor car bodies after
the advent of automobiles in Bombay early in the 20th
century. The coach manufactory.that was established inm
1808 by P.B. Palkhiwalla, on the. other hand, closed down
for 1ack.6£ such agaptimeness; The case of Cowasji Towroji
Chhoi (1853-1929), a 8ilk trader and manufacturer of Jurat,
was Ya unigue instance of a handloom c¢loth mangfacturer vho
«ss« TOSe to the position of an owner of £0ur'gills" in the
silk textile industry. But the transformation in ‘this case
took place not d1rect1y and unlnturruptedly from the artisan
base as ‘such, but via trade. In the face of stiff
competition from machine-made products, Chhoi had to close
down his silk manufactory around 1873 and begin selliing
the products of the Sassoon Silk Mill to his Aﬁabian market.
Only by 1892 was he able to éqund his own. concern, the Chhoi
Silk Mills Lid. ig‘Bombay,and start also a managing agency

firm of his own.



liany stepped out of carpetntry works to become
ontrepreneurs elsewhere. Dorabji Naegaumwalla (180k-82)
di& not provide the only insctance of a carpenter being
turnod intd a big entrepreneur. Another Bombay ca"penter,
PestonJi Nasaervanji Godiwalla (1834=1909), made his
fortunea as a contractor, owned a dry dock at Mazagaon
for several ycears and later became a director of the
Bombay~Peroia Steam Navigation Co. Ltd, Nowroji llasservanji
TYadia (18h9-89) provided the eXampie of a foreign=-trained
mochanical 6ngineer who was later turned into a successful
industrialist, controlling three cotton textile mills.,
Shorabjli Shapurji, a foreman of the Zast India Company!'s
gun and ammunitions factory, established a small iron
fouridry in tho 18508, with machinery imported from the UK.
Ho also ostablished a cotton gin and a flour mill in Bombay.
His foundry, however, just méintained a precarious existence
and by .1919 his heirs had bocome prlmarlly 1mporteru of
" machinery from the UK.50

The oarcer of A.B. Godrej (1867=1936) was.interesting
in another way. He first joined a Zuropean-owned solicitors’
firm after his graduation and, then, started a repair shop
for surgical instruments, As the concern did not thrive well,
ho begen maﬁufacturing uoboards, drawer=-locks and safes and,
atill later, vegetable tollet soaps, printing ink and boot
polish, Ho also developed large soyabean plantatlons near
Nasik.51 All theso instances show the wide range of Parsi
entroprenourship (short of machine-making) and its diverse
ro0ts. J.N. Tata perhaps best symbolized the entrepremeurial
spirit of the Parsis of the age, with his interest in
all round national development. He did not rise from an
artisan base, nor did he belong to am aritsan lineage.

We shall now resume, for a summing up, tho
discussion on the causes of the Parsi success to 1918, - It
was a combination of factors and a conjuncture of favourable
circumstances that had led to this success. Together with
other Gujarati trading communities, the Parsis shared tho



adVa_ntages of belonging to the economically most advanced
region of Ix_:dia._. In contrast to another advanced region,
Bengal, they also shared in common the advantages arising
from the fact that the belated British imperial expansion
in western India allowed. for 1argeéscale survivals of
pre=British adminisirative structures., 4as a result, the
numerically less imposing presence of Europeans in the
Bombay Presideno;_r vas a boon for them. 7Two stray figuros
may be cited here as evidence., According to an official
roturn ordered to be printed on 25 February 1830, the
Company!s E‘urqgean civil servants =- military and megical
officers as well as convenanted assistants -=- all of thom
together numbered only 237, in the Bombay Presidency, as
against 731 and 338, respectively, in the Bengal and lMadras
Presidencies in 1827. 1In 1828, there were altogother omly
286 -private BEuropeans in. Bombay as against 1595 in Bengal
and 116 in Madras; the corresponding figures for 1815 were
240, 1100 and 115, Surely, because of these reasons,
colanial capitalism wap forced to leave more roam to its
pa.rtner.s in empire in western India than in eastern India..ja'
That colonial intervention faced a bigger challenge
from the traditional /‘business communities in western India
than in eastern India is largely to be explained with a
reference to the difference in their respective cash-
cropping 'patterns._ Western Indiats major cash crop had a
developed all-India market since the medieval times, Its !
:E\zrthe:é expansion in the modern times c.ould not have been
achieved otherwise than -on the basis of accommodating the
old market links under" tkgrgggpellmg circumstances, But
in eastern India, old cashilike silk and sugarcane declined
early because of not only the competition of f-bre:l.gn
products, but also intervention in production By the Zast
-India Company and privileéged European private traders.
Indigo since the iate 18th century and low-land jute since
1850 wvere the new crash crops growing there under the
shadow of British capital, These had extremely limited
linkage effects as compared to.the cotton of westerm India.
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This was becauae of the nature of those crops, their market
channels and the absence of a pre-existing traditional trade .
notvork for them. Uhen Bengal's sugarcane cultivation got

‘@ nev shot on its wings after 178# its earlier traditional

trade natwork‘had_already boen knpckad off,

If the’ Parsis had: anr edge over: other trading '
oommunitiea of weatern India, or if.they ‘had better addusted
thenselves to tha aituation, the réééaﬁg“are to be sought in
tha qxigoncies of circumstances, rather than in thelr
intrinaic qualities end religious value-system. For example
had the religious value-system or caste considerations been

the'cruciai determinant, how is it that a Parsi was associated

. with an iron foundry as early as 1B52 and that the establish-

ment of Indiats biggest iron and steel industry awailted
anothor Parsi who had his roots in a priestly lincage? One
could aﬁill argue that such cases'were an exception to thoe
genoral rule. But that there was an early and tqtél
transformation in the attitude 'of the Parsis to 'the
defilement of fire' and sea voyages could not at all be
explained by this kind of vulgar sociology.

Compradors or Nationalists

If there was any difference between the business
beheviour patterns of thé Parsis and the non-Parsis, this
was one of degree and not of kind,. Neither the community
feeling nor'the collaborative attitude to colonialism was
an e#clusive monopoly of the Parsis, In businessAandf
politics, community and class feelings coexisted with ome
enother =~ hot alweys paralielly, but often, also interlaced
and dovetailed =~ among the rising capitalists of all
Indian communities. Similarly, even While collaborating
with foreign capital and the Raj, both the Parsi and non-
Farsi capitalists played also an oppositional role..

C. Dobbin's "Shetias" and "intellegentsia" were but two.

"sections of the Bombay-based contingent of the Indian

bourgeoisie. Their conflicting attitudes were not only a
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reflection of their diverse sectional interests, but also

of opinions regarding what long-term policy the class should
stand for. 3Iven Dobbin does not fail to conclude thet,
irrespective of ethnicity, the Bombay "Shetias® and the
intellegentsia were coming increasingly closer, as the
educational gap between the two began to narrow down and a
nevw interest in the cotiton industry developed.53

Colonial discrimination made no exception of the
Parsis, The restrir;;tive Navigation l1aws had been relaxed for
a brief period during the Napoleanic Wars to enable Indian
ships to carry goods to Europe., Uithin that brief poriod,
the Tndian shipping and ship-building industry made a big
advance, with orders from tl;e Royal Navy é.nd private traders
at home and abroad. Had this climate continued and state
patronage extended, a breakthrough in this industry could
have been possible,: After 1850, the UK's navigation laws
and protective tariff were mno more, there.' Hor mature
.economy and new imperialism no more needed them. In the age
of the railways and steam ships, the Indian Marine Service
and its BOm'Bay Dockyard ‘were abolished, and no state
- patronage was provided to make a transition to menufacture
of steam ships with iron bottoms possible, In fact, all old-
$ype dockyards, manufactories, and even a modern concern
 like Heathe's iron.works (in south India), were allowed to
perish when the railways consiruction drive could have
actually bBrought jlj._hgm -under its pzjotéctive wings, Rut
coloniali.sni was. not permissive of this kind of induced develop=~

ment,.

If the Parsis-were the beneficiaries of British rule,
-they were also victims of its policies, since British monopoly
¢capitalism would not tolerate rivals in the same markoet.,
Take the bitter experience of :bhe Tatas, for example, in the
field of shipping. The new shipping line they established
with Japanese collaboration in 1894 to cél.rry goods between
india and the Far Bast had finally to succumb to a fierce war



of rates launched by fhe P & O Company. The latter vent
so far a3 to offer even freo carriage of cotton to JSapan,
Indeeod, Tata's fate wad no.different from that of
Chidambaram Pillai or of D.!7. Tagore whose fledgling
phipping ventures in Indian waters were crushed about the
same time and in the same way by British monopoly capital.
In fTact moat of Indials 102 navigation companies, registered
between 1860 and 1925, had to go into liquidation under
simllar presaurea.su ' A '

In such a Setting, the Persi capitalists were as
much or as little nationalistas as their counterparts in
other trading communities until 1918, 3Both were under the
spell of moderate politics, until peasant mationalism
begzn to make an impact on bourgeois politics since then.
In any case, as Dobbin noted, there was a transcending of
local and communal concerns. Parsi and non=Parsi bourgeoisie
were together involved not cnly in partnerships, joint-stock
companies and chambers of commerce, but zlso in the Bombay
Association (1852-79), the Bombay Millowners'!' Association
(estd. 1875)nd in the Indian National Congress (estd.1£85),
at least in its moderate phase, When Dadabhai Ifaoroji, D.E.
Wacha (1844~1936) and Ferozeshah Mehta (1845~1915) gave
leadership to the Congress, S.S, Bengali (18331-93), Howroji
Fardunji and B.M. Malabari (1853-1912) devoted their
attention. to social reforms movements of an all-~India
dimension., The Parsi contribution to the modern'Gujérati
literature, toco, deserves a special mention. The cotton duty
controversy reflected an economic nationalism that was
shared by all sections of the bourgeoisie. Dadabhai'!s
exposure of the colonial drain was intellectual food even for
: ﬁhe extremists, Hence, the Moderates policy of tactical
_ collaboration was not totally devoid of an oppositiocnal role.,
It only revealed that .this role was played with ail the
vacillations of a weak, yet-unconsolidated bourgeois.
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Let us see, in this context, what role the Tatas
played. If Dada.bhé.i Naoroji w7as a pioneer of the ideology
of economic nationalism in india, Jameetji Tata and his
sons.gave it a tangible form through the founding of an
iron and steel industiry against all odds and through their
nromotion of the cause of e_j.ectrif:i.cation, technical
sCucation and science., Politically, Jamshetji had a dual
role., "Through their peculiar position®, he publicly
declared, the Parsis bad “benefited more than any other
class by 3Znglish rule, and ... their gratitude to that rule
is, as it ought to be, in due proportion to the advantage
derived from it ...".”> Yet he was surely a nationalist,
who remained close to the Congress through his contacts with
Dadabhai and D.E., Wacha. That one of the textile mills of
the Tatas was named after the Impress anl another was named
'Swadeshi'! signifies how tactical comsiderations dominated
their pationalism snd politics. Jamshetji's heirs too
maintained close links of finance and friendship with the
Congress and profited from the Swadeshi mo'vemen'l:..56 They
stood for a sm,ooi;h transfer of pow'er through & compromise
with British imperialism and thus reflected their own class

character 1like the Birlas.

Many more Parsi ca.pitalists maintained their links
with the national movement, however tenuous and transitory
those might have been. S.R. Bomanji, B.P. Vadia and J.B.
Petit ~— all of them rich —-= Were actively in the Home Rule
movement, and Petit was amongst the financiers of the
Swarajists in 1924, A.B. Godrej, whose entrepremeurial zeal
owed much to Gandhian influence, was a big domor to the Tilak
Swéraj Fund.Sir Hess Wadia, the textile magnate, too, was
xnown to have funded the Swarajists in return for their support
on the fiscal question. When, despite a boycott call, the
wealthy Farsis voted the Prince of Tales an address of velcome
in 1921,-a$ many as 1,500 Parsis signed a protest do_cu:nent.
Men like K.F, Nariman, S.D. Saklatwalla and Madame R.X. Cama
contributed consistently even to left mationalisms It i:?
true that only a minority of the Parsis came out in support
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'of the national cause and that this support was often
ambivalent, heaitant and conservatzve.57 But was the
political hohaviour pattern different in the case of other
Indian business communities like the Khojas, the Bohras
and’ the Marvari Banias ? Surely there was a differerce,but
it wvae one of degres, rather than of, kind; and it ﬁas
increasingly perceptible only after 1918, Parsi enterprise
declingd in significancs after the c¢crisis of 1929,

' Zconomic problems apart, the Parsis were by then increasingly
facing <any social problems of their own creationi These
resﬁlted from such fhinga as their easy access to the
Parsi Fanchayat=-controlled institutional charity, their
inbreading, their selfuimposed checks on populatlon growth
and their high degree of Anglicization.

Today the éOmmupity is seized secmingly‘wifh‘a '
sense of rootlessness, despite their basic Gujarati-
-1ingﬁiatio'idenf£ty. Thoy took more than their due part
in India's nation-building activities once. ‘They nonethe—
less failed to integrate their QOmmunity fully with the
emorgent nation at 1arge. 'Iheir disproportionately large
presence on all=India- plqtfqrhé of the Congress movement
until about 1906 bould be ernvied b} the Khojas, the |
Bohras or even the Marwari Banias. .They migrated to the .
west from time to time in considerable numbers, yet
gignificent numb@rs remamned to conserve'a—diatinct-Paréi
community in India. In this respect thoy have been guite
unlike the Indian Jews and Armenians. .

Amalendu Guha
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Class : An Intorim Report (New York, 1959), pp.i-iii
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