TALES FROM THE TIMES OF THE BRITISH RAJ

By Rukshana Master

Rukshana Master gave us an entertaining and upbeat story which was based on the
autobiography of her great-great grandmother, Dosebai Jessawalla (1831-1911), who lived in
India at the time of the British Raj. Rukshana herself was born in India in 1949 but has lived
in England for 55 years. She gave us a brief overview of that subcontinent’s history, and of how
in the 17 Century the Portuguese, the French and the Dutch started to exploit its lucrative
resources, with the British forming the East India Company to exploit trade opportunities.
When King Charles II married a Portuguese princess, the Portuguese gave him what they
thought was a quite worthless dowry — Bombay — which the King promptly sold to the East
India company for 10 guineas, in return for a loan of 50,000 guineas which, apparently, he
never paid back. In 1858 Queen Victoria dissolved the Company and instigated the British Raj,
under which - amongst other things - the education of Indian women flourished. The Raj ‘did
a lot of good for India’, Rukshana said.

Dosebai was a Parsi — a Persian immigrant group. The Parsis were hard-working and charitable,
and Dosebai’s huge family were wealthy. Her forward-thinking mother had her educated in an
English school, the first Indian Parsi girl to have done so. It was unheard-of in those days
because Indian girls didn’t receive an education. Aged seventeen, Dosebai married a wealthy
widower, whose family bestowed on her every luxury. Perhaps the first was an open carriage
with horses — unheard of at the time — Parsi women always travelled in closed carriages where
no one could look out or in.

Dosebai, adventurous and free-spirited, visited the Dunbar of 1877, where Queen Victoria
would be proclaimed Empress of India. Dosebai came to the attention of Lady Lytton, wife of
the Viceroy of India. Lady Lytton was interested in the lot of Indian women, especially this
lady, who was the first Parsi woman to attend the Dunbar, wearing her embroidered sari and
bedecked with jewels. They became friends, and on one visit Dosebai offered a cap that she
had embroidered herself with pearls, gold thread and enamels. One hundred and forty-five
years later, Rukshana discovered the cap in the Raj Exhibition at Knebworth House.

Dosebai visited the Paris Exhibition of 1878 and seized the opportunity to go up in one of the
first hot-air balloons. She refused to let her son accompany her, saying it was much too
dangerous. She took a rock, a pencil, paper, and a flask of brandy with her, so that if anything
went wrong, she could write her last will and testament and throw it down!

From Paris she completed a European tour and managed to procure a private audience with the
Pope. She was somewhat put off, however, when she was told that she would first have to kiss
his feet. She got out of that by saying it was against her religion, so she was allowed to kiss
the Pope’s hand, instead.

At the age of 77 — advanced in those days — she set off on a world tour, eventually ending up
in England. She decided that public transport was too tiring for her, so she bought a car and
drove to a royal garden party at Windsor, to be presented to King Edward VII and Queen



Alexandra — albeit late because her car had suffered a puncture — but the King and Queen waited
for her.

Rukshana mentioned the travelling spirit of her grandparents and parents too: they bought a
seven-seater car, loaded it with tins of food etc and travelled to Kashmir. But enroute they had
a spot of bother: the Hindu nations would not allow corned beef in, and the Hindus banned
pork. To get round this, they removed the labels from all the tins and ended up with some
interesting meals! The King of Kashmir would not allow the British to buy land or build houses,
so enterprising Brits build luxuriant houseboats instead.

Rukshana ended her enjoyable talk by encouraging us all to put our own memoirs down on
paper, because ‘even if your children and grandchildren aren’t interested, your great, great
grandchild might be’. Two books were available for purchase: ‘A Cap for the King’, and ‘As
it Happens’ (‘A sparkling adventure through life on the bright side”), both by Rukshana Master.
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