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IF YOU’RE WONDERING WHAT THIS BOOK IS ACTUALLY ABOUT…

Imagine yourself back in the eighteenth century, walking down a street in London. It is winter and the air is cold. People pull their coats closer and hurry to the warmth of their homes. And then, you hear someone begging, stopping passers-by to say they have no money for food. Further down the street is a woman. Her once-white sari is grimy and she’s asking people for help to get home. There’s a man sweeping the road and another selling pamphlets at the corner. And they are all from a country thousands of miles away – India. What are all these Indian men and women doing in England? And how did they get here?

We have heard many stories of the Englishmen and women who travelled to India and made it their home. We know that merchants from the English East India Company first came to India in the seventeenth century. They came as traders, to buy the spices that India had to offer. And they stayed on for over 300 years as colonizers and rulers. In the early days, only Englishmen made the long journey. But around the end of the seventeenth century, women began to travel to India too.

India, with its many languages and cultures diversity, bewildered them. They needed help to make sense of the customs and rules of this new country. Who better than the local people to do this? And so, the English appointed the bhishti to carry water into their homes, the mali to care for their garden, the khansamah to cook for them and the khitmutgar to run the household. The people of India followed very strict rules about the kind of work they could and would do. So, the English had to appoint different people to carry out different duties. A small English family often had an entire army of people to serve them. The English could not imagine running their homes without these people. When it was time for them to return to England, they often took some of these helpers with them.

The ships that sailed from England were manned by British crews. But many of these sailors died on the long and challenging journey. Others decided to stay back in India, which promised many opportunities for success. When it was time to return to England, the captains of these ships needed sailors. And so, they hired Indian sailors, who were called lascars.

These were some of the earliest travellers from India to reach the shores of England.

Some of the ayahs spent only a few days in England before they returned to India. A few stayed on with their English families. These women had to get used to the cold weather of England and a lonely life. But these were small discomforts compared to what several other women went through. There are accounts of ayahs who were turned away without being paid or given the return tickets they had been promised.

This was true of the lascars too, who had to wait to find a job on a ship travelling to India. Some captains turned the lascars away without paying them. In other cases, the lascars themselves spent all their money. In both these scenarios, they found themselves in a strange land with no money. Many of these men and women often had to resort to begging on the streets. In many cases, the East India Company sent these poor men and women home.

What were the thoughts of these lascars and ayahs when they reached England? Surely they must have missed home and worried about the family they had left behind. We have no means of knowing because ayahs and lascars were mostly unlettered and have left no accounts of their time in England or of the way they were treated by their English employers.

Fortunately, Englishmen and women, and the captains of various ships have written letters, diaries and stories about their time in India. It is interesting to see how most ayahs and lascars are unnamed in these and are known only by their job titles. It is even more fascinating to learn about the kinds of stories that were commonly accepted about these Indian workers by the English. These tales focused on the laziness of lascars, and their cowardice, while memsahibs were warned about the cunning ayahs who would harm the English baby’s health.

When reading accounts written by the English in India, I was struck by all the different ways that the Indians helped ease life for their employers. These men and women displayed enormous courage and loyalty in the way they served their English families. That is why I have made them the heroes of the tales in this collection. All the stories here are based on real people and historical events. All I have done is to dramatize them for the purposes of storytelling.

Writing these stories took me back in time and helped me understand and appreciate the enormous challenges these early travellers faced and the sacrifices they made.

I hope you feel that way too.
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