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of them Anglo-Indians, used this very 
term to chastise girls who could at times 
be too rambunctious! 

The more intrepid travellers, like 
E Augusta King, frequently joined 
their husbands on hunts, organised 
by native princes. Once again, reading 
about shikar from the perspective of 
modern sensibilities was distressing, 
since one knows only too well that this 
wanton and indiscriminate killing of 
wildlife contributed to the extinction 
and endangerment of many species, 
including the Indian tiger. 

Nath devotes the Epilogue to the life 
of Ursula Violet Graham Bower, known 
as the “Naga Queen”, whose story she 
finds “exhilarating”. While the writings 
of all memsahibs can be viewed as an 
ethnography of the Raj, Ursula Bower 
was an anthropologist and left behind 
valuable research on the Northeastern 
tribes. Embracing the world of Northeast 
India, she was well-known for her 
adventurous spirit, her volunteer work 
and for even participating in guerrilla 
warfare against the Japanese, the only 
woman to hold a combat command  
(Acting Captain) in the British Army in 
World War II. I must confess, though, 
to having become partial to Monica 
Campbell Martin, among the few 
memsahibs to immerse herself in native 
life. Her husband’s postings as forest 
officer led to the animal-loving Monica 
ending up with, to paraphrase Gerald 
Durrell,  a zoo in her garden, as she 
rescued all manner of wildlife and birds, 
even terrifying a visiting Bishop who 
chanced upon a rescued python sleeping 
peacefully in her bathroom!

Women like Ursula Bower remained 
the exception, since the all-important 
functions of domesticity and child-
bearing, those universal burdens of 
women all over the world – which was 
brought out in perhaps the sharpest 
relief through Nazi propaganda in 
1930’s Germany under the National 
Socialists – were the memsahibs’ 
primary duty. Nath highlights how, 
at a time of no birth control and little 
gynaecological knowledge, memsahibs 
often “got pregnant multiple times in 
quick succession” (p 169), and had to 
resort to desperate, clandestine measures 
to terminate unwanted pregnancies, in 
the process jeopardising their health 
severely. Yet, as good Raj wives, this was 
a part of their lives they could never turn 
away from: 

In tandem with the expansionist aims 
of the empire, memsahibs became 
central to the colonial project of 
settlement for their ability to bear 
children for the Raj. Indeed, children 
were the future of the empire in India 
and a clear sign that the British race 
was propagating itself. (p 169)

It is ironic, then, that many of the 
same children born in India, tasked 
with the burden of carrying their 
British legacy forward and behaving “in 
accordance with English standards of 
grooming and manners” (p 212), often 
found themselves irrevocably conflicted 
— between their deep attachment to 
the land and people of their birth and 
their Britishness. Many of these India-
born memsahibs were anguished at the 
prospect of leaving the only home they 
had known; indeed, for many, India 
remained their home, no matter where 
their adult lives took them.

“I loved India…miserable when I 
came home.”

“In the real, unreal world of mind, 
memory, and affection, India is not 
far away; it is ever with us.” (p 283)

It is undeniable, though, that with 
a few exceptional memsahibs of the 
late 19th century, such as Christina S 
Bremner and Emily Eden, most others 
were firmly convinced of the justness 
and value of the Raj, which was 
“engaged in a noble cause of uplifting 
the ‘heathen’ races” (p 275). Racial 
arrogance and haughtiness remained a 
part of memsahibs’ lives, and coloured 
their perceptions of, and interactions 
with, the “natives”, be they their own 
servants or those in nearby villages. 
While living off the land and depending 
on the services of Indians for their 
most basic needs, memsahibs remained 
curiously dissociated from the lives 
and circumstances of the people they 
were surrounded by, never asking, 
for instance, why domestic help was 
so plentiful or whether their ayahs, 
who served as surrogate mothers for 
their children, ever felt the pangs of 
separation from their own families. 
Servility was so taken for granted 
that its mere absence was viewed as 
“insolence” and “insubordination”; 
in fact, this sudden “insolence”, even 
among servants, which marked a new-
found self-respect in Indians during 
the peak of the Freedom Movement, 
was the first sign portending the 
eventual departure of the British from 
India.

This hauteur and disconnect is why 
the British were taken completely by 
surprise by the 1857 Uprising. Their 
failure to leave until the very last 
minute and take stirrings of discontent 
seriously led to tragic consequences. 
Nath provides harrowing and 
poignant accounts of months of 
siege, despair, horror and death. Yet, 
even after the terrible events of 1857 
were over, the British were quick to 
lay all the blame at the door of the 
“ungrateful Indians” and downplay 
the Uprising itself, without allowing 
themselves a moment’s reflection on 
their contribution to such deep-seated 
misery and anger amongst the Indians. 

Grateful though one is for this 
“feminist understanding of women’s 
role and place in British imperial 
history” (p 294), I found myself 
wishing there was some way to 
excavate the yet more peripheral voices 
that have never been heard — those 
of the most marginal among even the 
colonised themselves, the servants, 
who gave the Raj experience its famed 
glamour and sheen. One cannot help 
but be curious about how they viewed 
their own servility, their alien masters 
and mistresses, the constant uprooting 
to different postings far from their 
own villages and families. 

Nath mentions towards the end that 
20th-century memsahibs embraced 
another mode of recording their 
Indian memories — the visual, through 
photography and the occasional films. 
I wish a few of those photographs 
could have been a part of this book, to 
both put faces to now familiar names, 
and to give readers a glimpse of an 
India that no longer exists. This very 
engaging book could also have done 
with closer editing. For instance, the 
Calcutta tea room mentioned on page 
xxiv is Flury’s, not Flurry’s, and there 
are sundry typos and the occasional 
jumbled sentence, all of which one 
hopes will be corrected in the book’s 
second edition. n

The Anglo-Indians: Portrait of a Community  
By Barry O’ Brien  

Aleph Book Company, New Delhi, 2022, 538 pp., Rs 999 (HB)  
ISBN 978-93-93852380

The algebra of
belonging

●

S A Y A N D E B  C H O W D H U R Y

t over 500 pages, The 
Anglo Indians: Portrait of 
a Community by Barry 
O’ Brien  is a sweeping, 
comprehensive account of 
a people who seem to be 
perennially in danger of 
being waylaid by history.  

This is certainly not the first biography 
of the Anglo-Indians by an Anglo-
Indian. There have been several to date, 
and almost all of them are mentioned 
in O’ Brien’s book — which he duly 
acknowledges. In fact, the more in-
depth parts of this book are those in 
which he revisits, in copious detail, the 
earlier accounts, or encounters them 
anew. One might ask, then, is there 
anything that sets this book apart? 

Yes, there is: the scope. O’ Brien 
has gone as far back in history, and has 
travelled as widely in geography in his 
quest to touch upon each and every 
aspect – social, cultural, historical 
and political – of the community’s 
life over five centuries in the Indian 
subcontinent. He has also given much 
space to the Anglo-Indian diaspora, 
especially in Canada and Australia, 
apart from the United Kingdom of 
course. This has expanded not just the 
geographical footprint of the narrative, 
but also provided a record of the nature 
of the Anglo-Indians’ participation in 
the social life of two nations, India and 
their adopted home. That O’Brien is a 
sincere stakeholder in the present and 
future of this country’s Anglo-Indian 
community – he was nominated 
to represent the community in the 
West Bengal Legislative Assembly 
(2006 - 2011) and is the President-
in-Chief of the All-India Anglo-
Indian Association – benefits this 
book greatly, because he not only gets 
the pulse of his community, but has 
had seamless access to archives and 
documents which are only available 
to one who has the advantage of that 
close proximity. 

Insider he is, but O’Brien is 
also a man of this day – columnist, 
journalist, educator, quizmaster and 
social worker – to whom history 
speaks through multiple means. He 
has hence tried to draw the portrait of 
his community both as a participant 
and also as one conscious of the 
larger forces of history at play. The 
book tracks the coming of age of a 
community and how it mirrored the 
coming of age of what became the 
sovereign republic of India — “from 
not being Indian at heart to becoming 
Indian in every atom of their being”. 
This duality has its pitfalls, because 
there are parts in which it seems 

technologies that modernised colonial 
India — railways, the telegraph and all 
the massive changes that came in the 
wake of industrialisation. In a chapter 
titled “The Community’s Romance 
with the Railways” O’Brien discusses 
the railway colonies, which, in fact, 
became one of the first organised 
settlements of the community. But 
what is clear is that the participation 
of Anglo-Indians in colonial India’s 
tumultuous march to modernity, 
especially when it came to higher 
education, civil services, judiciary and 
medicine, remained limited. Also, the 
impact of the withdrawal of privileges 
so early in the day was never fully 
compensated through the remaining 
150 years of British rule. Neither, for 
years, did the community as a whole 
come to any consensus about the 
nature of their belonging. 

No wonder that the earliest 
migrations began in the latter half 
of the 19th century, when members 
felt that the best solution to their 
perpetual in-betweenness would be to 
find a new home in countries where 
every second person began their life 
anew. Canada and Australia were the 
natural choices. They cannot be said 
to have entirely miscalculated the 
chances because, as the book says, for 
another century policies and counter-
policies were debated threadbare to 
locate a true space of belonging for the 
Anglo-Indians. Some of these debates, 
for example, the percentage of their 
legislative representation, are still 
raging. O’ Brien writes, “Finally, on 
9 December 2019, the Anglo-Indian 
community felt betrayed a second time 
by a government in power — the first 
was by the British in the build-up to 
Independence.”(p157) He is referring 
to the bill that went on to amend 
Article 334 of the Indian Constitution, 

the monolithic, insipid, egotistic 
imagination of a single-origin nation, 
as fantasised by the majoritarian right-
wing, is completely antithetical to it. 
The second reason seems to be the 
primary, if unstated, reason why O’ 
Brien has chosen to write this book, 
given that the last two grand histories 
of the community were published as 
recently as 2013: Anglo-Indians: A 500-
Year History by S Muthiah and Harry 
Maclure  (Niyogi Books); and The 
Anglo-Indian Way: The Lives of Anglo 
Indians of India by Errol O’ Brien 
(Rupa Publications). To that end, the 
best takeaway from this book is that 
through the history of a comparatively 
‘minor’ minority community of 4 lakh 
people in a total Indian population of 
1.4 billion, there are lessons to be learnt 
which are wider in scale and sweep, 
especially in what is purportedly ‘New 
India’. 

Expectedly, the best part of this 
book is not hidden in the lessons of 
history, but spread, like daylight, in 
public. Like so many communities 
otherwise invisibilised in the nation’s 
mainstream narrative, the mark left by 
the Anglo-Indians in all spheres of the 
mosaic that is India is disproportionate 
to its size. 

Think the security forces and 
especially the Indian Air Force: Air 
Chief Marshals Dennis La Fontaine 
and Norman Browne; Admiral Ronald 
Pereira, the first Anglo-Indian to head 
the Indian Navy (1979-1982); Mahavir 
Chakra recipient and 1965 war hero 
Desmond Hayde, amongst a long list 
of decorated officers .  Writes O’Brien:

At the time of the 1965 and 1971 
wars, about 20 per cent of the group 
captains and 30 per cent of the wing 
commanders were Anglo-Indians.

One must add the world of letters: 
Henry LV Derozio, Cedric Dover, 
Ruskin Bond, I Allan Sealy. The 
performing arts: Patience Cooper, 
Vivien Leigh, Pam Crain, Tony Brent. 
Sports: Wilson Jones, Gurney Nyss, 
Leslie Claudius, Neville Lazarus, Roger 
Binny. And even cuisine: Mulligatawny 
soup, fish meuniere, beef jhalfrazee, 
pishpash and pork ragout. 

Think about the role of Anglo-
Indian women who were the first 
to go out in search of employment.  
And remember some memorable, 
if sometimes stereotypical screen 
portrayals of Anglo-Indians: Uttam 
Kumar as the eponymous Anthony 
Firinghee (1967), Suchitra Sen as Rina 
Brown (Saptapadi, 1961), or Jennifer 
Kapoor as Violet Stoneham (36, 
Chowringhee Lane, 1981). 

Indeed, the lonely, dedicated, 
Shakespearean teacher Violet Stoneham 
is the archetype of what can be called 
the keystone province of Anglo-Indian 
influence. From early on, the English 
language was its most reliable anchor 
in the state of existential flux that the 
community found itself in, which with 
time widened into a holistic investment 
in the whole culture of English 
education in the subcontinent. It 
remains the community’s most salutary 
contribution, its “most precious gift to 
India”, as O’Brien says.   

As this history reminds us all 
over again, the anxiety over ethnicity 
may have driven the Anglo-Indians, 
historically, towards the ambiguity of 
belonging, but the cultural life of the 
nation brims with the fullness of their 
large-hearted, endearing company. 

The politics of belonging of the 
Anglo-Indians takes up two-thirds of 
the book and O’ Brien touches upon 
numerous debates, self-appraisals, 
counterpoints, proclamations, acts 
and juridical enactments, etc, which 
makes the narrative a tad text-bookish 
and tedious at times. But it also makes 
the book timely. There is no apparent 
urgency in this longue durée account 
of this mixed-race community and its 
mixed fortunes in the unfolding idea of 
a nation. So what is timely about it? 

First, here is a classic example 
of how a ‘minority’ demographic 
encounters, suffers, and obliges the 
idea of a state, if not always a nation, 
through its chequered, exigent, restless 
history. Second, here is yet one more 
chronicle – dense with illustrations, 
populated with eccentrics, and textured 
with events – which brings to life 
the complex, colourful, cohabiting 
multitude that we call India; and why 

O’Brien is unable to accommodate 
the two positions without being 
contradictory. But this is far better 
than being the persepective of merely 
a wistful insider, which several of the 
earlier accounts of the Anglo-Indians 
essentially are. 

Structured in four parts, the book 
begins with the arrival of Vasco da 
Gama in Kerala in 1498, which birthed 
the earliest of European mixed-race 
people in the subcontinent, variously 
referred to in history as ‘Luso-Indian’ 
in the beginning, then generically 
as ‘Eurasian’, and finally as ‘Anglo-
Indian’. This part covers the maximum 
span of history, as with newer waves of 
colonialists, new settlers arrived. With 
new settlers, more and more unions 
between European men and native 
women became not just possible but 
in fact, normative and encouraged. 
The Portuguese encouraged their 
soldiers to marry local Indian women 
so a mixed race people would emerge 
who could engage more easily with 
Indians on their behalf. Soon, the 
firingees became a common presence 
in the fashionable quarters of India’s 
burgeoning new colonial cities of 
Calcutta, Bombay and Madras. 
And from that very moment, 
the community’s entrenched 
‘schizophrenia’ became apparent: 
they were white, spoke English, 
and were Christians with everyday 
European habits, and yet they were 
not British enough to be invited to 
the boardroom of the colonial power 
elite. And for the same reasons they 
were considered outré among the 
natives as well. 

O’Brien spends considerable time 
detailing how, with the changing 
nature of conquest, the proximity of 
the new mixed-race populace to the 
institutions of power also changed. 
Two historical shifts stand out. The 
first was enacted after the Mulattoes 
overwhelmed the French colonists 
in Haiti. Taking a cue from that, 
the British sabotaged the Eurasian 
community, publicly voicing a 
newfound suspicion about their 
loyalty to the cause of the Empire. 
This was in the late 18th century. This 
diminution had hurt the community 
the most and the longest. A third of a 
century later, after the 1857 Uprising, 
the Brits did another volte-face, this 
time putting limits on participation 
of the natives in colonial structures 
of power, while returning the Anglo-
Indians a part of the favour that 
was earlier withdrawn from them. 
A parallel boost in the fortunes of 
the community came from the new 

which discontinued the nomination of 
an Anglo-Indian representative to the 
Indian Parliament. 

So when Barry O’Brien’s father, 
Neil O’ Brien, one of its prominent 
members and a legendary teacher in 
his own right, compared their status 
to the homelessness of the Jews he 
was not overstating the case. In a 2002 
address, he said: 

I am happy to say that I have noticed 
a marked change in the attitude 
of the Anglo-Indians identifying 
themselves as Anglo-Indians. 
When people from a community 
are scattered all over, like the Jews 
who had what is known as the 
Great Diaspora, the scattering 
exile, it scatters people physically 
but unites them very strongly 
emotionally…which is why many 
Anglo-Indians are coming back in 
search of their roots. (p 136) 

A

Barry O’ Brien has tried to draw the portrait of his 
community both as a participant and also as one 
conscious of the larger forces of history at play.  

The book tracks the coming of age of a community 
and how it mirrored the coming of age of what 

became the sovereign republic of India — “from 
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