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  ABSTRAKTI / ABSTRACT  

Although there are already several significant works on the Parsi Zoroastrian diaspora in the 

panorama of historical research, many communities, stories, and aspects still remain unknown 

or little studied. In 1898, Delphine Menant mentioned two Parsis, partners of the London-

based Parsi company Dadabhoy & C., in Madagascar. The information given by the French 

scholar, however, has not been followed up in more recent academic publications. This paper 

focuses on some British archival documents that would demonstrate a Parsi presence in Tama-

tave, since the 1870s. Through the study of some letters relating to the inheritance of a Parsi 

priest, the comparison with the later text of Menant and taking into consideration the larger 

Parsi community in Mauritius, it is possible to hypothesize a small community in the Malagasy 

coastal city. The article is also intended to be an invitation to other studies of the issue.  
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The Parsi diaspora 
 

The1 European colonization of India presented its Parsi community with the opportunity to redefine its 

social and economic role in the subcontinent and beyond. The Parsis (i.e., ‘Persians’) – heirs of Zoroas-

trian refugees who fled from Persia and landed on the coast of Gujarat perhaps in the eighth or tenth 

century2 – became part of the cultural and economic elite of the Raj and the Empire in the nineteenth 

century.3 New communities sprang up in the main cities of India4 and in Ceylon,5 but also further east, 

in Southeast Asia6 and China,7 as well as westward, along the Indian Ocean coasts of southern Arabia 

(Aden)8 and Africa. John R. Hinnells is undoubtedly the one who has addressed the issue best. In 2005, 

the British scholar published a fundamental work on Zoroastrian communities around the world. A part 

of the book by the talented pupil of Mary Boyce is also dedicated to the history of the Parsi communities 

in East Africa, in particular on the island of Zanzibar and in present-day Kenya.9 Nevertheless, Hinnells 

made no mention of Parsi communities in Madagascar in his work. 

Another book dedicated to the question of Parsi communities edited by Hinnells and Alan Wil-

liams was published in 2008.10 In his chapter about the “Bombay Parsi Merchants in the Eighteenth and 

Nineteenth Centuries,” Rusheed R. Wadia wrote:  

 

“By the end of the eighteenth century Bombay had become the premier commercial center of western India. From 

Basra, Muscat and other parts of the Persian Gulf came pearls, raw silk, carmenia wool, dates and rose water. 

Arabia was a source of coffee, gold, drugs and honey. Bombay ships also ferried spices, perfumes and sugar from 

Java, Sumatra and the Malacca Straits. Ties of trade also linked the eastern coast of Africa to Bombay. Mada-

gascar, Mozambique and parts of the east coast provided ivory, slaves and drugs. Every year a large number of 

ships from Bombay carried raw cotton to China and returned with tea, sugar, porcelain, silk, nankins and a range 

of commercial items. Among the most important items of export from Bombay in the eighteenth century were ‘Surat 

goods’, pepper and ‘cotton wool’. ‘Surat goods’ were piece-goods made in Broach, Jambusar and other towns of 

Gujarat.”11  

 

This is the only reference in the book to the great African island.12 

 

The inheritance of a Parsi priest 
 

As is evident, therefore, the main studies on Zoroastrian communities outside India and Persia in con-

temporary times seem to ignore the presence of Parsis in Madagascar. Still, we can not forget that already 

Delphine Menant, in her renowned work Les parsis : histoire des communautés zoroastriennes de l’Inde published 

in 1898, had mentioned the presence of “P. Behramji de Londres et D. F. Vacha” – two of the partners of 

Dadabhoy & C., the main Parsi company in London – “à Tamatave, à Madagascar, à Antanarivo et à Va-

toomadry” at the end of the 19th century.13 The exact year of their arrival in Madagascar is not indicated 

by the French scholar. In any case, the author referred to the last years of the nineteenth century. In that 

period, according to Menant, a steamer of the company – the “Helvetia” – traveled the route between 

Madagascar and the island of Mauritius.14 

By studying some Foreign Office documents kept at The National Archives (London, Kew), I 

found at least two other Parsis who had presumably arrived earlier. Indeed, several letters show the pres-

ence of a Parsi priest, Pestonjee Manekjee Tatee, a native of Surat who died in Tamatave in February 

1880.15 In particular, the letters concern his legacy. Indeed, on March 23, 1882, his wife Koonverbai and 
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daughter Nawazbai wrote to James Braithwaite Peile, formerly acting municipal commissioner in Bom-

bay,16 for help in obtaining their inheritance under Parsi law.17 There are several letters on the issue at 

least until the autumn of 1883, without however clarifying the success of the request.18 The letter of 

March 1882, however, is interesting because it gives us quite detailed information on the relocation – first 

to Mauritius and then to Madagascar –, the activity of Pestonjee Manekjee Tatee in the city of Tamatave 

and also the transfer of the widow’s brother on the island at the beginning of the 1880s: 

 

“A Parsee priest, named Pestonjee Manekjee, a native subject of Her Majesty and an inhabitant of Surat, went 

to the Island of Mauritius, in the first instance, and afterwards to Madagascar, for purposes of trade in a small 

way. […] His last letter was dated only a few months before his death, which we have been given to understand, 

took place on or about the 12th February, 1880. 

3. Understanding that he had left some property, consisting among other sundry things of about four or six houses 

or bungalows, worth between 2,000 and 3,000 rupees, in Tamatave, which he used to rent out to European 

gentlemen, and in the absence of any testamentary disposition of his property by the deceased under his hand, such 

as is recognized by the Parsee Act of Succession No. 21 of 1865, or the Indian Succession Act No. 10 of 1865, 

or by the general law of nations. We, the Undersigned, who are respectively the widow and daughter (the only child) 

of the deceased, were much exercised in our minds as to the way in which, as the only rightful heirs, under the Parsee 

Act No. 21 of 1865, section 6, and the Indian Succession Act No. 10 of 1865, we should secure to ourselves the 

said property of our deceased relative. The Island of Madagascar being such an out-of-the-way and far-distant place, 

having little or no intercourse with persons residing in Surat, aggravated as our position was, in consequence of our 

being solitary, helpless, poor widows, ignorant of the world and its ways, we were reduced to utter despair, when 

fortunately the full brother of one of us, Koonverbai, went out, as the servant of some other persons, to this very 

place of Tamatave.”19 

 

A Parsi Zoroastrian community in Madagascar? 
 

The story of this Parsi family became more and more sad and moving in the letters. As mentioned, the 

solution is not made explicit in the other documents.20 In conclusion, however, it is possible to make a 

hypothesis regarding a Zoroastrian community in Madagascar. The presence of the Parsis in Tamatave 

was certainly not as significant and numerous as that of other areas in the Indian Ocean. As seen, 

Koonverbai and daughter Nawazbai wrote of “little or no intercourse with persons residing in Surat.” However, 

this statement is not sufficient to exclude the presence of other Parsis on the island. Indeed, we need to 

underline and reflect on several points. We must consider the presence of a Parsi priest in Tamatave at 

least as early as the 1870s and then the arrival at the beginning of the following decade of Koonverbai’s 

brother “as the servant of some other persons.”21 Then, we have to recall what Delphine Menant wrote about 

the presence of two other Parsis at the end of the nineteenth century, a few years after the facts presented 

here. Finally, another element to consider is also the Parsi community in Mauritius, a well-documented 

presence.22 Pestonjee Manekjee Tatee himself, as seen, had been there before arriving in Madagascar. On 

the basis of these elements, it is legitimate to think that these were not entirely occasional presences. 

In this field, more research should be carried out. The work could also be outlined within the 

international political framework. Surely the political destiny of Madagascar helped to avoid more con-

sistent Indian and Parsi settlements. In any case, a better understanding of the Zoroastrian presence in 

Madagascar can at the same time provide interesting new features for a more careful analysis of the 

migratory and trade movements of Parsis along the coasts of the Indian Ocean. 
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