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An Illustrious Life

Birth and Early Days

A great leader of the first generation of the modern India,
Pherozeshah Mehta was born in a Parsee family in Bombay on
4th August, 1845. His father was a merchant who spent most of
his life in Calcutta, and was at one time a partner in the well-
known firm of P. & C. N. Cama & Co., which with many other
great houses came to grief in the Share Mania of 1865. He was
a man of means at the period of which we are speaking, and was
able to bring up his children in comfort. Though not endowed
with any education worth the name, he possessed some literary
tastes, and was the author of a textbook on Geography, and a
Gujarati translation of some work on Chemistry. His brother Sorabji
was a man of considerable ability, who held a responsible position
in a banking concern, and was keenly interested in the social and
educational questions of the day. The family lived in one of the
localities in the Fort which were in those days inhabited by the
wealthiest in the community. When he was about seven years old,
Pherozeshah was taken seriously ill from a malignant fever. For
days together, he lay unconscious and his life was despaired of.

Dr. Bhau Daji, the celebrated physician, attributed the
particular nature of the child’s malady to his quick and restless
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brain, and remarked that if he recovered, he would turn out to be
a great man, a prophecy which had also been made by his uncle
Sorabji on seeing the child’s forehead when he was in the cradle.
After days of agonising suspense, the little patient suddenly woke
up one day, bitterly crying. When asked for the reason, he sobbed
that he had seen his grandmother in a garden full of flowers, and
that she had given him a push and turned him out. The old folks
in the family regarded it as a happy omen, and from that moment
the child began to recover.

Early Education

Pherozeshah’s early education began in what was known as
Ayrton’s school. This was an institution established by Dhunjibhoy
Cama, one of the partners of the elder Mehta, and honoured with
the name of Ayrton, who was the family solicitor of the Cama’s,
and who took a great interest in the education of boys. In those
days, though there was not so much general intercourse between
Englishmen and Indians as exists at present, there was much
more of genuine friendship between individuals, and
manifestations of friendly regard like the above were not unusual.
In many cases the Parsees of those days adopted the surnames
of their patrons or friends, and were known by the latter.

From Ayrton’s school, Pherozeshah went in 1855 to that well-
known institution which was known as the “Branch School”, the
cradle of many distinguished men who have made history in
Bombay. After six happy years spent in the irresponsible and
happy-go-lucky way, characteristic of all healthy-minded
schoolboys, he passed the Matriculation, which had been instituted
soon after the great educational charter in 1854 was brought into
operation. Shortly after, he joined the Elphinstone College, then
located in a place at Gowalia Tank Road, known as “Tankerville”.
It was an old and unpretentious building, immediately adjoining
a large tank now filled in, but the grounds were spacious and full
of trees. The surroundings were pleasant, and compared very
favourably with present-day conditions.

At College

Of Pherozeshah’s life at College, there is not much to be said.
He was a keen and diligent student, particularly fond of history
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and English literature, and showed himself to be endowed with
a mind of unusual capacity. His personality was striking. Though
of little more than medium height, his strong and handsome
features and broad shoulders lent considerable dignity and
impressiveness to his general appearance. His conversation was
brilliant, and drew towards him a large circle of friends. Among
them were several, who in after years stood with him on the same
platform on many an occasion, and fought under his banner.
Young Pherozeshah also became a favourite with the great
educationist who was at the head of the institution, Sir Alexander
Grant. One of the essays written by him so impressed the latter
that it was ordered to be preserved in the archives of the College
from which some devoted disciple may some day unearth it.

The culture imparted in those days was in many respects
sounder, and took deeper root than modern conditions allow. The
pupils were few and they came closely and directly under the
influence of singularly able and conscientious teachers.
Pherozeshah made the most of his opportunities. In the annual
reports which were sent to his father over the signature of
Sir Alexander, his conduct and progress were described as
excellent. He was quick at grasping the salient points of the subject
before him, but avoided the short cuts to knowledge which such
facility often encourages. He belonged to that somewhat rare type
of men in whom great natural advantages are found allied with
a capacity for taking pains.

Cultivation of the Mind

While the cultivation of the mind was promoted in every way,
the development of the body was not neglected. Though little
inclined to any vigorous physical exertion, Pherozeshah was fond
of cricket, and played a great deal of what was then a little known
game. He is said to have played in characteristic fashion, never
knowing when he was defeated. Sir Alexander was himself fond
of the game, and encouraged its pursuit among his pupils. On one
occasion, he even took a team with him to the Deccan, Pherozeshah
forming one of the Eleven. In after years, at College and other
convivial gatherings, when old days were recalled with affection,
Pherozeshah took a whimsical delight in claiming that he was one
of the pioneers of the game, and in disputing with the late
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Mr. Jamsetjee Patel, his title as the Father of Indian Cricket,
contending that long before the latter emerged on the scene, he
and his contemporaries, proud of their bats and stumps which
had been made by a native carpenter, used to indulge in the game
in the maidan outside the old Fort, which had guarded the little
town for generations, and which later had to be demolished with
the rise of modern Bombay.

Those years at College were well spent. They taught the young
man to stand upright; they certainly fostered no “slave mentality”.
They were devoted to the cultivation of a mind which was very
receptive, and to the pursuit of a healthy outdoor life. The
opportunities for the acquisition of culture which existed in those
days, the attention that it was possible to bestow on each student,
and the sympathetic understanding which existed between the
professors and their pupils, all contributed to bring out the best
that was in a man, and in such an atmosphere Pherozeshah’s
intellect ripened early. He had the rare advantage, besides, of
coming under the influence of Sir Alexander Grant’s inspiring
personality, and the value of this early association he repeatedly
acknowledged in after years.

Dakshina Fellowship

In 1864, Pherozeshah passed his B.A. examination, and was
awarded a Dakshina Fellowship by Sir Alexander, who was
anxious to retain His connection with the College. About this
time, he received a compliment which was as rare as it was
gratifying in those days. Sir Bartle Frere, having heard about him,
was desirous of meeting him, and asked him to an interview at
Government House. Whether or not, the future greatness of the
man was already stamped on his youthful features, there is no
doubt he must have deeply impressed the Governor, as he did
every one else who came in contact with him. What transpired
at the interview is not known.

An Event of Far-reaching Importance

A few months later, an event of far-reacting importance took
place in the life of Pherozeshah. The late Mr. Rustumjee Jamsetjee
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Jeejeebhoy, the second son of the first Parsee Baronet, and a man
of remarkably enlightened views and catholic philanthropy, had
offered in December, 1863, a sum of Rs. 1,50,000 in trust “to enable
five natives of India to proceed to England for the purpose of
qualifying themselves for practice at the Bar in India.” The benefits
of the proposal were to be open to a Parsee, a Hindu and a
Portuguese in Bombay, a Muhammadan and a Hindu or East
Indian from Calcutta or Madras, “all of good family connections,
occupying a respectable position in society”.

The donor had further laid down that in making the selection,
“the good moral character of the respective parties must be an
indispensable qualification, and merely abilities alone”. For each
selected candidate the handsome provision of Rs. 30,000 was
made, which included a sum of Rs. 10,000 to be presented to him
on his qualifying himself as a barrister, and producing a certificate
of his good moral conduct during his residence in England.

Such were the terms of the generous offer made by
Mr. Rustumjee Jamsetjee, a man whose charity was as wide and
catholic as that of his illustrious father — as an instance of which
might be mentioned his magnificent donation for the relief of
Lancashire operatives at the time of the American Civil War —
and who, it is related, had in the hey-day of his prosperity set
apart the princely sum of Rs. 51 lakh for the benefit of the poor
of his community. The downfall of this singularly enlightened
and large-hearted citizen was one of the greatest tragedies of the
Share Mania of 1865.

When applications were invited for the scholarship, Sir
Alexander induced Pherozeshah to put forward his candidature,
though his father had some misgivings about the propriety of his
son accepting the benefit of a charitable trust, and wanted him
to adopt a commercial career. Sir Alexander pointed out that it
was in fact an honour to be selected as a candidate, and the elder
Mehta gave in. It is interesting to note, as throwing a sidelight on
the early conditions of Indian life, that not one Hindu came forward
in Bombay to take the benefit of this magnificent provision. As
Pherozeshah said some three years later in the course of a lecture
before the East India Association, “the uneducated were withheld
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by the prejudices of caste and country, and the educated did not
care to break abruptly some of the most sacred social and family
ties, especially when the means of enlightenment were, to a certain
extent, near at their hands.” In forwarding his gifted pupil’s
application, the eminent educationist wrote in terms of warm
appreciation of his talents and character:

“I have great pleasure in testifying that Mr.
Pherozeshah Merwanji is in every way worthy of the
benefaction which he seeks. He is on the whole the
best student of all I have had to do with in the
Elphinstone College. He has good abilities, industry,
good sense, modesty, an excellent moral character,
and remarkably gentlemanly and pleasing manners.
From much association with him on the cricket field
as well as in the lecture room, I can testify to his
manliness and courage, which I think the committee
will consider valuable qualifications. I beg you will
lay before “them this letter, and say to them with all
respect that should their choice fall upon Mr.
Pherozeshah Mehta, I should cordially congratulate
the honourable founder of this benefaction on the
worthy character of the young man selected to represent
himself and the Parsee community in England.”

The choice of the committee happily fell upon Pherozeshah —
in Calcutta the late Mr. W. C. Bannerji was selected — and as
Sir Alexander was going to England in December, 1864, and was
desirous of taking his pupil with him, the latter was allowed as
a special grace to appear for his M.A. within six months of his
passing the B.A. examination. The task was not an easy one, but
those who knew him felt sure of his success. Their confidence was
speedily justified, and Pherozeshah became one of the first M.A.s
of the Bombay University.

More exciting than the examination, however, was the prospect
of his impending departure. He was going out to a new and
wonderful world about which he had read and dreamt a great
deal. The gifts with which he had been so amply endowed by
Nature were to find the fullest scope for development, and the
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future seemed bright and full of hope. After weeks of preparation
befitting the importance of the occasion — a visit to Europe was
looked on as a bit of an adventure in those days — Pherozeshah
sailed for England in December, 1864. Accompanying him was
another Elphinstonian, Sir Hormasji Wadya, whose success as a
lawyer in the mofussil later brought him in frequent contact with
his old friend, with whom he fought many a legal battle in
Kathiawar and other places.

On the eve of their departure, their fellow-students at the
College presented them with a farewell address. It was an
unpretentious document written on a plain sheet of paper, and
couched in simple language but it bore the names of many who
in after years attained to eminence in various walks of life, such
as Mahadeo Govind Ranade, Bal Mangesh Wagle, Rahimtulla
Mohammed Sayani and Gokuldas Kahandas Parekh.

The address referred to the brilliant career of the two young
men, and expressed a hope that as the Benefaction had attracted
candidates from Madras and Calcutta, they would carry themselves
not only as Elphinstonians, but as representing the whole of the
Presidency. The presentation of the address with its simple but
stimulating message was a happy idea, and the document
enshrining it was preserved by Pherozeshah with loving care.
Amidst the triumphs of after years, this little token of good-will
extended to him by the associates of his early life remained a
pleasant and ineffaceable memory.

Life in England

To Pherozeshah the voyage was one long misery. He was a
bad sailor, and suffered all the agonies of sea-sickness. He had
a thoroughly miserable time, and when the boat touched at Aden,
he heaved a sigh of relief. The genius of Lesseps had not then
given the world the Suez Canal, which has brought England
nearer to India, and at the same time divided the two more
completely than ever. The passengers had to cross over by rail
from Suez to Cairo, and then on to Alexandria. Sir Alexander
Grant and his young charges spent a couple of days at Marseilles,
and later on in the gay capital of France, then at the height of her
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prosperity, and full of the splendour of the Napoleonic regime.
After some crowded hours, during which the youthful visitors
saw a new world bursting upon their wondering eyes, they crossed
the Channel. It was a terrible deal for Pherozeshah. The passage
was rough, and he suffered so greatly from the effects of sea-
sickness that the doctor afterwards said another hour of it might
have killed him. But the Fates were kind to him and to India, and
once he was on land, he quickly recovered. It was some time
before Pherozeshah settled down in his new surroundings. For
a short while he stayed with Mr. Dadabhai Naoroji, who had gone
to England as a partner in a prosperous firm of merchants, and
was just embarking on his remarkable political career. Afterwards,
boarding arrangements were made with Professor Key, the Head
Master of University College School, and a Latin scholar of
considerable reputation.

Parsee Society in England

There were not many Indians in London at the time, but they
were congenial spirits. Circumstanced as they were, they were
thrown much into each other’s society. None the less, they moved
about largely, and saw a great deal of the world around them. The
dress that Pherozeshah and his immediate associates affected,
though elegant, was a curious compromise between Western and
Eastern ideas. A friend who saw them sailing down Oxford Street
one day found them very sprucely dressed up in the height of fashion,
except that they had put on an oriental sort of head-dress — being
dainty little black velvet caps, gay with long flowing blue silk
tassel attached to a button fixed in the centre at the top, from
which radiated some skeins of silk.

The head-gear was intended as a compliment to Dadabhai
Naoroji, who exercised a great influence over the minds of the
young Indians, and was a guide, philosopher and friend to them.
Before his M. P. days, he always went about in London plainly
dressed in a long black broad-cloth coat buttoned at the neck, and
with his head covered by a black velvet cap with a small blue
tassel. Pherozeshah and his companions had at first adopted this
costume, but when yielding to the dictates of fashion, they dressed
themselves up in the mode of the day, they retained the cap as
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a compliment to the guru. It was a somewhat outlandish
combination, but it procured the young ones a certain amount of
attention which was by no means unacceptable.

Whilst in London, Pherozeshah was very friendly with
Mr. and Mrs. D. D. Cama, at whose house he was a most welcome
guest. Many Parsees in London gravitated to that delightful place
in the country on Sundays, where, among other enjoyments, they
were treated to a dinner cooked in the Parsee fashion.

The typically Indian game of chaupar formed the principal
arrangement at these weekly gatherings. Pherozeshah was an
adept at the game, in which the fun is apt to become faster and
more furious, the more heavily one bangs the board with the
pieces. So great were the excitement and noise round the chaupat
board that Mr. Cama’s neighbour one day enquired why it was
that he was always engaged on Sundays in hanging pictures!

Pherozeshah was the outstanding figure at this and other
gatherings. He took the lead in everything that was done, and his
company looked to him for direction as to one who was born to
command. He was the arbiter elegantiwrum, and his right to lay
down the law was conceded without question. He was the
most agreeable of companions, and his versatile talents, charm
of manner and skill at various games assured him a warm
welcome everywhere.

Great Deal of French Literature

Apart from his legal studies, Pherozeshah devoted some time
to the study of French, with which he soon picked up a fair
acquaintance.

He read a great deal of French Literature of the period of the
Revolution, and was a warm admirer if Mirabeau and the other
great actors in that wonderful drama. He was so fond of the
language that on his return to India, when briefs were not too
plentiful, he used to give lessons in French to some of his friends.
As professional and public engagements began to multiply, he
lest familiarity with the language, and during his subsequent
visits to Europe never ventured to peak it.
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In the Society of Fellow Countrymen

Besides the company that has been mentioned, there were also
about this time in London several Indians, who were destined to
leave the impress of their personality on the country. They were
gifted men, and they made the most of their opportunities.
Jamsetjee Tata, after many vicissitudes of fortune, lived to become
a great captain of industry, and the pioneer of India’s industrial
awakening, Mun Motiun Ghosh distinguished himself as a lawyer
and politician during the comparatively short span of life that was
allotted to him. Badrudin Tyyabji enjoyed an immense practice
at the Bar, rose to the Bench, and carried with him there the
qualities which had given him an honoured place among the
leaders of the people. W. C. Banerjee became a lawyer and a leader
of unquestioned eminence, and his massive personality lent
distinction to the public life of Bengal.

All these gifted young men used to meet at Dadabhai’s place,
where Pherozeshah came closely in contact with them. This
intimate association was of considerable value to him, and laid
in the case of Banerjee, the foundations of a political friendship,
which was of the greatest benefit to India in the days when they
and other devoted patriots strove to implant in her the seeds of
new ideas, and the impulse towards a higher life. The inner circle
of Pherozeshah’s friends made good also. Hormasji Wadya
prospered in Kathiawar, did peaceful public service and achieved
a Knighthood. C. M. Cursetjee, after a period of service in the
mofussil, became a judge of the Presidency Small Causes Court.
Limji Banaji rose by slow degrees to the responsible position of
prothonotary of the High Court. Jamsetjee Cama, confirmed bon
vivant, prospered sufficiently as a solicitor to enable him to indulge
his inordinate fondness for the good things of life. None indeed of
that promising little group floated about aimlessly on life’s waters.

Though Pherozeshah was thrown largely in the society of his
own countrymen, it must not be imagined that he moved in a
narrow circle. The Indian student was a bit of a rarity in those
days, and was not regarded as a nuisance or an object of suspicion,
as he became at a later period. The doors of English society were
not closed to him, and he was received with warmth and kindness
in many a home. Pherozeshah had thus no difficulty in making
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friends amongst people of good social standing. Among others,
he met the Eeverend Long, well-known in connection with the
indigo trouble in the Sixties. Through the kindness of the latter,
he had opportunities of meeting Lord Shaftesbury, the Father of
Factory Legislation, the Duke of Argylq, Secretary of State for
India, and other notable men.

East India Association

It was a memorable epoch in the history of England and the
world. Carlyle, Buskin, Mill, Darwin, Herbert Spencer — to mention
only a few of the great teachers of the age — delivered their
message, and humanity felt profoundly shaken in its beliefs, ideas
and dogmas. Mazzini and Victor Hugo imparted activity, elevation
and the generous breadth of cosmopolitan outlook to the most
ardent spirits of the new time in our own island. In politics,
Liberalism made its appearance as a stimulating and powerful
factor in national progress.

Cobden and Bright and Gladstone breathed a new spirit into
the political controversies of the day. Across the Atlantic,
“humanity fought one of its most glorious battles,” and the curse
of slavery was put an end to. A revolution was sweeping over
men’s thoughts and ideas, and in the words of Lord Morley, “only
those whose minds are numbed by the suspicion that all times are
tolerably alike, and men and women much of a muchness, will
deny that it was a generation of intrepid effort forward.”

It was in such an atmosphere, and at a period when ideas and
impressions strike their roots in the mind, and stamp themselves
indelibly on one’s character, that Pherozeshah imbibed those
principles which ever afterwards governed his public career.
Contact with all that was healthy in Western life and thought, and
the atmosphere in which he lived instilled into him a breadth of
view, courage, independence of thought and action, and a love
of ordered progress allied with a certain conservatism which lies
at the root of the British character. He developed early those traits
which raised him so greatly above his countrymen, and displayed
a maturity of thought which deeply impressed all who came in
contact with him. He took a keen interest in the problems of the
day, particularly as they affected his county and was one of the
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most active members of the East India Association, which was
founded by Padabhai in October, 1866, “for the independent and
disinterested advocacy and promotion by all legitimate means of
the interest and welfare of India generally.” The Association owed
its existence to the support of many enlightened Indian Princes,
which Dadabhai was able to secure for it on his return to India
for a brief period after the commercial crash which had involved
among others the firm of which he was a partner.

The organisation, until it was captured by retired Anglo-Indian
officials, did yeoman service in stimulating political activity among
Indians and educating English opinion about the problems of
India. Its annual reports contain a treasure house of information
on a multitude of subjects, and may be read with profit even at
the present day.

Before this Association, Pherozeshah read a paper on The
Educational System in the Presidency of Bombay, which evoked warm
praise from a small but appreciative audience. It was characterised
as an “able, clever and elaborate paper,” and the young lecturer
was asked to embody his views in a series of resolutions to be
brought up again for discussion. As indications of his maturity
of thought even at such an early are, a passage may be quoted
from his exhaustive survey of the position of education in the
Presidency. Dealing with the real ends and objects of all efforts
to educate the Indians, lie said:

“The first paramount aim of education in India is the
absorption of the lower into the higher civilization,
the reformation of the old system of culture by the
new. Such a consummation was, however, not to be
achieved without great tact and delicacy. While
inoculating its own dogmas, the new civilization
would have to break up, expose and analyse the old
hereditary tastes, opinions, habits, customs, manners
and modes of thought, those short rules of thought
and action, unconsciously sucked in as first principles,
self-evident and indisputable, from generation to
generation. Such a process, if inaugurated, however,
merely as dogma fighting against dogma, would be
undoubtedly productive of a mental convulsion of
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the most unhealthy character, and the result of which
would be swayed by the most chance circumstances
of life. And even the triumph of the higher civilization
would not infrequently assist in destroying its own
object. The passive recipients of the new ideas would
soon become liable to be taunted, and justly taunted,
with the faults of shallow minds, irreverence to age
and experience, childish petulance, and the pretence
of knowledge without the reality. Such a transition
period would be fraught with the gravest dangers,
social and political. To win its way successfully and
surely, the new civilization must come fully equipped
and accoutred. It must bring with it not only all its
settled creeds, but the proofs on which their higher
truth is grounded. The Indian mind must be made to
understand and appreciate it before it can be safely
allowed to grapple with the old civilization.”

Conviction towards Elementary Education

Having thus defined the true aims of Indian education,
Pherozeshah went on to express his conviction that for a long time
to come elementary education of the masses must give place to
a high liberal education. True, the latter would be confined to a
handful of men, but he declared that the history of every great
movement in the progress of civilization and of all the reformations
and revolutions showed that it is these few men who do the work
of the uplifting of the masses, and who, endowed with real
earnestness, deep thought and comprehensive insight, create and
mould the new ideas, and transfer them thus ready-made to the
multitude, to be received by them on their authority and example.
To this view he clung with tenacity throughout his long career.
Equally strong was his conviction that the vernaculars of the
country were unsuited to become the vehicles of a liberal education,
and that English ought consequently to be the principal medium
of imparting knowledge. The controversies which centered round
such questions in those days cannot be said to have lost their
interest even at the present moment. To those seeking illumination
on the subject, the lecture with its mass of facts and arguments
presents much that may be pondered over with profit.
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This was not Pherozeshah’s only incursion into the political
controversies of the day. He took an active and intelligent interest
in various public questions, which enabled those who came in
contact with him to understand and appreciate his gifted
personality. Among those who formed a high opinion of his
capacity was Professor Key, who in 1868 wrote to Pherozeshah
in terms of generous appreciation such as may well have flattered
the latter. “Already entertaining a very high opinion of your race
in general,” wrote the great Latinist, “I must say without flattery
that I found in you something exceeding all my expectations; and
I look forward to your playing an important part in India, especially
in procuring for the Parsees, and I hope the Hindus also, as well
as others, a status in society more worthy of them. Keep this grand
object in view, and do your best to attain eminence at the Bombay
Bar, for I feel sure you have qualities, both natural and acquired,
that may enable you to do so.”

This was on the eve of Pherozeshah’s departure from England.
He had been called to the Bar in Easter Term in 1868 and had been
received at the Benchers’ Table. A bill made out by “John Punt,
second butler,” for proportionate contribution to the expenses of
a wine party affords evidence that the occasion was duly celebrated.
As he had completed his training, his father was desirous that he
should return at the earliest opportunity, preferably with Sir
Alexander, who was coming out in July. The failure of Mr.
Rustumjee Jamsetjee, shortly after Pherozeshah’s departure for
England, had deprived the latter of the benefit of the scholarship,
and had thrown on the elder Mehta a burden of which he was
anxious to be relieved. His son with his extravagant habits had
spent quite a small fortune during his three and a half years’ stay
in England. Pherozeshah delayed his departure, however, as he
wanted to give a few finishing touches to his education. Ultimately,
with the good wishes of those who were taking a sympathetic
interest in his career, and to the regret of his intimate associates,
who felt that life was losing much of its savour by his departure,
Pherozeshah sailed for India in September, 1868. Those four years
which he had spent in England had been among the happiest in
his life, and had equipped him with much that went to the making
of his remarkable public career.


