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This edition

Sindhi traders are likely to have traded internationally 
for centuries. In the nineteenth century, improved 

communication and transportation made it easier for 
merchants from Hyderabad, Sindh, to set up in different 
parts of the world. As their businesses grew, they remained 
headquartered in Sindh. For decades, their activities went 
unmarked and practically unnoticed. This book is a rare record 
of personal experiences by someone who worked in such a 
�rm in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Sindhwork and Sindhworkis was written in Sindhi and 
published in 1920. In 2001, it was translated into English by 
Sarla Kripalani, then in her mid-seventies. It was a labour of 
love to bring the story alive for the family and generation that 
does not know the Sindhi language. Nandita Bhavnani lent 
me her copy in 2014. 

A personal account, there is much in this book that is 
subjective, but it also records veri�able historical facts. Ever 
since I read it, I have wanted to give other readers free access 
to it. I mailed Padmini Mirchandani, a publisher herself, 
and the granddaughter of the author, for permission to do 
so. She put me in touch with her siblings and cousins, and 
they expressed unanimous approval that their grandfather�s 
precious book should be made available online without any 
restrictions. One of them, Lata Vasvani, wrote back saying 
that her father had told her that when the book was released, 
it was not well received. Her grandfather faced disapproval 
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and was socially ostracised. 

Being insulted in this way was a terrible thing for the time. 
Tekchand Karamchand Mirchandani mentions it in his book as 
a grave deterrent for socially unacceptable behaviour. He may 
well have anticipated these consequences. His earnestness 
and bravery in writing the book is all the more admirable.

The Sindhworki network of which this author was a part 
extended around the world. The book makes one general 
reference to Egypt and the �Straits Settlements�, another 
to West Africa, and gives one example of an anonymous 
business based in Hong Kong. No other place or name is 
mentioned. So, although Tekchand Karamchand Mirchandani 
eloquently describes the Sindhworki life, we do not learn 
which companies he worked for or which countries he lived 
in. Although this was done to protect identities in a ruthless 
capitalist society, it is tempting to assume that it also means 
that the young men from Hyderabad experienced similar 
conditions across companies and countries.



A few minor explanations

This book refers to Hyderabad, Sindh, not Hyderabad, 
Deccan, and calls it just Hyderabad.

In 1947, when India was partitioned by the British, some 
border provinces were partitioned, but not Sindh, which was 
given intact to Pakistan. Hyderabad is now a city in Pakistan. 
Descendants of the people this book is about no longer live 
there. Some are scattered across India. The rest live in the 
outposts all over the world which were established by the 
people described in this book.

Bhaiband comes from the Sindhi word bha, which means 
brother; Bhaiband once signi�ed the brotherhood that 
does business together. Over time, it came to represent the 
community. In Sindh, the Hindus did not have the rigid caste 
system of the rest of India. There were two main communities, 
the Amils and the Bhaibands. The Amils generally took to 
education and professional working life; the Bhaibands 
generally took up trade, worked in their own family business, 
or joined one of the Bhaiband trading houses and became 
Sindhworkis. In modern India, the title Bhai tends to have a 
�avour of Bollywood-inspired association with the Bombay 
underworld. However, in the Sindh of this book, Bhai was 
an elder brother, someone you loved, respected and could 
always rely on. 

Words like pheri, pheriwala and musafri are fundamental to 
the Sindhworki experience and have been left un-translated 
in this edition. A pheriwala is a street hawker, a person who 



8 Sindhwork and Sindhworkis

THIS MAP OF BRITISH INDIA IS FROM THE 1909 IMPERIAL GAZETTEER 
OF INDIA. ‘SIND’ CAN BE SEEN IN THE NORTH-WEST, WITH THE CITIES OF 
HYDERABAD AND KARACHI MARKED ON IT. (MORE PROMINENT, IN THE 

CENTRE OF THE MAP, IS THE REGION OF HYDERABAD, DECCAN.)



carries his goods and sells them on the street, walking from 
place to place, taking pheris, looking for customers. Musafri 
means journey, and it is the word used for the period in which 
the Sindhworki leaves home to work in another country until 
he comes back at the end of his contract. 

Factory here is used to mean �an establishment of merchants 
and factors in a foreign place�, as it was used by the East 
India Trading Company, and not a place where goods are 
manufactured.

Lakh is the Indian word for hundred-thousand; lakhpati could 
be considered a synonym for �millionaire�.

Lungi-poti Tekchand Karamchand Mirchandani describes 
as the bonuses promised to an employee at the end of his 
contract; a bundle of goodies to look forward to and enjoy 
with his family once he got home.

Panchayat is a council of elders of the community; Sethia is 
the capitalist boss. The book refers to employees or pheriwalas 
as servants because that, the author tells us, is what the Sethia  
considered them to be. They were treated as menials and often 
put to demeaning jobs to test their endurance and loyalty.

Shravan is a month in the Hindu calendar which falls some 
time between August and September. The festival Thadri is 
in Shravan and its festivities include playing card games. The 
thread ceremony, or janya, is a ritual performed by a Hindu 
priest, in which an adolescent boy is given a sacred thread to 
wear.

One more thing: it may be noted that the owners of the 
businesses and the workers were all men. There are no women 
in the story that follows.

Saaz Aggarwal
August 2015
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MAPS ON THIS AND THE PREVIOUS TWO PAGES REPRODUCED FROM THE GLOBAL 
WORLD OF INDIAN MERCHANTS 1750-1947 TRADERS OF SIND FROM BUKHARA 
TO PANAMA BY CLAUDE MARKOVITS WITH PERMISSION FROM CLAUDE MARKOVITS: 
THE SINDHWORKI NETWORK C1890-1940 SOURCE: BASE MONDIAL ESRI 

(DWC), C MARKOVITS, M LEGRAND AND F PIROT, 1998.
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An Appeal 

Ten years ago, I decided to write about the lives of 
Sindhworkis and present it to the general public. No 

sooner was the decision made than I put pen to paper. I was 
a little afraid to be critical of such a powerful and courageous 
community. I did not think I was capable of doing so. I wrote 
the �rst draft but did not think much of it. I wrote a second 
draft but eventually discarded it and decided to give up the 
idea. Day by day, the Sindhworki community�s mentality 
declined and I decided to take up the task once more. This 
time I was successful. I realized that I was an amateur writer 
but took courage and made a humble attempt in the hope that 
a more capable person will better it. I know of no Sindhworki 
who is educated or experienced enough to guide me. It is 
quite likely that I have been mistaken in many instances. I 
request the community�s leaders to overlook my simple 
Sindhi but to sift the grain from the chaff and get the gist of 
the meaning for which intent the book is written. Not being a 
man of letters, I am unable to resort to �owery language and 
phrasing. At times I have had to resort to harsh language for 
the Sindhworki community because I feel they are in such 
deep sleep that unless they feel the pinch, it will be impossible 
to wake them from their slumber. After reading this book, I 
hope the Sindhworki powers that be will feel more kindly 
towards their people and rejoice in the betterment of their 
prospects. I request my Sindhworki Sethia brethren that when 
they read this book, if there are any shortcomings, to please 
present them clearly to the common man so that whatever 
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untoward gossip they might have heard about the Sindhworki 
Sethias, should be wiped out from their heart and mind. The 
request is for the man in the street and not their own servants, 
employees and partners. Before I sent this book to the press, I 
showed it to a friend of mine, Bhai Shyamdas Naraindas, who 
has given his own opinion, which I present to the readers. 

Tekchand Karamchand Mirchandani 
Hyderabad, Sindh

1919
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An Opinion 
What is Sindhwork? And what is Sindhworki? In the past, when 
anyone wanted to know, they would pick a story from here, 
a statement from there, and form opinions. The Sindhworkis 
who spent their whole life in business were themselves not 
aware of their origins. 

The author of this book has also made efforts to create a certain 
image of the Sindhworki Sethias. He has not meant to hurt 
or falsify, but in his enthusiasm, has related instances which 
many of the brethren may not approve of. The shortcomings 
of the Sethias mentioned here may or may not apply to the 
community as a whole. The writer hopes that the Sindhworki 
Sethias and Bhaiband community will rise to the occasion 
and work towards the betterment of the community. What the 
writer can hope for is that the Sindhwork and Bhaiband youth, 
who will one day head their forefathers� business houses, 
may �nd that this book opens their minds and helps them to 
change the system and be more patriotic to their community 
and their province. 

I pray to God that the hopes of the writer be ful�lled and that 
his purpose in writing this book may not be misunderstood. 
Do not look upon him in anger but consider it to be his love 
for his country, which has made him relate all this to us. 

Shyamdas Naraindas Chulani 
November 1919 



MAP OF SINDH
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1 How the word �Sindhworki� originated 

In the year 1843, when the British took over rule of Sindh, 
Hyderabad became its capital city and all the artisans 

�ocked to it for a livelihood. Budding entrepreneurs would 
take artefacts from door to door and sell them to the English 
households. The �rst question the foreigners asked was, �Is this 
made in Sindh?� The reply would be in the af�rmative. When 
the young salesmen found that anything made in Sindh was 
desirable to the English, they learnt to put the initial question, 
�Do you want to see Sindh work?� Hence the door-to-door 
salesmen came to be known as Sindhworkis: those selling 
articles made in Sindh. The name became synonymous with 
a businessman from Sindh. Now they have gone further and 
spread all over the world, but are still known as Sindhworkis 
� those who left the shores of their motherland with articles 
made in Sindh, and made their fortunes abroad. 



PHOTOGRAPH OF A POTTER OF HALA, WITH EXAMPLES OF HALA POTTERY, 
BY HENRY COUSENS C1896. COUSENS (1854-1933), SCOTTISH 
ARCHAEOLOGIST, ARTIST AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL PHOTOGRAPHER, WAS 
SUPERINTENDENT OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEY OF INDIA, WESTERN 
CIRCLE, 1909 TO 1910. HALA CONTINUES TO BE A CENTRE OF SINDHI 

CRAFT PRODUCTION IN PRESENT TIMES.
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2 The spread of Sindhworkis 
Sindhworki salesmen earned quite a lot from the foreigners, 
and more and more people entered the trade. Some got 
the bright idea of going out of Sindh to sell their wares. 
The �rst stop was Bombay, which was a British stronghold. 
The �rst immigrants to Bombay called themselves �Sethias� 
and employed younger men to roam the city and sell their 
products. The Sethias found out that a large population of 
English had congregated in Egypt and the Straits Settlements. 
So Bhai Pohoomull set sail for Egypt and Bhai Vasiamal for 
the Straits Settlements. When they touched the ground and 
found a �rm footing, they sent for their salesmen in Bombay 
and set up of�ces in these new lands. Others learnt of the pots 
of gold at the end of the rainbow and trade prospered, soon 
spreading all over the world. Many Sethias entered the fray. 
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THIS PHOTO, OF ONE OF THE MANY SINDHI-OWNED STORES ON 
GIBRALTAR’S MAIN STREET, WAS TAKEN IN OCTOBER 2013.
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3 The Advantage of Sindhwork 

It would not be out of place to mention that a substantial 
section of Hyderabad was earning their livelihood from 

Sindhwork and thousands of families were dependent on it. 
Besides which, thousands were employed by the Sethias and 
at least Rs2,00,000 were paid out in salaries per month. Apart 
from this, the Sethias and their partners earned an additional 
Rs5,00,000 to Rs6,00,000 as their share of the pro�ts. These 
pro�ts were cash pro�ts shared by the Hyderabad Sethias 
but the really big money was outside Sindh and in the cities 
of India. Workers with expertise in each �eld were picked 
up from all over India and were paid handsomely. The 
Sindhworkis sold their products not only to foreign clients in 
India but also travelled across the seven seas to far off lands 
and sold exquisite articles made of gold, silver, bronze, brass, 
woodwork and beautifully embroidered clothing. The Sethias 
or Bhais reaped huge pro�ts and expanded into big business 
houses. Thanks to them, Indian art was kept alive. The lot of 
the artisans improved and money earned abroad came back 
to Sindh, making it rich. We have a lot to be thankful to the 
Sindhworkis for.
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FROM THE COLLECTION OF MANJARI & VASHU KRIPLANEY, COURTESY  
PRATAP KRIPLANEY-DIALDAS.
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4 The Moving Salesmen 

The foundation of Sindhwork was based on moving 
salesmen and to this day, the moving salesmen or 

pheriwalas play an important role in the setting up of business. 
When a Sindhworki starts business in a new city or country, 
his �rst step is pheri or roaming salesmanship with minimal 
investment. The advantages of starting as a pheriwala were: 

1) The salesman is master and servant rolled into one, so 
there is no expenditure involved. He does not have to 
invest in premises or engage any staff � a few articles on 
his back and the pro�ts are all his own. 

2) He can be cautious, feel the pulse of the city and �nd 
out whether his goods have a market value or not. 

3) In a new territory, the pheriwala engages with large 
numbers of local people and learns their language, ways 
and customs. This helps him to assess the likes and dislikes 
of the people. 

4) By roaming from quarter to quarter and market place to 
shopping centres, the salesman �nds out the best place to 
set up shop and where it will be most pro�table. 

In short, no business was possible for a Sindhworki unless he 
started out as a pheriwala. To this day, the rule holds good, 
and with this thorough grounding, the Sethia himself can 
avert any crisis. 
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5 Advantages of �pheri�

No Sindhworki was born a Sethia. He himself was once 
a pheriwala before he engaged a servant to do the 

hard work for him and only then did he start calling himself 
�Sethia�. 

When the Sethias started setting up of�ces outside India, they 
needed hardworking staff. People were reluctant to go. The 
Sethias would employ simple men from the less privileged 
class and treat them like slaves. The treatment they received 
would send shivers down the spine of the listeners. The slave 
of a salesman was duty bound to serve his master, the Sethia, 
for 24 hours, if so required. No thought was given to his food, 
clothing or living quarters, and even less to any other of his 
needs. Early in the morning, the salesman would take a heavy 
bundle on his shoulders and walk around the city. He would 
reach home in the evening, cook his meals, eat, clean up, and 
then set out again to sell his wares and return at midnight or 
even later, in the early hours of the morning. 

When a new consignment was received, he would be the one 
to open it, sort it out and make bundles of the goods. By the 
time this was done, the night would be gone and it would be 
time for him to start on his pheri once again. 

It was only after three, four or even �ve years of this relentless 
routine that he would get a fare to return home to his family. If 
an employee made a mistake he would be beaten mercilessly. 
It was an unwritten law that a Sethia could treat his employees 
as he wished, and no one would intervene. The salary paid 
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out would be between Rs10 to Rs20 per month, in addition 
to a miscellaneous allowance of Rs20 to Rs25 per month. 
The Sethia would keep the rest of the pro�t, which would 
amount to about Rs1000 per month. The Sethias, who were 
lucky to get such beasts of burden for a pittance, became rich 
overnight.
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6 Advantages of Sindhworki Partners 

I don’t think anywhere in the world could Sethias get partners 
at as low a percentage of pro�ts as they did here in Sindh. 

This does not mean that those partners who drove a hard 
bargain were a bad deal for the Sethias � not at all! The Sethias 
were so smart that they would twist and turn the words of 
the contract and ultimately get the grain while the partners 
got the chaff. Even so, the partners were at the mercy of the 
Sethias for the stipulated period. Such Sethias lived in the lap 
of luxury � when, what and how they paid their partners was 
not questioned by the head of the community or relative or 
friend as the contract was between the Sethia and the partner 
who paid the initial money. But it was the partner who was 
left holding the beggar’s bowl. 
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7 The advantage of Sindhworki illiteracy 

In every walk of life there are advantages and disadvantages. 
It is left to the reader to discern, keeping in view the lifestyle 

and customs and other practices of the country. Everyone is 
welcome to their own opinion. If the Sindhworkis had not 
been illiterate, they would not have done pheri or been roving 
salesmen which was considered lowly work in those days. 
But the Sindhworki fundamental base is pheri, hence the 
Bhaiband class remained illiterate. Bhaiband means brother-
in-trade. Even though they were illiterate, their business 
acumen was remarkable and they were the brains of business 
houses and shrewder in many ways than men of letters. There 
were many Bhaibands who aspired that their children should 
be well educated. However, after achieving this goal, they 
were sorely disappointed. The children, instead of joining 
their forefathers� businesses, refused to live within the joint 
family. They left their fold to join the Amil community, which 
was highly educated, and hence very respected. They were 
the professional class, Indian Civil Servants and government 
of�cers, and looked down contemptuously at traders. 

In Hyderabad, one can see an array of caps, turbans and 
dhotis, which is part of the stock-in-trade of the Bhaiband 
community, and the less educated children acknowledge 
their elders as the heads and give them due respect and help 
them in their trade.
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8 The reasons for Sindhworki children 
being illiterate 

1) The Bhaiband children do not consider it degrading to 
be uneducated, as their parents, relatives and all around 
them are unschooled. The desire to study takes a back seat. 

2) Parents are unable to supervise their education since the 
fathers are away from home for long periods of time and 
the mothers are illiterate. 

3) The young ones, seeing their neighbours wearing gold 
rings, necklaces and fancy watches perform badly in 
school because they want to become Sindhworkis to make 
money and gain material comforts. 

4) Bhaiband parents see that youngsters could make a 
lot of money at Sindhwork away from home so they do 
not pressurise their children to study. By the time they 
reach fourth standard and achieve adolescence, they drop 
out of school. Only a handful pass their school-leaving 
�matriculation� examination which quali�es them to go 
on to college. Barely one or two Bhaiband children of my 
days reached that stage. 
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9 Reasons for the illiteracy of Sethia 
children 

As children, the Sethia’s family had heard that it was useless 
to study, because ultimately you would be joining your 

father’s business. Why rack your brains and waste money on 
education? Money was going to follow you wherever you set 
up of�ce with your father. Education was necessary only to 
the point where you could read and write and converse in 
English so as to attend to customers, make out bills and write 
out cheques. Moreover, if you had a well-versed clerk you 
need not even do that. Sindhwork families would encourage 
their friends to send their sons to work for them to earn money, 
travel and become �smart� � which they did! They merged 
with the local people, picked up their language and married 
their girls.
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10 For correspondence and book-keeping, 
the clerical staff must be Bhaiband and 
not Amil

After some time, as businesses expanded, the Sindhworkis 
found it dif�cult to cope with accounts. The Bhaibands 

were so afraid of the Amils that they would look for a Bhaiband 
clerk. An Amil looked down his nose on an illiterate man and 
had little regard for the way in which the Sethia treated his 
subordinates. Because of this, the Bhaiband held a grudge 
against the Amil. When he employed him, he would take 
great pleasure in ordering him to do work that was below 
his status or coercing him to do something illegal. This the 
Amil would not put up with. The poor manager would then 
be in a �x. This was not the offspring of a Bhaiband, who 
could be bullied into doing whatever was required of him. 
The Amil was well versed in legal matters and knew his rights, 
and could �ght for them. The Bhaiband boy, however, would 
be so frightened that the Sethia who had sponsored him and 
taken his signature on documents could drag him into court 
and put a noose around his neck. He would quietly send for 
money from home and pay for his own return passage. Even 
in his own country, he would not speak against the atrocities 
and injustices of the Sethia nor dare to sue the Sethia heirs. 
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11 The jealousies among Sindhworkis 

All Sindhworkis have an inherent streak of jealousy. No 
matter how much they admire their colleagues, at the end 

of it all, they would add, �But.... but he is a very jealous man.� 
Meaning that the person spoken about could not bear to see 
another person do well, or better than himself. For instance, if 
there is a factory, industry, business, already in existence and 
the proprietor Mr A has done very well � the next person, Mr 
B, will not be able to tolerate his reaching the zenith. Mr B 
will then go all out to see that Mr A fails in his business. Mr 
B will call his most cunning and experienced pheriwalas and 
shadow Mr A’s pheriwalas and undersell similar goods, even 
at a loss to himself. If such tactics did not work, he would pick 
a quarrel, and partners of both the rival �rms would land up 
at the police station. So for the time being Mr A would be at 
a loss even though Mr B was sustaining an even greater loss. 

There are innumerable ways of destroying a competitor. If the 
above fails, Mr B might strike up a false friendship with Mr 
A, invite him home to dinner and get him drunk so that Mr 
A would reveal his darkest business deals. Mr B would then 
instruct his men to steal the consignment. When the steamer 
docked they would �rst try to bribe the chief of�cer. If the 
chief of�cer turned out to be honest, they would �nd a sailor 
to bribe and steal all Mr A’s goods. If someone learnt that a 
certain �rm was putting up a shop for rent, or the lease of a 
shop that Mr X was negotiating had expired, Mr Y would go 
and offer a higher remuneration, ensuring that Mr X lost the 
deal. Even though Mr Y has lost money himself and a third 
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party has made pro�t, Mr Y’s Sindhworki pleasure knows no 
bounds that Mr X’s Sindhwork has suffered.

If Firm A sends a consignment of goods to a new agent (for 
which Firm B has been trying secretly to engage for the 
last three months) and if Firm B comes to know of Firm A’s 
dealings, Firm B will not rest until Firm A’s consignment deal 
is destroyed. 

It is believed that in the holy town of Kashi, those who were 
unsuccessful in life would commit suicide in the precincts 
of a particular temple from where the spirit supposedly rises 
directly to Heaven. Similarly, Firm B would not hesitate in 
making losses and facing troubles, even going to the extent of 
giving employees a free hand in the matter of expenses to ruin 
Firm A. The joy of the Sethia of Firm B will know no bounds 
that Firm A has at last been ruined and the Sethia of Firm B 
will not even struggle with his own conscience or have any 
regret � not an iota! 

If a customer goes to a shop with a parcel and the salesman 
recognises the package as belonging to a competitor’s shop, 
he will somehow contrive to take a good look at the goods. He 
will then send a junior salesman to procure identical goods 
and undersell the item, weaning away customers even at a 
loss to himself. The delight he experiences more than makes 
up for the loss. Some Sindhworkis of days gone by would say 
that this jealousy and this behaviour kept Sindhwork alive, as 
without this keen competition and ups and downs of trade, 
the Sethias and �rms would stagnate. 
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12 Alcoholism among Sindhworkis 

With the Sindhworki Sethias and partners of rival �rms 
committed to the destruction of their competitors, the 

pheriwalas and other staff members got their only chance to 
escape from the slavery of the Sethias. As new companies 
mushroomed, the senior staff got more importance. The lack 
of proper boarding and lodging prompted them to eat out. 
The Sethias and the managers pretended to take no notice. 
The Sethias �xed a price for the goods the pheriwalas took 
from the �rm. By and by, the pheriwalas learnt the tricks of 
the trade and sold the goods at a higher price than �xed by 
the managers, and pocketed the difference. With this they 
indulged in other pleasures starting with alcohol, and over 
a round of drinks tongues were loosened and pro�ts made. 
The Sethias again pretended to take no notice, because by 
now many companies had sprung up and the pheriwala, till 
then a slave of the �rm, had become so far emboldened as to 
think nothing of handing in his resignation because he could 
easily and immediately get another job. In the changed times, 
alcohol was considered a necessary evil both to make friends 
and destroy foes.
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13 Result or outcome of alcoholism 

Drink is not a product which can be con�ned to boundaries. 
As alcohol was made available to the staff, the desire to 

consume still more increased. Though the managers �xed a 
certain quota for the staff, force of habit made them consume 
more. They would keep a limited amount at home but would 
have a few drinks before corning home. The managers ignored 
it but started to take the entire payments from the pheriwalas. 
How long could an alcoholic work and earn? They brought in 
less and less, and ultimately the �rms had to stop employing 
pheriwalas. Thus the pheriwala system died a natural death. 
If at all one sees them in today’s times they are not employed 
by the Sethias but are self-employed, starting out a business 
in a small way. 
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14 Wealth at all costs 

Sindhworkis are very fond of making money. Human 
nature desires wealth but the Sindhworki motto is �wealth 

at all costs� � no matter if he has to trample on others to get 
it. The glitter of gold makes him forget his manners and his 
moral duties. He will not consider his partners, managers, 
employees of any level who helped him make the millions 
which he enjoys. The staff can go and die in a ditch. The 
community which was born in jealousy and lived in jealousy 
cannot be expected to have a conscience. Many were the 
youngsters who, having worked hard for the Sethias, hoped 
for a better life. However, the Sethia, after squeezing out their 
livelihood and exploiting them during their youth, dumped 
them like gutter rats in their old age with not a penny for them 
or their families.
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15 Reasons for the lack of savings 

In the good old days, the Sethias would tell their pheriwalas 
that on no account must they sell certain items for prices 

less than what was �xed by them. The salesman who sold 
goods for more than this would get patted on the back and 
told that they were �hardworking and would go far�, and that 
they were well-thought-of, if not actually respected. Thus it 
became an unwritten custom for the pheriwala to give the 
Sethias more than the �xed price. The Sethia would say, �Your 
good work will not be wasted and the �nal reckoning will 
be at the end of the musafri.� The salesman�s pay for his �rst 
musafri, usually three years but it could be between two and 
four years, was seldom more than Rs25 per month. Rs15 
would be given to the family, and the young man would keep 
the remaining Rs10 for himself. No matter how frugally he 
lived, it was impossible to save more than Rs100 to Rs150 at 
the end of his musafri. By then, if ill-health had not depleted 
it, the money would be spent on buying gifts for family and 
friends at home. Sindhworkis were supposed to return from 
abroad loaded with money, and would often borrow from the 
Sethia, thinking of all the promises of bonuses (called �lungi-
poti�) at the end of the contracted trip. The Sethias were a sly 
lot and would get the pheriwala to sign a second contract, 
failing which he would have to return the debt. In desperation, 
he would sign up for another three years of slavery, and the 
story went on. 
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16 The true story of a salesman: an 
autobiography 

On my �rst contract, I was put behind a counter at a 
Sethia�s shop. It was not the long hours that bothered me 

but the treatment I was given. If by chance I made a mistake, 
or if the customer asked for something which I was not able 
to locate immediately, or if the customer left the shop without 
purchasing anything, the heavens would fall. The Sethia 
would pick up anything near him and throw it at me. I would 
be bleeding and many times fainted from the physical assault, 
but no would dare to come to my rescue. Abuses were like 
rose petals in comparison. My colleagues and I used to work 
in the shop till midnight or 1 am, and quite often till 2 or 3 
in the morning. After that we used to spread out our bedding 
on the damp �oor and sleep. However, we were also the 
night watchmen and had the responsibility of grappling with 
thieves should they break into the shop. The damp also made 
it dif�cult to sleep, and fevers and coughs were common. The 
medical expenses were put on our account, and the meagre 
pay seldom allowed for any savings. It was a time when the 
pheriwala’s life seemed wonderful. At least there one had the 
liberty of being outdoors in sunlight and fresh air. One day, 
having pleased my Sethia, I requested (with a thudding heart 
and folded hands) that I be allowed to take on the pheriwala�s 
job. The Sethia was in a good mood and agreed. My happiness 
knew no bounds. I would go out every day and sell my wares 
and bring back more money than contracted. I would give 
all to the Sethia and feel satis�ed for a job well done. Every 
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week, the manager would check our accounts. My sales were 
always beyond the contract and I felt happy in the knowledge 
that it was all being kept for me in safe custody till I went back 
home.  Somewhere along the line, some goods were found to 
be missing. The Sethia gave me a warning and asked me to be 
more careful the next time I opened my bundles. Such losses 
were deducted from our accounts. 

I struck up a friendship with another salesman on the same 
beat. He was an old hand at the job. He advised me not to 
give all the earnings � meaning those over and above the 
contract � to the Sethia. He explained to me that if my goods 
were stolen again or the accounting was not clear, my money 
would be deducted and at the end of the musafri I would have 
nothing left. What would I take home? A debt? The Sethia 
would not keep the extras for me but for himself, and would 
see to it that I was indebted to him. I would be forced to sign 
another contract. I would not be able to take up another job 
because the Sethia would tell me that all my extras had been 
spent on medical bills and stolen goods. Do not be naïve, he 
advised me. Save the extras for yourself and your family. 

That night I could not sleep. Where could I keep the extra 
money? If I carried it on my person and the Sethia decided 
to search my pockets, I would be in trouble. If I kept it in my 
suitcase and he searched the suitcase, he would brand me 
a thief. Not only would he take away my job but warn all 
the other �rms not to engage me, and I would have to return 
home dishonoured. In disgust, I threw away the day�s extra 
earnings into a drain. On my way to the shop I felt very sad 
that hard-earned money should be thus wasted. The next day 
I made it a point to meet another pheriwala who had been in 
the line for a long time, an older man whom I felt would guide 
me. He asked me to return a little earlier from my rounds 
and meet him at a certain coffee shop. When I entered the 
coffee shop I was astonished to see not only the person who 
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had asked me to come but also pheriwalas from my �rm, my 
own colleagues! It was a party! They welcomed me and were 
very cordial. Would you believe it, dear reader, that was the 
�rst time I had my �ll of good food since the day I started my 
contract. 

When it was time to go, everyone took out the day�s earnings, 
keeping back only the contract money to give to the Sethias. 
They advised me to take more than the contract money, as all 
these months I had been giving the Sethia practically double 
of what I was supposed to give him. The salesmen said that I 
should gradually give less and less till I reached the contract 
amount. That way, the Sethia would not suspect anything. All 
the earnings were collected by the proprietor of the coffee 
shop till it was time for us to return home. The salesmen then 
slithered out of the coffee shop one by one so that no one 
suspected anything. If the Sethia were to see two pheriwalas 
going about together or being friendly, he would thrash them. 
Life became easier now that I had a place to rest and chit-chat 
with other human beings. One day, one of the pheriwalas 
got a bright idea. He said �Tomorrow is Sunday. Let us take 
the day off and enjoy ourselves. From today�s earnings, we 
will give a share to the Sethia. Tomorrow we will take our 
bundles as usual, but instead of working, let us meet at the 
coffee shop. At the end of the day we will give part of today�s 
earnings! The Sethia will never know.� 

The motion was unanimously applauded and, after that, 
we started spending every Sunday at the coffee shop. The 
proprietor was also happy that so many people were now 
eating at his shop and augmenting his earnings. Time went 
on, and my contract came to an end. I was ready to return 
home. Now the manager of the �rm put a proposal before 
me. If I stayed on for another twelve months, my pay would 
go up from Rs25 a month to Rs40 per month. I decided to 
take up the offer. At the coffee shop, it was decided to have 
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another mid-week holiday every Thursday. But two rest days 
became too much. For want of something to do, we took up 
card games. Soon we were playing for stakes to make things 
more interesting. 

The twelve months came to an end and I returned home. By 
my calculations, the increment of Rs15 over twelve months 
made up for my indulgences. In Bombay, I bought a four-
poster bed, a fancy mirror, and gifts for everyone at home 
in Hyderabad. The manager gave me the advance without 
complaining, and the Sethia also agreed to advance another 
Rs200, which was suf�cient to live in Sindhworki style for 
at least two months. During this period, I repeatedly asked 
the Sethia to clear my account. Every time the reply would 
be, �the manager has not yet sent the accounts, but if you 
require any money, feel free to ask.� I began to worry, and 
decided that I would take no more advances until I had seen 
the accounts. 

Ultimately, after a couple of months, when the Sethia felt 
I was well rested and I might start looking for another job 
contract, he asked me when I would like to sign the agreement 
for the next musafri. I told him that I would decide after he 
had showed me the accounts, the credits and debits and the 
bonuses promised. The Sethia said, �Don�t worry, that can 
be done in good time. You must think of signing the next 
contract.� I agreed. The next day, the agreement of terms and 
conditions was typed out on a stamped paper. I demanded a 
pay of Rs80 per month in lieu of my four years� experience. 
Bhai wanted me to accept Rs40. I refused. Bhai bargained for 
Rs60 per month. I was adamant and bluffed, �so-and-so �rm 
is offering me Rs80�. Hearing this, Bhai lost his temper and 
abusing me, said, �I shall see which �rm takes you on!�

He ordered his accountant to make out my balance sheet 
immediately. To my horror, I found that I had an outstanding 
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debt of some Rs500 odd in addition to Rs200 for articles lost 
during pheri. My pay for the whole period had been calculated 
at Rs25 per month. I went to the accountant and told him 
that I had been promised an increment of Rs15 and the loss 
was only Rs50 or Rs60, which the manager had assured me 
he would not deduct since I brought in more money than 
contracted for the pheri every day. The Sethia brought out 
the agreement and asked me to show him where Rs40 had 
been mentioned. Of course it was not written anywhere. I had 
trusted them, and now learned my lesson. Everything must be 
put in writing. 

The Sethia threatened to �le a suit against me if I did not return 
the money, amounting to between Rs700 and Rs800, within 
the next two or three days. I returned home and related the 
happenings of the day to my parents. They were �abbergasted. 
Where would we get so much money? Then there would be 
lawyer�s fees, and the ignominy � no �rm would trust a person 
who has faced a legal suit from his employer! My father 
immediately went to see the Sethia and, with folded hands, 
begged him not to take the matter to court. The Sethia told 
him he would wipe out all outstanding debts if I would accept 
Rs60 per month and sign a contract for a further three years. I 
was trapped into another musafri. 

Now I was fortunate that the manager gave me a job at the 
shop. Times had changed, and the job behind the counter was 
considered more prestigious than the pheri. I was surprised 
to see the demeanour and manners of the pheriwalas. They 
had taken to alcohol. At every meal they would have a bottle 
of alcohol. No sooner had the Sethia left the house than the 
pheriwalas would get together, and the festivities began. 
Previously we had met secretly at the coffee shop once in 
a while. Now they frequented the coffee shop to gamble � 
every day.
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One day�s gambling at the coffee shop sometimes left the boys 
nothing to give the Sethias, and they would hang their heads 
in shame. However, they were now bold enough to come 
before the manager dead drunk and without any earnings after 
three or four days. If the manager asked them why they had 
not come in every day, they would answer with audacity, �If 
there is no sale, do you want us to rob to bring you money?� 
Again, if they were questioned where they got money for their 
drinks, pat would come the reply, �Tell the Sethia to look after 
his pheris and see that the contract is in order, or else.� The 
Sethia was obviously not running at a loss in spite of all this, 
so the pheriwalas stayed. The newly-recruited pheriwalas did 
not have much experience and soon fell prey to the ways of 
the experienced ones. After doing some business, they would 
go to the coffee shop and gamble. It came to pass that, for lack 
of funds, they started staking the bolts of silk and other items 
in their custody which, regretfully, belonged to the Sethia. The 
reader can well evaluate the losses the Bhai suffered. Some 
people took courage to tell the Sethia to do away with the 
pheriwalas since he was undergoing such losses. The Sethia 
replied, �If the other �rms do so, then I will too.� 

It was considered prestigious to have pheriwalas - the larger 
the number, the more important the �rm. As time went by, and 
as the contracts came to an end, all �rms gradually did away 
with the pheriwalas and took to wholesale export business 
or local boutiques which the Sethias could manage with a 
limited reliable staff.
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17 Sethias purposely and knowingly 
ruined the pheriwala system 

Dear reader, you may �nd it dif�cult to believe that the 
Sethias who earned lakhs of rupees from the pheriwalas, 

would strangulate the system with their own hands. But this 
is the truth. I was present at a Sindhworki meeting where 
an argument arose between two persons which I remember 
verbatim and I will relate it to you. It is not advisable to give 
the real names of the persons lest their Sethias shower their 
wrath on them, so I will give substitute names. 

Panjumal: Day by day the Sindhworkis are taking more and 
more to hard liquor. I wonder what the reason is. 

Bherumal: The reason? We follow in the footsteps of our 
leaders. They must have thought some good will come from 
drinking. 

Panjumal: These so-called leaders are not your ancestors, nor 
the heads of your panchayat! 

Bherumal: Who cares for those old fogies who live in 
Hyderabad like frogs in a well and do not know anything 
about the outside world? I am talking of the Sethias, who went 
around the world and earned so much money. 

Panjumal: Have they learnt from the West that alcohol has 
virtues? 

Bherumal: Virtues or vices, I cannot say, but we are their paid 
servants and spend the whole day with them, so we have to 
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do as they desire. 

Panjumal: When you were in Hyderabad, did you drink? 

Bherumal: I used to detest alcohol. But since I�ve been to 
Sindhwork, it has become a habit. There, liquor was a daily 
affair and I could not refuse in a large gathering. Then I 
thought, �I am getting this free. Why not �nd out if it is any 
good.� Now it has become a habit. 

Panjumal: I am surprised. What did the people achieve by 
giving hard liquor to the Sindhworkis? 

Bherumal: Initially it was a gesture of goodwill. If the Sethia 
poured out a peg measure for his subordinate, the person so 
singled out would pay more attention to the business and 
work hard to make more pro�ts. For those who got addicted, 
it meant a drink at home saved them from spending their own 
money on a drink at a bar. 

Panjumal: Do you mean to say that all Sindhworkis who leave 
Hyderabad are drunkards? 

Bherumal: No. As a matter of fact, those who left Hyderabad 
for the �rst time did not even know the taste of liquor. But 
getting free drinks and seeing others enjoy themselves, one 
soon acquires a taste for it. 

Panjumal:  How much does the Sethia pay for each staff 
member�s liquor? 

Bherumal: It depends on the country. In some places liquor is 
very expensive and in others, it costs a pittance. 

Panjumal: At a guess, could it be Rs5 to Rs7 a month? 

Bherumal: Yes, that must be so per servant. 

Panjumal: What do you mean by per servant?  What about the 
partners and the managers? Do their bills exceed this amount? 
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Bherumal: There is no limit for partners and managers. Their 
expense on liquor is not listed, so one cannot say. There are 
some partners who are teetotallers and others who consume a 
bottle every two days, or even at one sitting. Some managers� 
pay is Rs60 per month and their liquor bill is Rs70 per month. 

Panjumal: Are your Sethias aware of all this? 

Bherumal: Sethias have no time to check on these petty 
expenses. There may be one manager who drinks too much 
while the other drinks within reason. The managers claim 
moderate liquor bills, and the extra they enter under �other 
items� to balance accounts. 

Panjumal: Anyway, now that these servants drink at home, 
they could not be going out for drinks? 

Bherumal: At �rst, they were con�ned to their homes. But 
now they go out. The Sethias know that their pheriwalas are 
throwing away their money, but they remain silent. 

Panjumal: The Sethias are undergoing such losses, and still 
don�t advise or scold them to change their ways? 

Bherumal: Now they are beyond control. Moreover, the Sethia 
who himself drinks like a �sh is hardly in a position to advise. 

Panjumal: Why don’t the Sethias sack such drunkards? They 
are a bad example for the new recruits. 

Bherumal: The Sethia doesn�t have so much foresight. If the 
servant earns for him, well and good. His personal life matters 
little. The moment business suffers � that is if the pro�ts drop 
� the servant will get the royal order of the boot! There are 
enough servants who earn Rs1000, spend Rs500 on vices, 
and hand over the balance Rs500 to the Sethia with all 
humility, thereby earning the goodwill of the Sethia, as well 
as bonuses, promotions and increments! And free liquor too. 

Panjumal: If this is the situation, and such a large portion of 
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funds disappear under the Sethia’s nose, and he still parts 
with bonuses and gives positions to the staff, there must be 
quite a few rascals who live by dishonest means? 

Bherumal: That way, the Sindhwork Sethias are like hawks. 
When their worker reaches Hyderabad, they have his 
belongings searched. If, God forbid, the presents and things 
brought by the member exceeds his pay it will mean that he 
has pilfered funds. He will be made an outcast and no one 
will employ him again � no matter how good a salesman he 
is or how much more he can earn for the Sethia. Even if it is 
beyond the contracted amount. 

Panjumal: This means that the Sindhworki Sethias encourage 
their staff to drink even at the cost of monetary loss to 
themselves and the reputation of their staff? I fail to understand 
what they gain. If they discipline their staff, they would stand 
to pro�t! 

Bherumal: The servants were simple people. Had the Sethias 
given them commission on sales or 50 percent of any pro�t 
they earned above the contracted amount, the employees 
would have accounted for each and every �pie�. The Sethia 

IN BRITISH INDIA, PIE WAS THE SMALLEST UNIT OF CURRENCY. 16 ANNAS 
MADE ONE RUPEE; 4 PAISA MADE ONE ANNA; 3 PICE MADE ONE PAISA. IN 

EFFECT, A PIE WAS 192 PARTS OF A RUPEE.




























































































































