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I
n the early weeks of 2014, Suna became excited about the prospect 
of writing about Singapore’s Parsi community, a small and largely 
unknown group whose prophet is Zarathustra. As Parsis, we have 
been members of this community for the 40-some years we have 

lived in Singapore. The book Suna envisioned would explore what it 
means to be a Parsi—the history, customs, culture and cuisine. And 
she wanted to write about those Singaporean Parsis she referred to as 
“families with heart”.

Suna took her diploma in journalism at the university in our hometown 
of Nagpur, India. She became an associate editor at Onlooker magazine 
in Bombay, where she served for 13 years. I had been a pilot for Air India 
before we moved to Singapore, and I began flying for Singapore Airlines, 
while Suna experimented with a new career as a freelancer, writing for a 
wide range of newspapers and magazines throughout Asia. Our routine 
for the following several decades would have me flying off, and when I 
returned, Suna would give me a rundown of the articles she had managed 
to complete and send off for publication. At the time, it seemed easy to me. 
With the publication of this book, Suna’s last, I know it was not. 

She understood that such a book would require a major effort, and a 
great deal of time. In April, she applied to Singapore’s National Heritage 
Board for a grant, and in June learned the NHB would help sponsor the 
book. Suna had already begun the research; she got permission to go into 
the National Library and National Archives, began to contact families to 
arrange interviews, asked around for recipes, rounded up photographs, and 
plotted the scores of details that go into the making of a book.

As summer approached, she was working hard, and kept at it during a trip 
to the United States in August to visit family. By October she was in high gear, 
writing and collating all of the research material she had gathered, contacting the 
Parsi families for fact checking and corrections, and continuing to collect photos. 

She was working furiously when the unexpected happened. Suna was 
seriously ill. She became increasingly weak, and still she braved on. She was 
writing until the end, which came on 15 February 2015.

I had watched as she struggled to finish this book, and after she passed 
away, my children and I decided that it should be completed in her memory. 
It was so important to her, as a Parsi and also as a member of this small 
community which has been such a vital part of our life in Singapore. Making 
the decision to finish was easy, doing it was not. 

FOREWORD
BY RUSTOM KANGA

Suna’s friends rallied around. One, Shameem Sukhia, came to my aid 
by suggesting I meet Subina Khaneja, who has a background in media 
and art. She knew a little about the Parsi community, and after reading 
what Suna had written, Subina decided to take on the project. She did 
extensive research to complete the writing, uncovering substantive stories 
and anecdotes in the chapters on the history of the Parsis in Singapore, the 
culture, gara saris and furniture, as well as adding a new section on the Parsi 
theatre. She edited the recipes for the part on cuisine, and dealt with all the 
intricacies of photos, searching all over the world to source them, along 
with the inevitable complications of producing a finished book. I am truly 
grateful to her for helping complete the book.

Many of Suna’s friends came forward to help. Aziza Ali, who is well 
known for her Malay cooking, her fine-dining restaurant and recipe books, 
had suggested Suna write about Parsi cuisine. Suna considered it, but then 
realised that it was important to highlight the community’s history and 
culture in addition to its cuisine.

For editing at the initial stage, Suna turned to Shahnaz Slater, a good 
friend and neighbour, who, although heavily involved in her own work, 
took the time to go through the manuscript.

Rebecca Morris, a friend and colleague who is a former bureau chief of 
Singapore Tatler magazine and worked with Suna on many Tatler articles 
over the years, was quick to offer help, and her presence, work and support 
were invaluable on this last of Suna’s projects.

Shirley Streshinsky, a widely published journalist and novelist and close 
friend of the family, who lives on the other side of the world, readily agreed 
to read and edit, and made valuable suggestions.

And Peter Chua, a photographer who worked with Suna for many years, 
contributed by taking pictures of the food and artefacts at short notice.

I am profoundly grateful to all of them, and to Suna’s contingent of 
friends and colleagues on several continents who cheered me on in this 
effort to complete her last published work, this tribute to her religion and 
to the Parsi community which she prized.

Suna during 
her Onlooker 
days in 
Bombay.
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T
he genesis of this book began with Suna Kanga. After her untimely 
demise in February 2015, it was almost a year before the book 
found me, all thanks to Shameem Sukhia. Shameem connected 
Rustom Kanga with me, and it is indeed her long-standing friend-

ship with Suna that gave this book the spur to start its second journey. 
When I was asked whether I would help complete this book, my 

challenge was to try and stay on course with its original intent and purpose, 
while taking it forward. Thus, my journey became bound by staying true 
to the idea behind the book, but letting my involvement augment the 
subject, taking it to its natural conclusion. So while I stayed with the scope 
outlined by Suna, my own research and explorations expanded the range 
and depth of the subject. Of special significance was the unearthing of 
more on the history of the Parsis, from the first explorers, traders, theatre 
adventurers and the mavericks, who traipsed and landed on the shores of 
Singapore. The early settlers were instruments in both the telling and the 
shaping of this country’s own story. 

The book aims to capture the history of the Parsis’ journey to Singapore, 
to help the Parsis and all other communities living here get a better  
understanding of this small community and its contributions to this 
country. The first half of the book gives an overview of who the Parsis are, 
their religion, culture and customs. This is followed by a brief history of 
the Parsis, and we highlight some notable families, focusing mainly on the 
deeds of philanthropy and charity. The next sections showcase the Parsi 
artisty in their textiles, furniture and, of course, their unique cuisine, with 
recipes contributed by the families of Singapore. To keep the book a reflec-
tion of the Parsis of Singapore, almost all the photographs and artefacts 
are of and from the families here. 

This is not an academic book, but a social history. Anecdotes and 
stories enrich the factual narrative. In the telling of the rich and diverse 
narrative of the Parsis’ lives, we are also able to witness the unfolding of 
the history and the making of Singapore, from the time of its inception to 
this present day.

And while I may have worked, researched and written the book 
to complete it, the impetus that drove this book is the dedication and 

PREFACE
BY SUBINA AURORA KHANEJA

devotion of Rustom wanting this book to be completed for the sake of his 
wife, and her vision for the community. He was always there to contribute 
as a sounding board, and many-a-time was quite stretched to understand 
a world far from his own expertise, but his input on the religion, culture, 
meanings and names new to me was a great help. As was the input of many 
others who have contributed towards this book, especially Roshan Mistri, 
Rustom Ghadiali, Pesi Chacha and all the others whom we acknowledge 
and thank wholeheartedly. 

One of my best memories I will retain is of the people from the Parsi 
community that I have met through this book. They will love you and feed you 
every chance they get! “Good thoughts, good words and good deeds” is not 
just an edict in their faith; the Parsis truly live in the spirit of this philosophy.

I never met Suna Kanga in her life, but, truly, she has been with me all 
the way in the writing of this book, and in my endeavor to complete her 
idea and dream of documenting the Parsis in Singapore.

I hope that the book gives you as much joy and satisfaction as it gave 
me while working on it, and that you too discover the fascinating and 
unique world of the Parsis of Singapore.

A symbol of 
good luck in 
Zoroastrianism, 
motifs and replicas 
of fish are used 
during auspicious 
occasions.Subina and Shameem Sukhia.
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D
uring my 40-plus years in Singapore, I have frequently been asked, 
“Who are the Parsis?” The question has sparked the idea for a 
book to highlight the distinctive culture and cuisine of a miniscule 
Indian group that has settled in Singapore since the 1800s. 

Over four decades ago, my pilot husband, Rustom, and I tossed a coin 
before our move to Singapore. Should he give up a good job with Air India 
and uproot the family for an expat life with Singapore Airlines? Thankfully, 
our calculated risk worked, our children were blessed with good schooling 
and the airline opened the world to us. 

When we arrived in 1974, with our two children, Nazneen and Cyrus, 
Parsi (or Parsee) settlers numbered 40 in a population of 2.5 million. They 
welcomed us into the fold and helped us settle in. Today, there are about 350 
Parsis within a population of about six million, and Singapore continues to 
be a magnet for professionals from India and around the world.

To be ready when an opportunity presents itself is a blessing. This project 
has been inspired by my Singaporean friends in the field of publishing. They 
originally suggested a book on Parsi cuisine, but I decided to widen the scope 
of the project to focus on the heritage of Singapore’s Parsi community with 
an overview of our history, culture, customs and cuisine. The objective is to 
create an increased awareness of a distinctive community and its culture. 

Singapore has an interesting past and a host of intriguing ethnic groups. 
Few countries have as many diverse communities co-existing within such 
a small territory. For centuries, innumerable ethnic Chinese, Indian, Arab, 
Malay and Jewish settlers, among others, have made the island their home. 
They mingle and co-exist without losing their identity. Multi-ethnicity gives 
Singapore its unique culture.

Singapore has been our fascinating and welcoming home since 1974. My 
pride and admiration continue to grow for Unstoppable Singapore. There 
is always something new to discover, there is passion to achieve new goals, 
to beautify the city, to preserve its diverse social milieu, to improve daily 
living, and to look beyond and further explore the world. May the future of 
Singapore continue to be driven by passion.

This book is a modest record of a community that has integrated and 
prospered here. These narratives of pioneers and notable Parsis pay tribute 
to a nation that welcomes diversity to nurture its economic, social and 
cultural landscape. I hope it will also give readers insight into the Singapor-
ean Parsi diaspora in this multicultural country.

INTRODUCTION
BY SUNA KANGA

Above
Rustom and Suna Kanga.

Opposite
Parsi Road was named in 
1954 and still exists in 
what is now Singapore's 
financial district. 
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ABOUT THE 
PARSIS
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M
any Singaporeans are unaware of the small Parsi community 
in their midst and its ancient faith comes as a surprise. Parsis 
are followers of one of the world’s oldest surviving religions, 
Zoroastrianism. The religion, born in Persia (now Iran), is 

based on the teachings and revelations of Zoroaster, the Latin name of the 
Persian prophet Zarathustra. It is one of the earliest revealed religions, one 
that has survived for more than 3,500 years.

All Parsis are Zoroastrians, but not all Zoroastrians are Parsis. A Parsi is 
a descendant of Persian ancestors who arrived in India from Persia and one 
who has been formally admitted into the Zoroastrian faith. 

A Zoroastrian is a follower of the religion. Parsis who leave India and 
settle abroad identify themselves as Parsi-Zoroastrians, Zoroastrians or 
Zarathrushtis to align their loyalties with followers of the religion in Iran, 
the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, Hong Kong, 
Singapore and other nations. Isolated groups of Zoroastrians also exist in 
Russia, Armenia, Kurdistan and other regions.

ORIGIN AND HISTORY
So, what is the origin and history of the Parsis? Parsis are descendants 
of the original Aryans, the proto-Nordic tribes that once wandered the 
lands of West Asia and India. Eventually they settled in Persia. Some 
time between 1800 BC and 1500 BC (some books say 6000 BC), Prophet 
Zoroaster was born in the Eastern Aral Sea land near Persia. Some histori-
ans believe he came from eastern Iran, while others place his birthplace in 
western Iran based on beliefs that he belonged to the priestly family of the 
Magi; there are several claims about the location. Spitama is the family 
name of the prophet, and hence he is known as Zarathustra Spitama.

WHO ARE 
THE PARSIS?

Previous
Persepolis, Iran. 

Opposite
Parsi family, late 1800s.
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Zarathustra was born in an age of idol worship, multiple gods, polythe-
ism and barbaric rituals. Troubled by the suffering in a chaotic world, he 
retreated to a cave in the mountains. Ten years later, aged 30, he received 
enlightenment from Lord Ahura Mazda, the Almighty Wise God, through a 
series of dialogues called the Gathas or Divine Songs.

Zarathustra was the first to teach that there was but one God. He was 
against Mithra, the Persian religion before him, for sacrificing animals and 
consuming narcotics and intoxicating beverages, called haoma. He believed 
in the purity and goodness of all God’s creations. Thousands of years later, 
some of the prophet’s teachings are believed to have influenced Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam.

But, as the saying goes, no man is a prophet in his own land, and for years 
people of Zarathustra’s tribe paid no heed to his teachings. Zarathustra 
suffered persecution for denouncing superstition and the demonic customs 
and practices of the day, and for speaking out against corrupt priests and 
potentates. He travelled farther and encountered another tribe. He was 
granted an audience with King Vishtaspa, ruler of a Persian kingdom in the 
north of Iran, who became a faithful follower after Zarathustra healed his 
paralysed horse, and the new religion gradually spread. 

Under Darius I, the Persian Empire stretched from Egypt to Afghanistan.

AN ANCIENT HERITAGE
Zarathustra’s religion has a magnificent history spanning thousands of 
years. Zoroastrianism flourished under the mighty Iranian empires of Cyrus 
the Great (559–530 BC) and Darius I (522–486 BC) of the Achaemenid 
dynasties, and the Sassanid dynasty (AD 226–641), when it was declared 
an official state religion.

Emperor Cyrus the Great united several tribes while extending his kingdom 
from present-day Iran to Afghanistan. His great empire was known for tolerance, 
power and riches. In the Hebrew Bible, he is depicted as the deliverer of Jews 

THE CYRUS CYLINDER 
AND THE ANCIENT 
PROCLAMATION OF 
HUMAN RIGHTS

The Cyrus Cylinder is one of the most 
famous surviving icons from the ancient 
Persian world. Excavated at Babylon 
(modern Iraq) in 1879, the clay cylinder 
was inscribed in Babylonian cuneiform 
text (one of the earliest systems of writing) 
on the orders of Emperor Cyrus the Great 
to mark the establishment of Persian rule 
after he captured Babylon in 539 BC. 

This is one of the few surviving 
documents that provide political, social 
and religious insight about the ancient 

Achaemenid Persian Empire (550–331 
BC), which spread from what is now the 
Balkans and Eastern Europe to the Indus 
Valley at its peak. Achaemenids were 
followers of the Zoroastrian religion, and 
the Parsis hold Cyrus in great regard.

The inscriptions and account are 
considered to be the oldest known 
declaration of human rights. It records 
the ways and means in which Emperor 
Cyrus improved the lives of the citizens of 
Babylonia, promoted religious and racial 
freedom, restored temples and shrines, 
and gave permission to those deported 
by the Babylonians to return home. The 
inscription chronicles the historical legacy 
of the highly advanced and emancipated 
Persian Empire and is testament to its 
influence on society and humanity.

The cylinder and 16 related works are 
the property of the British Museum.

Decorative 
coins showing 

Zarathustra 
and an urn.
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and the poll tax. Others fled to neighbouring lands and to the remote moun-
tainous region of Khurasan. They took with them their sacred fire that had 
originated from a bolt of lightning. 

A hundred years later, fearing persecution, some Zoroastrians descended 
to the port of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf. After 15 years, they set sail in 
seven dhows, landing on Diu Island on the western coast of India with their 
scriptures and the holy fire.

Bas-relief of Persian guards at the Palace of Darius I in Persepolis.

from captivity and the one who decreed that the Temple of Jerusalem should 
be rebuilt. The Cyrus Cylinder in the British Museum has an account of the 
conquest of Babylon in 539 BC and reveals the monarch’s humane treatment of 
conquered subjects. It is considered the world’s first declaration of human rights.

The great Greek historian Herodotus is said to have written in his first 
book (Section 136): “The Zoroastrians trained their sons in three things—to 
ride a horse, shoot straight with an arrow and speak the truth!” He added 
that the core of the religion is good thoughts, good words and good deeds.

When the mighty Persian Empire fell to the Arab caliphs during the 
Sassanian dynasty, Islam became the state religion. Many Zoroastrians 
converted to retain their power and influence, some to avoid persecution 

Top Bas-reliefs showing rulers of the Sassanid dynasty at the Naqsh-e Rustam necropolis outside Persepolis. 
Above Tomb of Cyrus the Great at Pasargadae, Iran; griffin sculpture, or homa bird, in Persepolis.

MILK AND SUGAR

Parsis love to recount a story related to their ancestors’ arrival in India about a thousand 
years ago (around AD 936). After 19 years on Diu Island, the group sailed to Sanjan on 
the mainland of India.

Alarmed by the influx of foreigners swamping Sanjan to settle there, the local ruler, 
Raja Jadi Rana, gave the group an audience. A silver bowl brimming with milk was 
brought in to indicate that there was no space for the newcomers. The Zoroastrian 
elders sprinkled a spoonful of sugar in the milk saying, “The milk has not overflowed but 
has been sweetened.” Wisdom won the day. Permission was granted by the benevolent 
Hindu ruler for the group to settle and practise their faith. But there were conditions: The 
newcomers’ high priest had to explain their religion to the ruler. The group had to adopt 
the local language, Gujarati, and give up their native Persian language. The women had to 
exchange their traditional Persian garb for the sari. Men had to lay down their arms and 
vow never to use them again. Wedding ceremonies could take place only after sunset. 
There was no edict about conversion, as both the Hindus and Zoroastrians did not believe 
in proselytising. They were not asked to forsake any significant aspects of their religion, 
and under these conditions, the Zoroastrian culture survived and has thrived in India.
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A NEW HOME IN INDIA
The Parsis settled down to form a small but distinct cultural group. They 
were called Parsis because they hailed from the province of Pars in Persia. 
They lived peacefully as farmers, carpenters and weavers. In 1742, after 
many vicissitudes, they built their first and most sacred fire temple called the 
Iranshah in the village of Udvada, north of Bombay (now Mumbai).

(Today, the centre of pilgrimage for Parsis retains an old-world atmo-
sphere around the fire temple. Udvada offers a window into the lifestyle 
of simple Parsi folk, who sell homemade pickles, spices, sweets and prayer 
paraphernalia. One can sample authentic Parsi food at dhabas (rustic cafes) 
along the highway from Mumbai.)

Seeking a better livelihood, the more enterprising Parsis moved down 
the coast to Surat and Bombay, where, along with their strong belief in 
education and forward-thinking nature, they established a reputation 
for honesty and business acumen. During the Mughal period, some were 
appointed diwans (treasurers) and hakims (doctors) at the Mughal Courts 
in Jamnagar and Baroda (now Vadodara). 

When the British East India Company was established in 1857 in 
Bombay, skilled Parsis were among those enlisted in large numbers. The 
Parsis, the earliest to learn English, soon became experts in the art of ship-
building. Having no caste barriers that affected social interaction, they were 
sought as agents and brokers between Indian and European merchants.

PARSI MERCHANTS GO EAST
During the 18th and 19th centuries, Indian merchants, among them a Parsi 
named Jamsetjee Jeejeebhoy, journeyed east and established a lucrative trade 
with China. Ships were loaded with spices, cotton and opium, and they 
returned to India with Chinese silks, porcelain, furniture and more. Jamset-
jee’s network included Macao, Canton (now Guangdong), Hong Kong and 
Singapore. Names such as Wadia, Petit, Vicaji, Readymoney and Tata were 
prominent among these merchants. When the British arrived, they tapped 
into this ready network, and both benefited immensely from the opportu-
nities from this trading route. By the early-1800s, Britain secured control 
over Singapore, whose position was vital to England, both to safeguard 
the straits and as an entry into the empire of China, especially after ceding 
Bencoolen (now Kota Bengkulu in Sumatra) to the Dutch.

Trade made the Parsis phenomenally wealthy, but to their credit, they built 
schools, hospitals and other public institutions in Bombay. When the Opium 
Wars (1839–42 and 1856–60) affected the trade of the drug, Parsi merchants 
turned to import-export and other commercial pursuits. The colonial rule and 
its policies favouring the British and its government made it more difficult for 
Parsis to operate in the world of shipping and finance; and even the cotton 
trade suffered terribly. Many migrated to Hong Kong, Shanghai, Canton, 

Opposite
Fire temple 
in Mumbai.

Parsi couple, late 1800s.

Singapore harbour, 1800s.
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Tientsin (now Tianjin) and Peking (now Beijing). By 1905, the Parsi names 
disappeared from the Directorate of Companies in the business of trade, 
shipping and its allied industries, closing a chapter in history.

“Often statesmen and historians have expressed their surprise that a 
small and numerically negligible community like the Parsis should be found 
in the vanguard of progress in India. The simple explanation is that their 
ancestors were sagacious enough to appreciate the benefits of education in 
days when the torch of knowledge was most dimly lit in this country,” GA 
Natesan, a biographer of Parsis, noted in his book Famous Parsis.

NEW LIFE, NEW RITUALS
Having lived in India for well over a thousand years, the Parsis adopted 
many indigenous customs, ceremonies and beliefs. The language of Persia 
faded away in favour of Gujarati. Hindu rituals were embraced in wedding 
and other religious ceremonies. The prayer tray (sace), the red dot on the 
forehead (kunkun), garlands of flowers and symbols of good luck such as 
rice, betel nut and coconut are derived from Hindu customs. 

Other examples are the traditions of adorning doorways with garlands 
and creating decorative floor patterns on the threshold of homes. Whereas 
the elaborate rangoli floor designs of the Hindus are made with lime paste 
or coloured rice, the Parsis use metal boxes with perforated patterns to hold 

white lime (chalk) powder, which is stamped over a damp area. Lime was 
considered a disinfectant in the old days.

The impact of this integration was felt on Parsi cuisine too. Parsis love 
their meats and have no religious prohibitions on food, although many 
restrain from eating beef in deference to their Hindu neighbours. Indian 
spices have found their way into the cuisine as have adaptions from the local 
food of the land. But more on that can be read in the last section of this book.

A visit to Mumbai reveals the ubiquitous presence of Parsi heritage. The 
downtown area alone has about 50 fire temples with stone-carved insignia 
on the exterior. Statues of Parsi luminaries stand in various areas of the city. 
The statue of Sir Jamsetji Nusserwanji Tata in Mumbai is testimony to his 
incredible legacy and to the heritage of the Tatas in India. Visitors may also 
notice gateways to baugs, or low-rise clusters of homes built exclusively for 
the community. Inside the enclaves, garlands and chalk patterns adorn most 
thresholds, and neighbourly support is ensured and gossip greatly relished. 
Then there are the surviving Irani coffee shops, such as Leopold Café and 
Britannia & Company Restaurant, and institutions such as Paris Bakery and 
Parsi Dairy Farm, famed for its milk products and desserts. 

Parsis have their eccentricities and are known to be individualistic. They 
also like to poke fun at themselves and joke about belonging to an exclusive 
club. The homes of wealthy Parsis in India reveal a great fondness for art 
and antiques. A Gujarati businessman once made an interesting observation. 
He said Parsis went all out to invest in beautiful Chinese porcelains, chan-
deliers, European glassware and carved furniture. “Over time, the precious 
porcelains broke and their wealth has ebbed away…” At an individual level 
the Parsis may not have invested in assets like silver and gold, but their 
philanthropic outlook and spending on public projects have created legacies 
and landmarks that endure to this day. 

THE TATAS

The Tata Group was founded in India in 1868 by Jamsetji 
Nusserwanji Tata. Tata & Sons was set up in Hong Kong 
in 1863. In the early '70s, when Singapore focused on 
manufacturing, Tata Precision Industries was set up by JRD 
Tata, and at the same time, the Tata Group partnered with 
EDB to start a Joint Government Training Centre for skill 
development. This was just the start, and in August 2008, 
Ratan Tata was conferred with honorary citizenship in 
Singapore for his long association and contribution to the 
country's development.

Statue of Sir Jamsetji 
Nusserwanji Tata in Mumbai.

Parsis create rangoli using white lime powder in metal boxes with perforated patterns. 
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A spirit of adventure and an eagerness to explore new paths to good 
living have encouraged Parsis to settle around the world. Some of the most 
famous among them include conductor Zubin Mehta and the late singer- 
songwriter Freddie Mercury (born Farrokh Bulsara). Singapore, too, saw its 
fair share of Parsis arrive on its shores, and over the years, many sunk their 
roots on this island. The Parsis in the Singapore of today number about 
350 individuals, mostly professionals with families. They come together 
to celebrate special occasions and continue to enjoy the religion of good 
life. A shophouse in Little India, generously donated by the Vasanias in 
2011, serves as a community centre and prayer hall, and as a focal point for 
bringing the community together.

But the dilemma facing Parsis is the threat of extinction. The world 
population of Parsis has dwindled to fewer than 100,000, with about half 
residing in India and the rest abroad.

THE PARSI DILEMMA
The Parsis are a people in crisis, and there is deep soul-searching, not to 
mention controversy, about how to preserve and expand the community.

“History has shown that excessive, almost total urbanisation and mod-
ernisation, with its concomitant effects on family and marital patterns, 
demands a price which the Parsis are paying. We may call it the ‘Predica-
ment of Progress’. And what is the price? It is a lifestyle that encourages a 
small family norm, late marriages or no marriage to ensure a materially rich 
life for its members,” Parsi demographer Ava Khullar said in her speech for 
the 3,000th anniversary conference of the Zoroastrian religion and culture 
at the Asian Civilisations Musem in Singapore in 2004. “Many Western 
countries are facing similar dilemmas. The difference is that while other 
communities can withstand a declining demographic impact because of the 
strength of their existing numbers, the Parsi Zoroastrians, unfortunately, do 
not have this cushion to fall back on.” 

Census projections reveal that by 2020, there will be just 23,000 Parsis 
in India, and because marrying outside the community is frowned upon, ex-
tinction is a serious threat. As cleverly observed in the Jiyo Parsi campaign, 
a programme supported by the Government of India to arrest the decline 
of the Parsi Zoroastrians in the country: “The milk is in grave danger of 
running out of sugar.”

WHAT'S IN A NAME?
While few people know who the Parsis are, there are clues to recognising a 
Parsi by the name. Many surnames end in “walla” (or a derivative), which 
denotes the professions of their forefathers (for example, Daruwalla refers 
to a liquor merchant, Ghadially a watch repairer, Postwalla a postman). In 

the 1900s, the British promulgated a law that required everyone to have 
surnames. Many Parsis were called Mr Doctor, Mr Lawyer or Mr Engineer 
after their profession. Others took their surnames from the names of their 
villages or towns (a Barucha was from Baruch, a Balsara from Balsar and a 
Poonawalla from Poona (nowPune)).

INSTANT BONDING
“The fact does remain, however, that one may come across a Parsee almost 
anywhere in the world; and the fun of it is, that there is generally an instant 
bonding of sorts, when you come across a hum din (compatriot) in other 
parts of the world. As I said, being a Parsee is, in a sense, being part of an 
International Club!” wrote author and lawyer Armin Wandrewala in the 
Navroz issue of Jame Jamshed Weekly.

Zubin Mehta, top, and 
Freddie Mercury, members 

of the Parsi diaspora.

“Race, language, religion, culture are deep in the 
human psyche. You can’t change your race. You 
can change your language, you can change your 
religion, you can, over time, change your culture.”

—Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew, The Straits Times, 2004

PARSI IS A RACE

Parsi is a race. Zoroastrianism is a religion. A Zoroastrian is a person who follows the 
teachings of Zoroaster. A Zoroastrian is not necessarily a Parsi. Birth is the credential of 
a Parsi, a person whose ancestors arrived in India from Persia. A Parsi may change his/
her religion but still remain a Parsi. Zoroastrianism is accepted as a universal religion. 
In Singapore, Zoroastrianism is one of the 10 member religions of the Inter-Religious 
Organisation (IRO). The Government of Singapore recognises Parsi as a race, and this is 
stated on the Identity Cards of Singapore citizens.

From left, Shelley Bhappu, Navaz 
Dastur and Roshan Mistri.
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The Parsis of Singapore are a small community with 
a big heart. Imbued with the spirit of adventure and 
entrepreneurship, generations of them have helped 
shape the country since landing on these shores in 
the early 1800s. They have made a mark on trade, 
charity, manufacturing, journalism, medicine, theatre, 
cinema and other facets of Singaporean society. 

Believers of the good life, the Parsis here proudly 
embody the traditions of Zoroastrianism. Their 
religion, history—from Persia to India to Singapore—
artistry and cuisine are all parts of a rich tapestry, 
whose well-kept secrets are unravelled in this book. 
Included are never-before-published recipes from 
this notable but dwindling community.

Suna Kanga was a journalist whose work 
appeared in publications across the world. 
She wrote monthly for Singapore Tatler and 
contributed to The Peak, Silver Kris and The 
Straits Times. In 2005, she published a travel 
book, Journey Through Colombo. Suna was also 
an associate editor for Mumbai’s Onlooker. 
She passed away in 2015 during the writing 
of this book on the Parsis.

Subina Aurora Khaneja has written for 
corporate communications and media for 
over 30 years. She previously worked at 
Channel 5. Her art has appeared at festivals, 
including Kala Ghoda and the Singapore 
Biennale. She studied in the Stanford Creative 
Writing Program and owns a studio to help 
writers and artists. A community leader, she 
supports many charities and nonprofits. WWW.EPIGRAMBOOKS.SG
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