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Introduction


I want to do something splendid…


Something heroic or wonderful that won’t be forgotten after I’m dead…


Jo March, Little Women


What, you want to be a lawyer? Out of the question. You are a woman, you’re not meant to study! A doctor? But who would come to you for treatment? A dancer? No, ‘good girls’ don’t dance!


These are just some of the problems that the women in this book faced – and triumphed over.


You might know some of them very well – many of these women are famous in the parts of the country they came from. You might be kind of familiar with some others and think, ‘Oh, wait, isn’t there a road named after her?’ Or, ‘So that’s whose statue that is!’


You’ll find a good number of them in your history books because these are the women who actually made history. But you might not know just why their lives were so remarkable. There may be several reasons for that.


Some of them lived so long ago that it’s difficult to remember exactly what they did that made them so great. Some of their achievements may not seem quite as awesome anymore, because there are, after all, a lot of women doctors and lawyers nowadays, and engineers and writers and film stars and politicians. But the women who did these jobs first and alone had a very tough fight indeed, and had to struggle hard practically all their lives so that we can now have it easier.


This book is about these ‘first women’. Their stories have been collected from a great many sources – books, journals, websites and video interviews – and put together in small easy-to-read snippets that will hopefully nudge you into digging up even more interesting details about them.


Many of these pioneering women lived in the 1800s and 1900s, a time of great change, when the entire country was caught up in the fight for independence, which is why along with their stories you will also find fascinating details of how independent India, the one that you know today, was shaped. Almost all the women from this period were freedom fighters, fighting a dual battle – freedom from foreign rule AND the freedom to do what they wanted to do.


You can read these stories in any way you like – from the end to the beginning, or from the middle, or you could just close your eyes and pick a page randomly. (Pssst... I recommend reading them in the order they’ve been put here, because then you can see just how each of them made life easier for those who came after them.)


Go on... turn the page, and prepare to be amazed. These wonder women may not have had capes and masks (oh wait... one of them did), but they are as swashbuckling and inspiring as any of your favourite superheroes, that’s for sure.




Gargi


Philosopher


Imagine this.


You are at a meeting of all the cleverest people in your kingdom. Everyone is kind of arguing with each other, just to show that they know more than anyone else. And you are also fighting this battle of words with everything you’ve got – when suddenly, you find yourself pitted against one of the smartest speakers there… someone who has never lost a debate before!


What would you do now?


You could try get away from the place as fast as you could (the easiest option!).


Or, you could stay on and let your opponent demolish your arguments (the lazy option).


OR, you could do what Gargi did. Stay calm; don’t argue; and bombard your rival with increasingly difficult questions!
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Gargi was a philosopher (a fancy word for a scholar who studies and thinks about difficult-to-understand stuff like human thought, nature of the world, ultimate reality and the illusion of life). She lived in the kingdom of Mithila along the river Ganga some time around 700 bce (that’s almost 3000 years ago!). Now, people from such ancient times are generally cloaked in mystery – it is often difficult to make out if they were real people or simply characters in stories. But thankfully we know a bit about Gargi. Her name, for instance, is listed in the Vedas as a Brahmavadini (an expert). And there are also other written accounts of her debate with the philosopher Yagnavalkya.


Yagnavalkya was considered the genius of his day – very few people dared argue with him! Once, when a king offered a thousand cows to the best debater in the kingdom, Yagnavalkya said that he would take the cows home right away, because he was confident that no one would actually challenge him! That didn’t stop Gargi from volunteering though. She threw all sorts of difficult questions on difficult topics at him! She asked him about mind-boggling things like the nature of the world, the nature of the soul, the nature of the universe, space–time warps… on and on and on and on, until Yagnavalkya was truly frustrated. He warned Gargi that she was in serious danger of ‘her head blowing up with all the knowledge she was receiving’! Gargi did not back off. She went on until she was satisfied the answers made complete sense to her. (He didn’t have much of a choice!) Yagnavalkya too accepted Gargi as a worthy opponent. Their argument was recorded in the textbooks of the time – and is still being studied, thousands of years later!




Prabhavati


Ruler


Prabhavati was NOT the first queen of an Indian kingdom. Several kingdoms had existed in the Indian subcontinent long before she was born, and if there had been kings, there must have been queens. But Prabhavati was one of the first known women to actually rule a kingdom – to be powerful enough to decide the LAWS of her land. Now that’s true girl power!


Prabhavati was born sometime in the second century CE, in the Gupta Empire. Her father was the Gupta king Chandragupta II, and her mother was one of his wives, Kubera Naga. In those days, most of India belonged to two powerful dynasties – the Gupta Empire in the north and the Vakatakas in Central India. Chandragupta II and the Vakataka king Pravarasena often invaded and conquered other smaller kingdoms in the country, but they rarely attacked each other’s empires. Both these kings were very intelligent, and knew that a war between two equally balanced kingdoms would be simply catastrophic for both sides! Instead, they decided upon a marriage agreement between their two families. This was undoubtedly a smart move towards maintaining peace, since most folks, even kings, would think twice before heading off to attack their own relatives!


And so, in the year 380 ce, Prabhavati married the Vakataka prince Rudrasena in a grand wedding in Pataliputra, the capital city of the Gupta Empire. It seemed like a marriage destined for success. A few years later, Pravarasena died and Rudrasena became the ruler of the Vakataka Empire.


Much of our information about ancient India comes from stone inscriptions on temples and forts, and from copperplate inscriptions. These copper plates were typically records of land ownerships, deals and royal family trees, often accompanied by the king’s seal. They would be stored in secret safes within the walls or the foundations of important buildings such as temples.


But, of course, even the best-laid plans often go wrong. Five years after he became the ruler, Rudrasena died unexpectedly, leaving Prabhavati a widow whose only option seemed to be to return home to Pataliputra. She had two sons, but they were too young to become kings, and there was no guarantee of their safety should some other Vakataka family member want to take over the kingdom.


Prabhavati, however, declared herself the queen regent (substitute) of the Vakatakas, who would lead the country until the little princes were old enough to ascend the throne.


And thus, Prabhavati became one of the first women to rule an empire in India. And she proved herself to be excellent at the job.
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Over the next 20 years, the Vakataka Empire flourished peacefully under her leadership and there were huge developments in the arts and sciences. She set up many big building projects, including the construction of several temples. She also maintained a strong army that often fought alongside the Guptas and helped them bring many of the smaller warring kingdoms under one common rule.


Prabhavati’s two sons, Damodarasena and Diwakarasena, were just five and two years old respectively when their father died. Prabhavati ensured that her sons received the right education that would help them rule the kingdom – including lessons in political studies, law, maths and warfare. One of the greatest tragedies of her life was the death of her first son, Damodarasena, just around the time he was getting ready to become king. Despite her sorrow, Prabhavati continued ruling until Diwakarasena was old enough to take charge.


While her sons were brought up as Vakataka princes who would go on to rule the kingdom, Prabhavati herself remained a ‘Gupta’ all her life. Unlike other women who took on the family name of their husbands after marriage, Prabhavati continued to use her father’s name, and always insisted on adding her parents’ names and lineages to every inscription and record that bore her name.




When Prabhavati first took on the leadership of the Vakataka kingdom, she asked her father to send her a couple of Gupta scholars to support and guide her in her new job. According to some historians, one of these scholars was Kalidasa, the great Sanskrit poet. Kalidasa spent a few years in the Vakataka kingdom, mostly in the Vidarbha region of today’s Maharashtra. One of his most famous poems, Meghaduta, contains vivid descriptions of the region.







Rudrama Devi


Warrior Queen


In the thirteenth century, a famous Italian traveller called Marco Polo visited the Indian subcontinent and wrote about all that he saw and felt. It was from his detailed descriptions that most Europeans first learnt of the wonderful kingdoms of the eastern world (Asia and the Arabian Peninsula).


One of these prosperous places that Marco Polo had visited was Mutfili (as he called it). It was a very rich region, he wrote, where the rivers were filled with diamonds that washed down from the hills! The people there had the best of everything in life and were ruled over by a great and wise queen who was ‘more beloved by those in her kingdom’ than any other monarch ever before.


This queen was Rani Rudrama Devi, one of the first female warriors in the country.
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Rudrama Devi was born into the Kakatiya dynasty, a line of kings who ruled over present-day Telangana in the thirteenth century. Her father, Ganapati Deva, was one of the kingdom’s greatest kings. In those days, kingdoms were usually passed on from father to son, or to a male relative. Ganapati Deva did not have a son, but he did not wish to hand the kingdom over to someone outside his immediate family. Instead, he declared his daughter Rudrama Devi as the future ruler. He even gave her a male name, Rudra Deva, so the people of the country would not find it difficult to accept their new monarch!




Rudrama Devi was married to Veerabhadra, a prince from the neighbouring Chalukya kingdom. She did not, however, move to her husband’s place, but boldly chose to stay in her own kingdom.





Thus Rudrama Devi spent her earliest years dressed like a boy, taking part in fighting and in war games with the boys of other warrior families in the kingdom. She soon became an excellent rider and an ace sword fighter. By the time she was 14 years old, she was already helping her father with the affairs of the kingdom. In 1269, when her father died, Rudrama Devi became the supreme ruler of the kingdom and the chief commander of its army.


Of course, not everyone was willing to accept a female ruler. Rudrama Devi faced a lot of opposition from the people in her court. Some of them even tried to get her killed! Despite all this, she managed to rule her kingdom very well.


The Kakatiya region was very rich, especially in diamonds and other precious stones, so other kingdoms would constantly attack it, in order to get hold of its wealth. But Rudrama Devi proved herself to be an able commander, and defended her kingdom against several powerful kingdoms of the time. She brought in fighters from all communities, instead of just the warrior castes. This ensured that her army was filled with truly capable people, instead of those who got to be soldiers just because their forefathers had been in the army! These soldiers remained fiercely loyal to Rudrama Devi and helped her overcome anyone who opposed her rule.


The capital of the Kakatiya kingdom was a city called Orugallu – it is called Warangal these days. The Kakatiya rulers built a fort there, as well as several temples and man-made ponds. An ornamental arch called the Kakatiya Kala Thoranam has been chosen as the emblem of Telangana state.


The Kakatiya rulers set up a great network of canals, rainwater collection systems, ponds and wells, some of which are still around today. This ancient water system is being revived today, and the project is named Mission Kakatiya, after the original builders.


When she grew older, Rudrama Devi made her grandson her co-ruler, and administered the kingdom along with him. She did not, however, retire from being a warrior – for when her country faced a threat from a powerful ruler called Amba Deva, Rudrama Devi donned her armour once more and led the army alongside her grandson to victory! Her bravery became the stuff of legends and folk stories that are full of praise for her skills in battle.


Over years, the Kakatiya kingdom came under different rules, and today makes up a large chunk of the Telangana state in modern India. Rudrama Devi is as renowned in her region now as she was almost a thousand years ago.




One of Rudrama Devi’s most trusted commanders was a brave chieftain called Gona Ganna Reddy. Reddy had initially rebelled against Rudrama Devi’s rule, but she quashed his rebellion. However, realizing his bravery, she made a peace pact and appointed him as one of her commanders.





No one quite knows how Rudrama Devi died. In 2017, two stone inscriptions were unearthed near Warangal in Telangana, which seem to suggest that Rudrama Devi died during the battle with Ambala Deva. Whatever the truth, we do know that she ensured that her army did not lose to the enemy!


One image of her, in particular, has stayed intact over the years, and has been used for inscriptions and statues that stand even today: Rudrama Devi in her armour and helmet, riding a war horse, with the horse’s reins in one hand and a huge sword held aloft in the other.




Marco Polo was an Italian merchant who travelled around the world, and was the first European to describe the rich kingdoms of the East. Marco made detailed notes about the places he visited, but at times would get the foreign names wrong. Thus the place he described as ‘Mutfili’ was not the actual name of the kingdom but the name of a port in the region.


Marco’s other descriptions of the place and its people were almost always accurate, though. One of the features Marco had described in great detail was the profusion of diamonds in the region. The diamonds, apparently, were so plentiful that they would often be washed down from the hills during the rainy season. The Kakatiya kingdom was indeed known for its diamond mines – some of the world’s largest and most famous diamonds, including the Koh-I-Noor, have been excavated from the diamond mines here.







Rani Abbakka


Early freedom fighter


More than five hundred years ago, before the British had invaded India, one other European nation had already begun taking over parts of the country.


Portugal in Western Europe was one of the most technologically advanced nations of the fifteenth century, especially in weapon-making and ship-building. This enabled them to invade and take over other nations. Portuguese explorers would sail to rich countries, start trading with them, and then slowly take over control of their land. Of course, since the kingdoms of India were some of the richest in the world back then, it was only a matter of time before the Portuguese invaded them too.


In 1498, a Portuguese explorer called Vasco Da Gama sailed to India, and landed in Calicut in Kerala. Over the next 20 years, Portugal captured parts of Gujarat, Goa, and the Daman and Diu islands. By the 1520s, they were targeting the south-western coasts of India.
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But there, they faced stiff resistance from a small kingdom led by a brave queen, Rani Abbakka. Abbakka was the queen of Ullal, a seaport in what is now Karnataka.


Abbakka was born in the early sixteenth century, into the Chowta dynasty that ruled over a region called Tulu Nadu. The Chowtas were a matrilineal dynasty, which meant that women had equal rights to the kingdom. Abbakka lost her parents when she was young, so she was brought up by her uncle Tirumala Raya, who trained her in administration and warfare. Even though she was married to Lakshmappa Arasa, the king of the neighbouring kingdom of Mangalore, she retained her control over her own region.


Abbakka’s kingdom was rather small (it only had around two hundred villages or so) but the seaport of Ullal was of great importance. The town was set at the mouth of the Nethravathi River, which meant that ships could sail down the river and reach the kingdoms in the interiors of India. The Portuguese, therefore, were very keen on getting their hands on this town.


They first imposed taxes on Abbakka, demanding money in exchange for shipping permissions. The powerful Portuguese ships controlled most of the Arabian Sea, and typically demanded taxes from other kingdoms that wanted to sail across the waters too. When Abbakka refused to pay these shipping taxes, the Portuguese promptly decided to attack her kingdom.




One of the best-known European accounts of Abbakka is from the writings of a famous Italian explorer of the time, Pietro Della Valle. Valle, during his travels around the world, had made it a point to stop at Ullal – he had heard about the brave queen of the region from the Shah of Iran and wanted to meet her. The first time he saw her, she was barefoot and very simply dressed, and was standing alongside her subjects overseeing some irrigation work.


Portuguese accounts mention three queens who fought over a span of 40 years, while traditional Tuluva accounts talk of just one. The only proper historical proof we have is the Italian traveller’s diary. The rest is mired in folklore...





Abbakka’s bravery inspired many other royals to revolt against European attempts to gain power. One such famous queen was Rani Lakshmi Bai, who, much like Abbakka Chowta, would go on to lead an army against the British, almost three hundred years later, during the 1857 rebellion.


Their mode of attack was quite simple. Portuguese soldiers would arrive at the coastal towns on their ships, and a few of them would then go ashore, often killing a lot of people and destroying the place. Their superior weapons made it difficult for the locals to resist them, and ultimately the local rulers would be forced to concede to the Portuguese in order to save themselves and their people. A handful of soldiers would remain at the place to maintain their control, while the rest would sail away for the next attack.


The Portuguese sent a troop of soldiers to Ullal, while the rest stayed on the ships. Until then, the local kings would simply stay in their kingdoms and try to defend them. Abbakka didn’t just defend her town – she actually attacked her enemies back!


Abbakka’s army comprised of soldiers from different communities – the superb archers of the Billava or ‘Bowmen’ community; the fierce fighters from the Mogaveera warrior community; and the quick oarsmen from the fishermen community. Together, these soldiers formed an army smart enough to tackle the Portuguese.


One of their attacks involved the fishermen rowing to the Portuguese ships moored in the sea, and setting them on fire by throwing burning coconuts in them.


This was just the beginning of a long series of battles between Abbakka and the Portuguese. She kept the Portuguese away from her kingdom for many, many years. Her bold exploits were talked about by the soldiers of Spain and Portugal, and admired by rulers of countries as far as Iran, who were also fighting against the Portuguese.


The story of Abbakka’s bravery is one of the most popular legends of Karnataka, and she is often known as ‘Abhaya Rani’ – the fearless queen. Nearly five hundred years after her war against the Portuguese, the Indian Coast Guard honoured Abbakka by naming one of their patrol vessels after her. The ICGS Rani Abbakka now patrols the coasts of India to keep enemies away, just as Abbakka herself had done, ages and ages ago!


Like many other early freedom fighters, Abbakka too lost her final battle because she was betrayed by her own people. Details of Abbakka’s movements and her battle plans were apparently passed on to the Portuguese by the ruler of Mangalore, though it is not clear if this ruler was Abbakka’s husband Lakshmappa or his nephew (both of whom were close to the invaders). Abbakka was captured, but no one knows quite how she died – according to some reports, she was killed while trying to lead a revolt in the prisons.




Rassundari Devi


Autobiographer


Rassundari was a lot like any other woman of the 1700s. She got married when she was about 12 years old, gave birth to a dozen children, and spent most of her time in the kitchen, cooking and cleaning for her household. Which is pretty much all that women were supposed to do back then.


But unlike other women of her times, Rassundari had a secret ambition. She wanted to read books. She was also very devout. She loved listening to Ramayana recitals and longed to read the holy books her husband and sons read read her favourite book, the Chaitanya Bhagavata, and was rather pleased that she’d been able to perform this ‘impossible feat’ at least in her dream!)
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Of course, such a thing was a strict no-no for a woman.


But the desire to read soon overcame her problems. Rassundari somehow got her hands on some pages from her husband’s sacred books, and some sheets from her son’s alphabet book. She hid the papers in the kitchen, set a maidservant to stand watch and make sure the other women of the house did not catch her in the act of studying! Then, very slowly, she began learning to read, one letter at a time.


It was not an easy task – starting to read and write when you’re 25 years old is NOT easy, but Rassundari didn’t give up. Over time, she not only taught herself to read the sacred texts, but also to write! It was letters and sentences at first, written quickly when no one was looking; then sections of text copied from the sacred books; and, finally, the jump into writing… her own story.


When she was in her fifties, Rassundari began writing her autobiography (the story of her own life). The book, Amar Jiban (My Life), was published when she was 60 years old. It was an instant hit, not only amongst the common people, but also amongst the most renowned Bengali writers of the time. The famous editor and painter Jyothirnath Tagore, while writing an introduction for Amar Jiban, was underlining the best lines in the book so he could quote them later when he realized (after a few pages) that he’d actually underlined MOST of the text!


Amar Jiban was the first ever autobiography to be written by an Indian woman. In her book, Rassundari wrote about how she’d longed to read, and how afraid she’d been while learning. She also described her everyday life in great detail. People loved reading the book because they could easily relate to it. And they found it hard to believe that the writer of such lovely descriptions had had little knowledge of letters and words until her twenties!
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There was much demand for Rassundari’s book – the first published copies were quickly sold out, and new ones had to be published over and over again. Some 20 years after her first book was published, Rassundari wrote her second book, once again describing her own life. She was about 90 then, but this did not stop her from creating another bestseller!


Rassundari Devi’s book deals mainly with her experiences at home and, therefore, tells us a lot about the lives of the women belonging to cultured homes of that time. For instance, she talks about how she was not allowed to step out of her house or talk to strange men. This taboo extended to animals as well! Once, her husband’s horse had wandered into the backyard. There was nobody else around, so Rassundari stepped out of the kitchen to look at the animal. While she was admiring the fine beast she suddenly realized that it was looking back at her! She ran away in shame, and hid her face in her ghoonghat!




Savitribai Phule


Teacher


Going to work every morning was not a pleasant experience for Savitribai. People would shout at her as she walked by, and sometimes even throw mud and cow dung at her. All for just doing her job – teaching! Savitribai Phule was the first ever Indian woman teacher of modern India. And she taught all the students who came to her school, including girls and students from ‘lower castes’, who were forbidden from studying in those days.


Savitribai was born in 1831 into a fairly wealthy farming family in Pune, Maharashtra, and was married before she was ten. Her husband was 13-year-old Jyotirao Phule, who would go on to be one of the country’s first social reformers. He declared that India could become great again if everybody – and not just the richer classes – had access to education. Savitribai agreed with him.
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Savitribai learnt how to read and write from her husband, and then she joined a European-run school, so she could study subjects like geography, maths and science and teach others.


Of course, all these new ideas were bound to get Savitribai and Jyotirao into trouble. Their parents threw them out of the house for one. Jyotirao simply went on with his plans, and set up a small school for students from all communities. This was the first modern school run by Indians in India, and Savitribai became its first teacher and headmistress.


When Jyotirao and Savitribai were thrown out of their home, a man called Usman Sheikh came to their aid. Usman took Jyotirao and Savitribai to his house in Pune, and also offered them space to open their school. His sister Fatima became a close friend of Savitribai’s, and began teaching in the school as well. Fatima too faced a great deal of abuse and humiliation because of her attempts to teach.


The school was very popular with students, but extremely unpopular with the people who felt education-for-all was just wrong. And Savitribai, as the head teacher and a woman, faced the worst of the abuse, from nasty comments to actual physical attacks and stone-pelting.


This unfair treatment did not hold her back, though. She went on working at the school and over time, she and Jyotirao opened many more schools in different parts of Maharashtra.


They also set up a safe home for widows, for those were times when widows were either burnt alive with their dead husbands, or treated very badly by their families. They adopted the orphan child of one such widow – the boy grew up to be a doctor who would carry on his adoptive parents’ work.


During her lifetime, Savitribai opened around 18 schools, and introduced several new concepts as a teacher that are still being followed in schools in India and elsewhere. She was the first teacher to conduct regular parent-teacher meetings, to keep the parents aware and interested in the happenings at school. She also opened night-shift schools for farmers and labourers, so they could learn their lessons after work.


It has now been more than 150 years since Savitribai and Jyotirao set up their first school and faced all kinds of trouble for doing so. Today, Jyotirao is called a ‘mahatma’ – the great soul who improved the lives of countless people. And one of the country’s most famous universities in Pune is named Savitribai Phule University, in memory of the teacher who braved violence and ill treatment, just so she could teach everybody.


In 1897, when Maharashtra was struck by the plague. Savitribai, along with her son, opened a clinic to help the infected people. Savitribai herself contracted the disease, but carried on caring for the sick till she died.




Nawab Faizunessa


Zamindar


In 1889, Faizunessa Chowdhurani, an aristocratic zamindar from Bengal, was presented with an unusual title by Queen Victoria (India was part of the British Empire then). She was made a ‘Nawab’ – and this was a truly historic event, for it was the first (and only) time ever a woman had been awarded the honour!


Faizunessa was born into a well-off zamindar family in 1834. Her family owned an estate near the town of Comilla (in present-day Bangladesh). Her community followed strict purdah regulations, which meant women were more or less forbidden from meeting strangers. They were required to stay within special ‘women-only’ parts of the house (called the zenana), and could only meet others from behind a screen (purdah). They also wore clothes and veils that concealed their faces in the presence of men and other outsiders.
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Most women following the purdah system did not study much. Faizunessa, however, loved to study. Seeing her interest, her father arranged for her to be home-tutored in Persian, Urdu and Arabic. Faizunessa also learnt Bengali, English and Sanskrit by herself, and became so proficient, especially in Bangla, that she actually wrote an entire novel in the language! Rupjalal, a part-poetry, part-prose work, was published in 1876, and brought her considerable fame.
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When she was in her twenties, Faizunessa was married to zamindar. The marriage was not a happy one, so she went back to her parents’ estate, and busied herself in helping run the enormous place.


A zamindari mostly consisted of large farmlands, several villages, as well as hundreds of workers. Zamindars were required to pay taxes to the government, but were usually allowed to run their estates and villages as they liked. In fact, running a zamindari was a bit like ruling a kingdom! Zamindars were almost always men, so when Faizunessa inherited a portion of the estate upon the death of her parents, not many people expected her to run the place by herself!


However, Faizunessa was bold enough to take up the job and was so good at it that the people did not resent her. And she managed to conduct all her administrative tasks without breaking the purdah rules – she would simply pass on instructions to her assistants from behind a purdah!


Zamindars of that time were not always concerned about the welfare of their estate residents. The workers were often treated as slaves. But the people in Faizunessa’s estate were happy. She built roads, schools, ponds, hospitals and free medical dispensaries for her people. She also wanted the girls of her zamindari to be educated just like the boys, so she built one of the first schools for girls in the region.




During the British rule, Nawab was a title given to people who had been of great use to the Empire. Some Nawabs were rulers themselves, and would administer small kingdoms within the British Empire. Others would have done something immensely beneficial to the Empire or to the people.





Over the years, Faizunessa became known as one of the wisest and kindest zamindars of the region.


Her social activities became so well known amongst the British that they decided to award her the title of ‘Begum’ in order to honour her efforts in social work (Begum was the female equivalent of Nawab, and was usually the title used by a Nawab’s wife). Faizunessa, however, refused the title. Her people, she said, already addressed her as Begum. So, if the British really wanted to honour her, they ought to award her the same title that they would ordinarily bestow on a male zamindar!


The male zamindars of the region were, of course, considerably peeved at this, but the British agreed with Faizunessa’s views. So, in 1889, a grand ceremony was organized in the Comilla region, and representatives of Queen Victoria presented the title to Faizunessa.


Faizunessa Chowdhurani thus became Nawab Faizunessa – the first and only female Nawab of India!




Swarnakumari Devi


Novelist


In 1876, a book called Dipnirbhan was published in Bengal, and people were interested in it for several reasons. The story was exciting, it was well written, and more interestingly, the novel was rumoured to have been written by a woman… but no one knew who she was as the author’s name was nowhere to be found.


The idea of a female author was shocking in those days. But the newspapers and magazines of the day praised the writing highly. A famous author, Satyendranath Tagore, reviewed Dipnirbhan in a magazine and commented that he was ‘excited to find a Bengali woman capable of writing a book of such great merit’.
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