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‘Nostalgia, more than anything, gives us the shudder of our own imperfection.’


– Emil Cioran




INTRODUCTION


NOSTALGIA CAN BE A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD, PARTICULARLY in the world of advertising or brand building. Wielded the right way, as a lyrical exhortation to the past, it could be used by brands to peddle something in the present. It exerts such a gravitational pull that when brands resort to marketing based on nostalgia, it is highly effective (see the success the juice brand Paper Boat, automotive major Bajaj and dairy brand Amul as well as Parle-G biscuits and Rooh Afza juices have had with their marketing campaigns). Paper Boat, for instance, famously recreated your childhood drinks of aam panna or kala khatta in their launch ad campaigns. These ads featured a narrative that played up the natural goodness of the drinks your mother made for you, now offered in updated, modern packaging. Amul with its topical hoardings has often created their own version of ‘Throwback Thursdays’ by referencing an event in history through their satirical and humorous lens, featuring their adorable moppet. Bajaj Auto is best known for its Hamara Bajaj ad, which first appeared more than 30 years ago. It is still brought up in their modern advertising via the jingle or more overtly as a then vs. now.


However, nostalgia can also seem like a shamelessly exploitative marketing tool, and that’s not the intent of this book. The idea is not merely to look back at brands of yore to admire their twee quaintness or retro design or feel a pang of longing for simpler times when branding and marketing had not yet begun to decisively control which brands we use.


While a little nostalgia certainly doesn’t hurt, my intention is to help us understand a time when branding was being attempted in an environment of marketing resource scarcity. When distribution was nascent and we didn’t have malls or hypermarkets, only kirana (provision) shops and British department stores. These stores were offshoots of famous department stores from Great Britain, which sent customers their annual brochure, allowing them to order goods from them. The products offered were a mix of Continental European brands and British ones. This was a time when advertising did not mean a blitz, as there was no digital or 360-degree marketing; instead, there were pamphlets, billboards, word-of-mouth marketing and, at best, ads in the local newspaper or radio channel (notice the use of the singular). This was a time when production was impacted strongly by colonial whims and fancies, especially with respect to availability of raw material or capital, and price was regulated or determined by import duties, taxes and British laws.


This book looks largely at pre-Independence India, the colonial period bookended by the Sepoy Mutiny or Revolt of 1857 and freedom from British rule in 1947. Fun fact: we gained Sampurna Swaraj from the British only in 1950, so on 15 August 1947, according to the Mountbatten Plan, India and Pakistan became self-governing dominions under the British Crown. India became truly independent only in 1950.1


One could argue that our largely federal consortium of royal kingdoms, presidencies and states began to assume a national identity in the course of these hundred years. Further, this is when the local market began to emerge in a real sense with various legal and practical frameworks set in place to enable commerce within India by Indians. As Dr Ritu Birla writes in Stages of Capital: Law, Culture and Market Governance in Late Colonial India, ‘In the latter half of the eighteenth century, perhaps the most prominent ancestor of the modern joint-stock corporation, the East India Company, launched a political government in the subcontinent. Equipped with a mercenary army, its officers reaped profits like today’s pirate hedge-fund managers. We know that by the early nineteenth century this joint-stock-corporation-turned-sovereign-power sought to legitimize itself through projects of civilizing improvement, putting missionary convictions and utilitarian visions of good government to work. But it was only after the rebellions of 1857, when the company was dissolved and the Crown assumed authority over India that the colonial sovereignty sought aggressively to standardize market practice and organization.’2 In order to facilitate this, the rules of the marketplace were also set in place: ‘A barrage of novel and foundational legal measures spanning company law, negotiable instruments, income tax, charitable giving, pension funds and procedures distinguishing gambling from speculation and futures trading, among many finer matters was implemented in the period from about 1870 to 1930.’


Dwijendra Tripathi and Jyothi Jumani write in the Concise Oxford History of Indian Business, ‘One particular legal measure must have been of special interest to the business community. This was the first company law ever adopted in India. Modelled broadly on the prevailing English law, Act XLIII of 1850 merely sought to legitimize most of the existing business practices rather than place any meaningful restrictions on the working of the firms. But it marked the beginning of a process that would have important bearing on the future directions of Indian business.’3


The other reason for limiting the scope to this period is that it coincides with the rise of the Indian middle class as consumers and also sees the emergence of a new breed of entrepreneurs who wanted to make India self-sufficient. Remember, it was a time of resistance to British rule and there was widespread opposition to foreign goods. Therefore, ‘Made in India’ became a symbol of nationalist pride and the freedom struggle. Some of these enterprises and entrepreneurs would go on to become giants of industry and nation builders in their own right.


The question this book attempts to answer is this: How did we produce, distribute and market brands during this time? By studying and reflecting on the brands that were consumed, I look to also present insights that can inform modern marketing methods, both in terms of the pitfalls to avoid and how to keep brands relevant. After all, those who do not remember their history are condemned or doomed to repeat it. What does that mean for the history of brands in India? While we are eager to catalogue the successes of brands in modern India, the field of business or corporate history is still nascent. It is only recently that corporate houses have started documenting their histories by setting up archives. The Tatas and Godrej were among the first to archive their histories, followed by the Mahindras, Piramals, the Adenwalla archive and Cipla. Prof. Dwijendra Tripathi was the first to introduce the study of business history at IIM Ahmedabad, and the tradition has been continued by brand historian and IIM-A professor Chinmay Tumbe. The fact that proponents, lecturers and archivists in this field are so few they can be counted on one hand underscores the point that we need more enquiry into this field. I am grateful that I was able to speak to some of these brand historians, and meet with the custodians of the corporate brand archives mentioned in this book.


Why is this subject relevant to us? Today, unbeknownst to us, we are often on the precipice of monumental changes in terms of consumer behaviour and innovation cycles. We inhabit a mutating world in every sense of the word. Several brands chronicled in the pages of this book negotiated these challenges successfully. Many more, however, fell by the wayside. Why did this happen? What enabled success? What precipitated failure? Knowing the answers to these questions may perhaps help guide brands today.


This book is not about chronicling the oldest brand or company. (According to some sources, the oldest continuously running company in the world may be a Japanese construction outfit called Kongō Gumi that started in Osaka in 578 ce. The oldest brands worldwide range from the Belgian beer, Stella Artois, to German beer, Löwenbräu, the French construction material company, Saint Gobain, to Merck, a German pharma company, or even British companies like Lloyds and the tea brand Twining, whose logo is the world’s oldest continually used one.) Instead, this book examines how brands emerged at a time when India was beginning to shake off the shackles of colonialism and find its own identity.


Prior to this period, India had been producing quite a few sought-after goods – cotton textiles and clothing, steel, medicines, indigo, coffee, sugar and spices – but few had brand names attached to them. Certainly none that survived over the years did. In comparison, British and other Western brands had already proliferated in the market. For instance, the furore over the grease lining of bullets in the Enfield P-53 rifle led to the mutiny in 1857. What also made an impression on Hindu and Muslim soldiers in the British army was the name of the rifle. Rich, elitist Indians consumed foreign goods at this point but Indians were still far from creating competing brands. Besides, there is little indication that Indians were brand conscious or even consumerist in the traditional sense, because a lot of the consumer products were handmade, to the extent that they were made by individuals in their homes for their own consumption and thus couldn’t be classified as cottage industries. For instance, women in nineteenth-century India used homemade mixes of shikakai, reetha, besan or moong for their toiletry routines, and men smoked tobacco. By the end of the century, though, branded items such as soaps and cigarettes were commonplace enough to replace them. What were these early brands that slowly captured the imagination of the people? That’s the question this book explores.


The Government of India Act in 1919 that sought to create fresh opportunities for Indians in the military and civil services enabled the middle class to grow its numbers. As pioneering entrepreneurs gradually began to set up companies manufacturing anything from textiles to consumer durables, the middle class that had now begun to acquire a disposable income was presented with a wider choice of products. Alongside this, something significant happened. Advertising entered the consumer market and companies sought to widen their influence and reach larger audiences to sell more products.


This was also the century in which advertising really took root internationally. It emerged to subsidize the cost of nascent media like newspapers and pamphlets. Brands began to appear in newspapers and on billboards to sell products like tobacco, toiletries, medicine and automobiles. While the advertising industry continues to subsidize the media to this day, the practice first emerged in the period this book examines. In the mid-nineteenth century in the UK and USA, advertising agencies were formed by people such as William Taylor and Thomas J. Barratt. Barratt was hailed as the father of modern advertising in Britain and worked on the Pears soap campaign. Volney B. Palmer set up the first advertising agency in the US, in Philadelphia around 1850. This was followed by N.W. Ayer and Son who opened an office in 1869. It was the first full service ad agency. Ad agencies grew from being just creative departments that drew up ads, to full enterprises that would create, plan and handle advertisements as well as all other forms of promotion and marketing for its clients, including negotiating rates with the media. In the late nineteenth century, French writer and translator Charles-Louis Havas opened the first news agency and advertising wing in France; this went on to become the global media and advertising behemoth, the Havas Group. Albert Lasker, founder of the Lord and Thomas agency in Chicago, also known as the father of modern advertising, worked on campaigns like Lucky Strikes (cigarettes), Palmolive (personal care), Pepsodent (toothpaste) and Kotex (feminine hygiene). He famously described advertising as ‘salesmanship in print’.


By all accounts, B. Dattaram and Co. was apparently the first Indian advertising agency to set up shop in India. They started off in Mumbai in 1902. Little is known about them except that they advertised on Mumbai trams and worked with the well-known West End Watch Company whose ads dating back to 1907 are still accessible. Larry Stronach set up his own agency in Mumbai in 1923; he was one of the pioneers of consumer research in the country. In Adkatha, which chronicles the history of advertising in India, he is quoted as saying: ‘I had little experience of advertising in India but my consuming passion was to sell to 300 million Indians. I reasoned that if I could persuade each of them to spend just one rupee each on advertised products, this would mean ₹300 million a year.’ In the early 1920s, he took a year to drive 7,500 miles (that is, over 12,000 kms) from Peshawar to Tuticorin and from Quetta to Kolkata in his Standard Saloon car, drawing up the first market research study of the Indian consumer. This resulted in an unexpected outcome: a set of road maps which he drew for the Automobile Association of India. In 1928, D.J. Keymer set up offices in India to do business in trading, but its management soon realized the importance of setting up an ad agency. This grew to become the agency we know as Ogilvy, and would eventually be known as Ogilvy & Mather.


Hindustan Thompson Associates set up shop in India in the 1920s but the distinction of the first international agency to come to India goes to J. Walter Thompson (JWT). JWT was launched in Bombay in 19294 to service its automobile client, General Motors. It became one of the pioneers of advertising in this country. R.D. Senior of JWT delivered a lecture in 1951 that was quoted in the Tata Monthly Bulletin in August that year in which he tried to distinguish publicity from advertising: ‘Advertising’s first job is to create a demand or need for a new product or service. The second job of advertising is to sustain a demand once it has been created.’ His final word was: ‘Advertising is any message to the public about your product or service that is ostensibly paid for by you, that is any message signed with your company or product name – be it verbal or written.’ These ideas went on to inform the kind of advertising and marketing that took place during this time.


Radio made its debut during British rule, with the Bombay Presidency Club airing its programmes in 1923 and starting its own station by 1927, followed by one in Calcutta. By 1930 the company had handed over the reins to the government, and All India Radio (AIR) launched its services in 1936. After Independence, it came to be known as Akash Vaani. Few know that its signature tune, seared in the minds and memories of crores of Indians, was composed by Walter Kaufmann who had fled the Nazi occupation of Prague and come to India in 1934. Although radio was primarily intended for news, it also broadcast messages or jingles from brands. Indian listeners of those days would likely remember every jingle and song that was played during those early days. Radio Ceylon, for instance, had a huge Indian following which became a captive audience for aural advertising. For instance, Binaca Geetmala, a show many of us associate with AIR, actually began on Radio Ceylon in 1952, and was later shifted to Vividha Bharati in 1989. When Lord Irwin, the viceroy of India, inaugurated the Bombay station in 1927, he captured the true width and breadth of radio in this vast country when he said, ‘In India’s remote villages there are many who, after the day’s work is done, find time hanging heavily...and there must be many officials whose duties carry them into out of way places, where they crave company of friends and solace of human companionship. To all these and many more broadcasting will be a blessing and boon of real value.’ When India became independent, there were six stations within India (three went with Pakistan) and the total number of radio sets in the country was about 2,75,000. Brands in this era relied on jingles to up their brand recall. From ‘Chai piyo aur biskoot khao J.B. Mangharam ki’ to the Binaca Geetmala of later years, jingles remained an effective form of advertising until TV came along.


Dr Douglas Haynes, professor of history at Dartmouth College, in his speech at the Godrej Archives Annual Lecture 2006, entitled ‘Soap Wars: Indian Capitalism and Advertising in a Highly Competitive Business Environment 1915–1950’, identifies why advertising came to matter more to the Indian consumer of this era: ‘In the decades after 1900, middle class people in urban centres bought more and more things that were branded and that had national markets. In part this shift had to do with the changes in the nature of their access to knowledge about commodities. Migrants to cities often no longer had their grandmothers and grandfathers to consult about what to buy or use. Before they moved to cities, local folklore, “experts” in their rural environment and shopkeepers with whom they had longstanding relationships had been important sources of knowledge that had helped people make their decisions about what products they should purchase and consume. As migrants moved into cities, a growing number of commodities became available and the access of these migrants to traditional forms of knowledge about commodities became more limited (but it did not disappear). To a very great extent advertisements promised to provide new sources of information to consumers. Advertisements cannot simply be seen as an effort to sell goods or provide the name of a product; it involved a promise to deliver certain qualities that were associated with the brand name.’


Of course, the growth of newspapers during this period helped the cause of these brands. As Haynes points out, a notice published in the Times of India of the 1930s pushing advertisements argues that advertised goods are better than non-advertised goods simply because they are advertised. The subtext possibly was that items that were advertised are usually branded. The purpose was to persuade readers to purchase branded goods rather than non-branded or unadvertised ones, and this would, of course, benefit Times of India greatly by encouraging more businesses to place ads in the paper!


This was also the era of price-conscious consumer behaviour. Indians had probably started to enjoy some degree of purchasing power but this in turn was balanced out by how dear or cheap products were. Remember that for the common man, things that cost mere annas5 were vastly preferable to those that cost many rupees. A night at the Taj Mahal Hotel when it opened in Bombay in 1906 cost ₹6; correspondingly, a weaver was paid barely 6 annas a day for his labour.6 In other words, a night at the Taj was worth 16 days of pay for a weaver. Although this is similar to the cost differential today, it underscores the fact that coinage (things you can buy with the coins in your pocket) was important in terms of price for Indians at that time.


What was the criteria used to determine which brands this book should examine? Overall sales of a certain product were taken into account as well as its recall and brand power in terms of enduring appeal. And while it was tempting to stick to consumables such as soaps, biscuits, hair oil, creams and drinks, a conscious effort was made to also look at sectors such as cement and shipping, as well as banking and textile mills since these were opening up indigenously. The attempt was to stick to largely Indian brands; however, since some of the foremost brands of the time were British or British-owned, and overlooking them would have been a disservice both to the brands as well as to the Indian products that took over once the British left the country.


Finally, a lot of the information in this book was pieced together by looking at advertisements in newspapers such as the Bombay Chronicle, Times of India, Statesman, Telegraph and Hindustan Times, or from radio jingles collated from octogenarians and nonagenarians reminiscing about the brands they used. It was then reshaped as a business history of these brands with the help of interviews with historians, archivists and academics as well as branding and marketing experts.


The chapters are divided into product categories rather than individual brands because I found so many interesting stories in each segment that it seemed restrictive and unfair to only pick one. While the focus remains on the main market leaders of these segments, the stories are also about competitive activity and what others were doing at the time. The products and segments covered include soaps, beauty products like hair oils, creams, toothpaste and talcum powder, tonics and pharmaceuticals, edible/consumable products like vegetable shortening and biscuits, tobacco and utilities like matchsticks, cigarettes and, finally, heavy industries like steel and shipping. The companies that sold these brands may still be around but the brands they were selling in the period covered in the book have either disappeared or have been merged in the lists of other companies. Some of them present interesting case studies of how the transition was made from colonial to modern India. This book is, then, as much a love letter to an era gone by as it is an examination of a period of our nation’s history through the brands we consumed.




1


SOAPS


How Swadeshi Suds Stirred National Fervour


A RANGE OF GOODS WERE SLOWLY MAKING THEIR PRESENCE felt in the Indian market in the early 1800s. We begin with soaps primarily because of the memorable and striking artwork done by the painter and lithographer Raja Ravi Varma to market this category of products through calendars and advertisements. This was one category that had to be created from scratch, literally ground up. Indians traditionally used home-made concoctions combining ingredients such as ground lentils like moong and split gram flour, dried seeds such as shikakai and reetha, flowers and leaves for their toiletry. These were cheap, easily accessible and effective – the three factors that economists always tout as the hallmarks of effective product marketing.


It is hard to believe that we adopted the use of soap in India just over a century ago. Invented by the ancient Greeks, they discovered that introducing alkaline solutions to fats created soap. Soaps were initially imported into India from Britain by companies such as Lever Brothers. Until the late nineteenth century, soaps were a luxury item for middleclass Indians. Costing a few rupees a piece, they were usually made with rendered animal fat, also known as tallow, and glycerine. As you can imagine, this was not an easy sell in India at a time when there was a fair amount of religious sensitivity to the use of animal fat. It may have also been a hard sell for price-sensitive consumers, who would have found it hard to part with a few precious rupees to wash themselves or their clothes.


What was the economic climate in India at the time? According to the Swiss economic historian Paul Bairoch, the per capita gross domestic product (GDP) of India in 1900 was around $625 or ₹11,214.25 (at the 1990 dollar–rupee value of 17.9428, and, adjusting for inflation, that would be $1,274.31 in 2020 or merely ₹96,344.59!), just above Bangladesh, Egypt and Ghana. It was in Warrington, UK, that the Lever Brothers made the first vegetarian version of this soap by combining vegetable or palm oil with glycerine to create Sunlight soap in 1885. In 1892, P.C. Ray set up the first indigenous chemical and pharmaceutical company called the Bengal Chemical and Pharmaceutical Works (BCPW) in Calcutta to make carbolic soap (again derived from non-animal sources, in this instance, petroleum and coal tar). Soon, other local companies like Godrej and Tata followed, with Godrej creating the first vegetable oil-based soap in India while Tata launched a whole product line with each brand targeting a different consumer based on variables of preference, paving the way for soap to become a mainstream household toiletry item.


Before we launch into the specific brands that made inroads into the Indian market, let’s back up a bit to establish what the economic consumption model was in India at that time. Douglas E. Haynes, a professor of history at Dartmouth College, New Hampshire, USA, in an essay entitled, ‘Creating the Consumer?’,1 points out that ‘in the period between the two World Wars, new forms of advanced capitalism focused on the aggressive marketing of consumer goods to urban South Asians, began to develop on the Subcontinent. A central expectation of these new kinds of business was that the brand name products might oust a range of locally produced and marketing goods from regional bazaars.’ These products were marketed nationally, primarily through advertising, and were aimed at ‘a set of urban Indians who were defining themselves as members of the middle class’. He admits that brand name capitalism made slow and uneven inroads to South Asian markets but ‘by 1940 a small number of Indian industries catering to urban consumers and selling medicines, light bulbs, fans, soaps, toiletries, vegetable oils, packaged foods and readymade clothes had firmly established themselves’.


So how did the soap brands evolve between the late 1800s, when they were launched in India, right up to the 1930s when soaps became fairly commonplace? To begin with, the brands had to convince middle-class Indians that they had to switch to something made in a factory, with ingredients that were composed of chemicals (so, in a sense, not ‘natural’) and were expensive. The marketing challenge inherent in this task was not a laughing matter.


Rajan Jayakar, a Bombay High Court solicitor who is also the convener of Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage (INTACH) Greater Mumbai Chapter, is a leading vintage collector. He started as a child with stamps and cigarette foil and packets and has now amassed the largest collection of memorabilia belonging to the Pathare Prabhu community and of Bombay city among other things. He shared his vintage catalogues from British department stores in Bombay like Treacher and Company, Whiteaway and Laidlaw, Evans Fraser & Co. and Army Navy Stores.


Leafing through the remarkably well-preserved books, he emphasized the aspirational factor informing many of the brands featured. The catalogues were essentially for shopping by post (at that time it meant shipped via passenger or goods trains or steamer ships) and offered breakage insurance for fine china or glass and, to top it all off, a refund if you were not ‘more than pleased’ with their wares. The items on offer include bedsteads, clocks, steamer trunks, china and fine cutlery, as well as tailored suits, children’s toys and ladies’, corsets, laces, millinery and haberdashery! There is even a Rolls-Royce car featured in the catalogue – for a genuinely princely sum of ₹99! One of the ads for a cutlery brand (3–15 annas for the dozen) proclaims English is the way to go: ‘Why Old English? Because experience teaches us that this graceful shape is without a rival for use in India, the reason is not far to seek. Other more elaborate shapes are more difficult to keep clean.’ Colonialism is on full display as the products are clearly advertised to draw the attention of the British sahib and memsahib; Indians are visible only in illustrations for uniforms for servants – chupkhans, achkans and coats for havildars. There are ads for clothes for the hills and the plains, especially for the ‘erratic Indian climate’.


As Douglas Haynes says in ‘Creating the Consumer?’, stores often invited readers to purchase items through correspondence; the customer was not expected to visit the store physically. He writes, ‘Brand name advertising before the First World War was primarily intended to entice European buyers (and perhaps Indians who most closely emulated Europeans) to purchase particular items. Advertisements during this time often possessed little visual material other than the manipulations of the size of the type font for emphasis.’


Before we delve further into the rabbit’s hole of the not so subtle colonial subtext of the catalogues, we must return to soaps. These catalogues also boasted the most perfumed, lush soaps from Britain and Europe like Calverts, Monkey Brand, Wrights Coal Tar, Maypole, Junot’s Toilet Soap, Tidman’s Sea Soap, Atkinsons Famous Bath Soap, Plantol Soap as well as Yardley. The fragrances included Freesia, Otto of Lily, Oatmeal, Olive and Lime, and Orange Blossom.


Jayakar clarifies that middle-class Indians could not afford any of these products. ‘These catalogues show imported products which would have been used by British wives or Parsis. It was not possible for the common man to wear British clothes and there was no question of deciding which shop to go to. He couldn’t afford anything beyond the kirana shop.’ Jayakar adds that over time the urban middle class tried to imitate British habits, so they ‘became members of the club, started wearing trousers instead of dhoti because they could afford it. And whenever a person in my community would wear a good shirt, people would ask him have you bought it from Treacher and Company? Because it was the ultimate aspiration in the middle class and the most expensive among the department stores.’


Personal items and toiletries were an easy starting point, given the price and the fact that the increasingly aspirational urban Indian middle class was donning the same attire as their colonial counterparts. As Haynes mentions, the Indian middle class grew in number in the period between the two World Wars as more and more upper-caste men educated in the English medium from the Calcutta, Madras and Bombay presidencies joined the government as clerks and began to rise up as accountants, managers and superintendents even as their wages became steadier. History books, and academics studying this era, make a very deliberate note of the caste of the Indian entrepreneurs or consumers, which is jarring to our modern senses but perhaps was a historical record of access to capital and opportunities in those times. While data about exactly how much an Indian clerk in the British government would make is not easy to access, one can extrapolate from accounts of what the British paid clerks in the East India Company around this time. According to author H.M. Boot,2the accounts clerk and writer/essayist of the East India Company (EIC), Charles Lamb, was paid an annual salary of £40 in 1795. Lamb retired in 1825 from the EIC after a 30-year service period, without much change in his salary during that period. We have to assume an Indian clerk’s salary was nowhere near as generous as Lamb’s, but still meant a steady rise in the standard of living and more importantly, a rise in disposable income in India. For instance, as Prakash Tandon, the first Indian chairman of Hindustan Lever Limited writes in his book, Punjabi Century, 1857-1947, his grandfather, Maya Das, was one of the first members of his family to join the government service around the mid-nineteenth century. He was taken on as a kanungo or a minor official in the revenue department at a nominal salary of about ₹20 per month.


Kaushik Bhaumik, associate professor of Cinema Studies at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) in New Delhi, argues that the period between 1910 and 1930 saw the ‘emergence of the middle classes in Bombay no longer exclusively defined by ties of community, region and religion but also by the lifestyles that they assumed’.3 What this meant was that the pictorial depictions of Indian consumers in their regional attire also began to reflect their class or lifestyle. They were seen to be high-caste Hindus or Parsis, who lived in comfortable homes and flats.


Consumption reflected this trend as urban areas tended to favour goods made in cities or imported from Europe, Japan or the United States over local products manufactured by small producers such as those from the rural areas of western India. Of course, the fact remains that the purchasing power of middle-class families was limited. According to a report in 1928 on middle-class budgets in Bombay, nearly 40 per cent of these families lived on incomes little better than those earned by the upper end of the working class.4 While working-class families used about 28 per cent of their income on items other than food, fuel, bedding and house rent, families defined as middle class devoted only slightly more – on average about 35 per cent – to such goods. About two-fifths of the survey sample committed on average only 29 per cent of family expenses outside these four categories. The no-frills lifestyle encouraged both by certain communities and the nationalist movement meant the absence of consumerism. In this climate, building a sales pitch around the idea of the ‘pleasure principle’ was hardly an option. The emphasis was on financial restraint, even in the national discourse.


Widespread poverty and famine placed curbs on the aspirations of middle-class Indians riding on a wave of higher standard of living, greater urbanization and exposure to Western goods. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, rising nationalism and pride in the possibility of a free India would have led to a conflict of interest among even the wealthy who wanted to consume Western brands. Thankfully, this coincided with the availability of a spate of ‘made in India’ brands that were not only more affordable but also supported the idea of Swadeshi. Unfortunately, imported soap brands such as Sunlight, Lux, Vim and Pears, ended up wiping out the nascent soap industry in Bengal at the time. It was only around the turn of the nineteenth century that soap began to be manufactured indigenously with any success, thus allowing conscientious, nationalistminded Indians a chance to vote with their wallets. By 1897, companies like the North West Soap Company in Meerut started making cold-processed soaps, around the same time that Bengal Chemicals started making carbolic soaps. Jamsetji Tata also entered the soap business when he purchased the OK Coconut Oil Mills in Cochin in 1918 and renamed it the Tata Oil Mills Company (TOMCO). TOMCO branded soaps began appearing in the market just as Ardeshir Godrej started his soap business at the same time, using vegetable oil for those who wanted animal-fat-free products. Other companies, like Swastick Oil Mills, East Asiatic, Bombay Soap Factory and Kusum Products, entered the fray with products like Hamam, Cuticura and Windsor respectively.


As local purchasing power and tendencies favouring Western brands grew, imported soaps started to flood the Indian market. As Haynes puts it, ‘Soaps were attempting to oust an indigenous range of products for a new, sometimes foreign one. It became an arena of intense competition and it was easy for new producers with low levels of capitalization, both Indian and European, to enter the market. Indian firms like Godrej and TOMCO sought to establish their place in urban consumer markets during the late 1920s and early 1930s just as imported soaps were being dumped in India.’5 This is borne out by Prakash Tandon, who writes that as a schoolboy in Gujrat (sic), in pre-Independence India, he would accompany his mother to the market, ‘One could buy knives, scissors, bottled hair oils, razors socks, woollen and cotton knitwear, etc. These imported things always held more glamour for us than the local ones. We preferred the imported combs to the hand-made wooden ones, the electroplated Sheffield and Solingen knives and scissors to the solid steel ones made by our local smiths, Pears and Vinolia soap to the home-boiled desi soap and the shining coloured buttons to the simple cloth ones.’ To some extent, despite a spurt in Swadeshi brands, the consumer remained tethered to goods that were imported rather than produced by Indians.


But one has to step back and ask a fairly elementary question: Why the sudden uptick in local companies making soap of all things? There’s a historical reason for this: the Swadeshi movement. Gandhi had just returned to India from South Africa (1915) around the same time that another young lawyer, Ardeshir Godrej, had returned from Zanzibar. The two met frequently and shared an interest in India’s freedom. While Gandhi waged his battle on the political front, educated young men of means like Ardeshir believed that ‘until and unless India became economically self-reliant, freedom would remain a distant dream’.6 Ardeshir started out manufacturing surgical instruments. While the quality was impeccable, they were never marketed as ‘Made in India’ because the conventional wisdom was that anything made locally would be of questionable quality. Tired of masking his work and eager to strike out on his own, Ardeshir quit this business. He decided to take off on his own but did not want to trouble his father for seed capital. The story goes that he borrowed money from a Bombay merchant called Merwanji Cama, who waived repayment of the loan on condition that the name of his nephew, Boyce, be added to the name of the company and that he would be employed there too. Thus, the name, Godrej and Boyce, which continued even after Boyce left the company, as a goodwill gesture from Ardeshir.


A Gujarati from Bharuch, Ardeshir had first tried his luck with safes and locks back in 1897, perhaps because the panchals or steel-smiths from his town were good at sheetmetalwork. At the time, the British government was buying locks and safes from Chubb in Wolverhampton, UK. Ardeshir bought steel from the Tatas, invested in modern machinery and equipment, and conducted fire and burglary tests on his products. The best kind of advertising at the time was testimonials from customers. A fire broke out in Dharamtala in Calcutta but everything kept in the Godrej safe stayed safe. Testimonials from this live demonstration proved the superior quality of the product and soon the British government, including the Railways and Public Works Department, became clients of Godrej. In 1928, a Bombay Chronicle headline proclaimed ‘Triumph for Swadeshi Venture’ when, in a breakthrough landmark move, Indianmade and specifically Godrej-made safes replaced British ones in the postal department. But we are getting ahead of our story. Safe to say, the business was doing well: by the time the twentieth century rolled around, Godrej was installing safes in banks and British offices around the country. According to B.K. Karanjia, the film journalist who chronicled the Godrej group’s corporate history in his book, Godrej: A Hundred Years (1897–1997), it held a 92 per cent market share.


Around this time, Ardeshir’s brother Pirojsha had graduated from Victoria Jubilee Technical Institute (VJTI) as an engineer and joined Godrej and Boyce in 1906; he was looking after the safes and locks business. With some free time on his hands, Ardeshir now turned his attention to soaps. The Godrej Archives helmed by Vrunda Pathare, held an exhibition at the company’s sprawling and verdant headquarters at Vikhroli, Mumbai, to commemorate the hundredth year of Godrej Soaps in 2019. Vrunda explained, ‘We are not sure why he deviated to this soaps business. There was an influx of foreign soaps in the market but the Indian National Congress’s nationalist movement had by then appealed to people to boycott such products and many Indian businesses sprang up to manufacture soap indigenously and make alternatives available. Bengal Chemicals and Swastick Chemicals were already producing soaps. That might have inspired Ardeshir to venture into this kind of product.’ The other point brought up by Vrunda is that while there was great pride in Godrej safes being bought by the British government for its offices and replacing European-made safes, it was still an expensive product estimated to cost around ₹1,000 per unit, which was a lot of money back then. Their locks could reach the masses but the safes were an expensive, elite product, which meant that only the privately rich or public British institutions had the money for safes. In comparison, soaps were a mass product, sold via kirana stores, and that may have been a factor in pivoting to them. Vrunda adds that Ardeshir used traditional knowledge combined with Western methods of mass production. While local ingredients like reetha and shikakai were still popular, they were not easy to use daily. Soap was easier to handle. But all this is only conjecture; not much is known about the real reasons.


Karanjia mentions in Godrej: A Hundred Years that Ardeshir was relaxing in the scenic and serene outdoor environment of Mahabaleshwar and experimenting with oil and plant seeds when he had a ‘Newtonian moment’ on how to create soaps using vegetable oils instead of animal fat. Karanjia explains: ‘While trying to make the vegetable seed oil using the western method, the experiment sparked the idea within him of making a soap using the traditional method and then mass producing the soaps using the western method. This was the first vegetable oil soap he made.’ Eventually it was cost-effectiveness and commitment to quality that drove the Godrej Soaps division’s success story. Among the many champions of this humble yet significant innovation were Dr Annie Besant, Rabindranath Tagore and Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi in fact praised Ardeshir’s battle against economic repression and called him a ‘brother’!


The road to this success was paved with many astute marketing moves that began with creating a consumer habit of bathing. Given that Godrej launched its first soap amidst fierce competition from European brands, this also called for an effective marketing campaign. Relying heavily on the message of Swadeshi, Godrej stressed that ‘Indian’ soaps were made using vegetable oils as opposed to those that used animal fat. Ardeshir Godrej distributed pamphlets in Gujarati titled ‘Vacho ane Seekho’ (‘read and learn’) that explained the manufacturing process. This was a bold move as this would have allowed others to copy it, endangering his business. But Godrej took the risk and it paid off. It was a rebuff to those who used animal fat, not only because it hurt religious sensibilities but also because Ardeshir believed that animal fat was not good for the skin.


This savvy marketing move aimed at the Gujaratispeaking middle-class residents of Saurashtra underlined the fact that when it was so easy to make soap, there was no need to pay so much for foreign brands. The first Godrej soap to launch was Chavi, a bar soap, in 1918. The name, meaning key, harked back to the successful locks and safes business and established a link to it. Its unique selling point (USP) was vegetable oil – obviously. To commemorate the hundredth year of Godrej soaps in 2019, an exhibition was put together by the archives division in the company’s Vikhroli headquarters in Mumbai. One of the captions succinctly tells its story: ‘a simple thought of using vegetable oil in soap, carried forward with passion, has today grown to become a legacy.’


By the 1920s, Ardeshir had launched a series of soaps in quick succession called Godrej No. 3, followed by 2 and then 1, which did remarkably well and are still around. The numbering suggested that the quality was improving, and it was a terrific marketing technique to give the impression that the product was of superior quality. The exhibition offered some insights into the logic. It appears that Godrej Number 1 had a lingering rose perfume and was better than the previous two versions. When he was asked why he introduced No. 2 before coming to No. 1, Ardeshir is quoted on a display board as saying: ‘If people find No. 2 so good, they’ll believe No. 1 to be even better.’ Even today, Godrej No. 1 is preferred by over 380 million consumers, making it the third-largest-selling soap brand in India. Meanwhile, Ardeshir experimented with different kinds of oils and fragrances such as rose and khus, and launched variants like Turkish Bath and Vatni (named for ‘vatan’, which in Hindi means homeland).


Godrej was not the only one with skin in this game. Other soaps like Mysore Sandal and Hamam as well as 501 and Moti were already in the market. Lever Brothers and Tata were also advertising their vegetable oil soaps by now. This was a clear reflection of how soap was gradually being accepted by the middle class. In the context of the setting up of TOMCO, R.M. Lala writes, when the Tatas came to Cochin, they were one of the first to start an industry in Kerala. He quotes Xavier Arakal, who was the Member of Parliament (MP) from Kochi (1980–84) as saying, ‘They brought a two-fold benefit to the people. They gave the coconut owning families a ready market for their products and they gave employment to the local people. Those with a steady job were able to get a steady income and educate their children and with education came social change and even a political change.’7


The Tata group describes this factory being set up in one of their ads for TOMCO in 1946 in a series called ‘Oils’. This was the fifth in a series of ads they wanted readers to cut out and put together in a scrapbook. The ad copy reads: ‘In 1917, in a small town of Ernakulam, the capital of Cochin State, elephants cleared a dense grove of 26 acres of cocoanut [sic] trees, and two years later a modern factory equipped with the latest machinery was humming on the pleasant and peaceful backwaters without impairing the scenic beauty. That was 27 years ago. 20 years later there was similar activity on the barren lands of Sewri at Bombay but instead of elephants there were modern machines for setting up the factory. Today they manufacture so much “501” and Hamam soaps that they equal 20% of the soaps consumed in India.’ The Tatas had a bouquet of toiletries and other products including soaps like Hamam, 501 washing soap and Moti, hair oil, shampoo and eau de cologne, including an eau de cologne soap, Nirvan perfume, Cocogem cooking fat and Pakav vegetable fat, to name a few. Another ad campaign they ran during this period compares the daily household activities from churning fresh butter, winnowing grain and feeding the furnace to the daily ritual of bathing with soap. The copy says: ‘Just like these daily rituals a daily bath is also a necessity. It is essential for health and cleanliness but the refreshing fragrance of Hamam makes the daily ritual a pleasure.’


While TOMCO was working on building a daily bathing habit like all early entrants in this space, Godrej’s marketing efforts focussed more on the consumer experience and the scientific formulation of their product. Vrunda Pathare says, ‘Marketing became interesting because the Godrej safe advertisements used customer testimonials and the endorsements from important consumers provided credibility. Soaps were advertised widely in newspapers, the advertisements featuring German scientists talking about how they were good for your skin. The packaging was attractive and colourful with three soaps in one soap case.’ In fact, Nadir Shah, one of Ardeshir’s friends who owned a printing company, created all the advertising copy and artwork for the packaging as well. The soap covers mentioned that Godrej made safes and locks as well – introducing cross promotion as a concept way ahead of its time.
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