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1


First


settlers


 


An imperial procession in 


India in 1813.


A 


s early as 1600, Asians from the Indian  


sub-continent, were living in Britain. Many of  


these early settlers were brought to Britain by  


employees of the British East India Company, which 


was formed in 1600. 


The East India Company wanted to cash in on the 


profitable spice trade. But competition from the 


Dutch drove the company to India, which  


was ruled by a powerful Muslim dynasty, the  


Mughals. As a rich and sophisticated civilisation,  


India was at the centre of a vast network of trade. 


From a few trading centres, called factories, the East 


India Company built up a profitable pattern of trade. 


This had a revolutionary effect on British economy 


and society.
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This photograph, taken in  



India in 1881, shows the 


Indian and European staff of 



the Executive Engineers’ 


Office. Indian employees of 


British people working in 


India often returned with 


them to Britain and made 


their home there.


During its early years in India the East India  


Company did not interfere in Indian politics. 


However, in the 18th century, it became 


more powerful. The company had its own army, 


which it used to conquer territories. In 1757 Bengal, 


one of the wealthiest provinces of the Mughal  


Empire, was conquered. Then, as the Mughal Empire 


declined, the company, using its military superiority, 


gradually extended British rule over a large part of  


India. The British Empire in India lasted until 1947.


British control of India, through trade, conquest and 


colonisation, resulted in a gradual migration of  


many classes of Asians to Britain. Some, like  


servants and sailors, were brought by their  


employers. Others, like students, chose to come. 


Indian soldiers fought in British wars. In India, 


political and economic changes introduced by the 


British drove others to look for work in Britain. 


Politicians came to fight for justice and freedom. 


Others came to trade and establish businesses. 


Some, like princes, were rich but the majority of 


Asians who came to Britain were poor. British 


reaction to the settlers varied; some were accepted 


but others faced hostility and prejudice.


From trade to Empire
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Servants


The earliest Asian settlers came to Britain as 


servants of employees of the East India Company. 


From its very beginning in 1600, employment with 


the company was very popular among young British 


men. They went to India as clerks, traders and 


soldiers hoping to make their fortune. Many did, 


creating a new class of rich men, the ‘nabobs’, who 


returned to Britain to live like the aristocracy. The 


nabobs bought seats in Parliament and estates in 


the country. They brought their Indian servants with 


them and tried to recreate the luxurious lifestyle 


they had enjoyed in India. In the 17th and 18th 


centuries many rich families in Britain had Asian 


(and African) servants. This was considered very 


fashionable. Asian servants were thought to be 


exotic and were often treated like pets. A German 


visitor to Daylesford House, Worcestershire in 1786 


described the Indian servants of Warren Hastings: 


‘The two Indian boys, thirteen or fourteen years  


old ... have longish faces, beautiful eyes, fine 


eyebrows, sleek black hair, thin lips, fine 


teeth, a brownish complexion and kindly , 


intelligent faces.’ 


1


Sezincote in Gloucestershire, 


home of the nabob Charles 


Cockerell, whose fortune was 


made in India. 


Notice the Indian 


architecture, copied 


from the Taj Mahal.
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