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29th	 August	 :	 Dr	 Peter	 Scougall	 at	 Thai	
Kanteen
The first “5th Tuesday” evening meeting will take place at 
Thai Kanteen at 5.45 for 6pm on August 29th. 
Our guest will be Dr Peter Scougall, the current leader 
of the Hand Team.



Life	in	India	-	Helene	GiglieF

I have been invited to share with you some of  my memories and experiences of 
growing up in India, and I cannot do that without telling you a little about an 
incredible organization, the Bata Shoe Company, that brought my parents there 
and played an important part in my life.

Probably most of  you have heard of Bata shoes, but what you might not be aware 
of was that they originated in what is now  the Czech Republic. At its peak there 
were over 70 Bata factories in 30 different countries and they employed a work 
force of over 80,000 people, around the world.

Thomas Bata founded his company in 1894. He was an 
entreprenial genius, a visionary with extremely high moral and 
ethical values. He built his first shoe factory in Zlin. His 
headquarters was a 17 story skyscraper, then the second tallest 
building in Europe. It was a landmark of 20th century architecture. 
Since Mr Bata believed that it was the boss who should go to his 
workers and not the other way around, his office was a mobile one, 
the world’s first elevator office. It was a lift measuring 5x5 meters, 
equipped with a telephone switchboard, hot and cold running water and an 
extremely fast motor. He would wiz up and down between the 17 floors taking his 
office with him.

In late 1924, Bata set out on his first tour of India to secure raw  rubber and cow 
hides for his factories, and it was there that  he saw  the potential of  selling shoes to 
over 330 million people, most of them barefooted. He flew  over India many times in 
search of suitable sites to build the future Batanagar which in, Hindi means, Bata 
Town. Finally in 1932 a swampy, snake ridden, jungle site, some 17 kms from 
Calcutta was chosen. It was on the banks of  the Hoogly River, a branch of  the 
Ganges and with a major railway line close by.

Tragically, Mr Bata was killed that same year while piloting his plane through bad 
weather, but his young son also called Thomas promised to abide by his father’s 
moral testament that Bata Shoe Co was not to be treated as a source of  private 
wealth, but as a public trust, a means of  improving living standards within the 
community. (On that subject, in 2007 Thomas Bata received the prestigious First 
Lifetime Award in Marlborough House London for “Responsible Capitalism”! 

And this is where my story in India begins.

In 1933 Bata purchased an ocean going vessel, maximum speed 8 knots. It was 
loaded with machinery, goods, equipment, and 250.000 pairs of shoes, to be sold 
to help raise funds for the buildings. Also setting sail for the 2 month trip to India 
were 19 young men, all experts in their field. My father was one of those young 
men and his field of expertise was rubber.

The men were housed in tents and started work in a make shift factory, while 
clearing and levelling of  the land began.  As there was no fresh surface water, a 
number of  bores up to 300 meters were drilled, and later a reservoir to store the 
water. My mother, then Dad’s fiancée sailed out to India to join him. They were 
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married in Calcutta. It was the first Bata Czech wedding in India. I was born some 
10 years later

The foundation stone for Batanagar was laid on the 28 Oct, 1934 and the building 
of the factory and new  township began in earnest while work and living continued in 
make-shift quarters. Batanagar was built 
i n t o t w o c o l o n i e s . O n e f o r t h e 
management and the other of  the work 
force and it followed the same concept 
that Bata used when he built his 
townships around the world.  His workers 
were entitled to a five day working week 
in clean and airy conditions and with 
good family housing supplied by the 
company.  Also built for the workers were,  
canteens, supermarkets, kindergartens, 
schools , health and social departments, 
a small hospital, cinema as well as gyms and sporting facilities. They also built a 
Temple for the Hindus and a Mosque for the Muslims.

The Management, consisting of Czech, British and Indian families were housed in a 
separate residential area where a chapel and club house was also built. Slowly, the 
colonies started to flourish as the work force increased and more families moved in.

With the war fast approaching and the eminent invasion of Czechoslovakia by 
Germany, Bata re-posted his Jewish employees to branches of  his firm all over the 
world, many to India. He himself spent a short time in jail but later was able to leave 
the country with his family. Eventually, after the war when the communist regime 
expropriated all his factories in Europe’s eastern bloc, he relocated his 
headquarters to Toronto, Canada. All properties belonging to our families were also 
expropriated.

During the war years Batanagar modified its production and started supplying  the 
Allied Armies with numerous items, Parachute dropping equipment, ground sheets, 
and 30 million pairs of various military footwear, from army boots to nursing sister’s 
shoes. Rubber buttons to replace traditional horn ones, 24 million items of  assorted 
webbing from belts to ammunition pouches. They also made considerable cash 
donations towards the war effort. When the Japanese bombed Calcutta, they also 
dropped 5 large bombs over Batanager, some say in retaliation. Fortunately they 
fell just outside the colony walls and did not do much damage.

After the war, and within 15 years of  its founding, Batanagar had grown into a lush, 
green oasis. A thriving factory  township with a work force of around 20,000 
workers.

I remember balmy days with my sister and many friends Czechs, British and Indian 
children swimming in the club pool, playing games on the green Midian or tearing 
around the colony on our bikes.  We had 3 tennis courts, a rifle range, gym and a 
mini golf  course.  There was even a communal vegetable garden when families 
were free to help themselves to the fruit and vegetables grown there.
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Our club house had a stage for plays, a swimming pool, a library, and ping pong 
and billiard tables. There was a club band for the many dance evenings.  Cartoons 
for the children and Hollywood movies were screened twice a week. Ladies played 
tennis, majon and canasta while the men drank whisky sodas and played billiards. 
Our little church was the centre for Sunday mass, and many weddings and 
christenings. On special occasions, everyone would put on their Czech national 
costumes and celebrate. All festivities always ended with the singing of  both Czech 
and Slovak national anthems. There was also, of course, gossip, love affairs and 
scandals, but on the whole it was an ideal life.The company also provided a bus for 
the ladies to do their weekly shopping in Calcutta some 19 kms away. The ladies 
would buy fabric to take to the dressmaker as there was a healthy rivalry about who 
was best dressed! They would buy English magazines, usually 3 to 4 months old 
before they reached India by sea. In the early days, groceries were bought in the 
local markets where fruit, vegetables and meat were sold, all in filthy conditions. 
Meat was hung up on hooks, usually in the blazing sun and covered with flies. Beef 
in the Muslim quarter as cows are sacred to Hindus and they do not eat beef, Pork, 
in the Hindu quarter, as Muslims are forbidden to eat that. The minute these goods 
were brought into the house, everything was immediately immersed in water dosed 
with liberal quantities of potassium permanganate or pinkie as we called it to 
disinfect everything. Milk and water were always thoroughly boiled.

 At home in Czechslovakia, the ladies did their own housework, but that would have 
been unheard of  in India, so many servants were employed, each with their own 
duties because of the very tight cast system rules.  The memsahibs taught the cook 
Czech dishes and how  to bake cakes and bread; they in turn taught us to make 
delicious curries.

They were housed with their families in bright large servants quarters attached to 
the back of our homes and every year the whole household lined up for our annual 
vaccinations, Small pox, cholera and typhoid. At Christmas, all the servants were 
given bonuses, gifts of clothes for them and their families as well as toys for the 
children. I was very attached to them as some stayed with us for over 25 years. 

In 1947, after nearly 200 years of British rule, India finally gained Independence 
and was divided into two independent nation states. What followed was one of the 
greatest migrations in human history. Millions of  Muslims trekked to West & East 
Pakistan while millions of Hindus & Sikhs headed in the opposite direction.  It was a 
period of  unprecedented violence and resulted in death of hundreds of thousands  
the displacement of some 10 million refugees .  While Batanagar was in a more 
favourable location, we were not quarantined from some of the violence. During 
four bloody days in what was to be called “The great Calcutta Killings” between 
5,000 to 10,000 people were massacred and rioting also came very close to our 
colony walls. We all lived in fear and I remember one night, my father yelling, “Put 
out all the house lights ” and then witnessing from our veranda beatings and 
killings. I was just a little girl but I have never forgotten what I saw. However, for 
some reason, they never touched our colony.

As we grew  older, we were sent to boarding school, mainly to the Hill Stations 
about 700 meters up in the Himalayas where some of  the finest schools in India 
were located. Most had been built for the children of the British Raj. Loreto for girls 
and St Joseph’s run by the Jesuits for the boys. The school followed a system of 
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education whose curriculum was set out by the University of  Cambridge. For our 
final two years, our examination papers, set in Cambridge were 
sent out and the sealed envelopes opened in our presence to 
be then returned for marking and grading to Cambridge. For 
those of  us who studied the piano, a similar system was used 
with the Trinity College of Music London. Every year an 
examiner was sent out from Britain. A grand piano would be 
set up in the empty assembly hall, the examiner seated in a 
single chair, and, then it was up to you. It was very 
intimidating.

It was here that we lived together for nine months of  the year, studying, playing net 
ball and badminton, practising to sing the operas of  Schubert and Moliere. Eight of 
us shared a table in the refectory with the mistress of  schools sitting on a high desk 
supervising each meal and correcting our broken table manners in a very loud 
voice!  We were taught perfect posteur  head held high and stomach in balancing 
on beams 2 inches wide and three feet above the ground.  We were also taught to 
dance, the foxtrot, samba, cha-cha waltz and even the jive! There were also 
classical music appreciation evenings, when works of the great composers were 
played and explained to us.

Not until I was older did titles, flags, palaces, Roll Royce’s and Bentleys mean 
anything to me. The daughters of the Maharaja of  Patials and the Rajas of Fariokot 
and Jubbal, The Princesses Santi and Sharada of  the Nepalese Royal family (who 
were in 2001, victims of the Royal family assassinations where 11 members of the 
Nepalese royal family were killed). Princess Yehgchen of  Buthan, the royal princess 
of Sikkim, 8 princesses of the Thai royal family, Puma the sister of the Dalai Lama 
and the 2 daughters of  Sherpa Tenzing Norgay who together with Sir Edmund 
Hillary had conquered Everest,  they were all my school companions and we were 
all treated in exactly the same manner.

Pem Pem, Tenzings daughter still keeps in touch with us. She pays regular visits to 
Sydney and when she does we meet together for coffee.

Vivien Leigh and Merle Oberon were also pupils at my school but that was well 
before my time there.

Some years after Partition, the Indian Government approached Bata and asked if it 
would consider building a new  factory near New  Delhi where thousands of refugees 
from Pakistan had been re- homed .  A new  industrial township called Faridabad 
was being planned to give work to the refugees and several industries had been 
approached for this project.  Bata agreed, and so Bata Faridabad was built 
employing over 5000 workers .My father was sent to manage it and so our family 
moved to Faridabad.

While I continued my schooling in the Himalayas my parents were very busy. Dad 
built up the factory to become the finest in the Bata organization.  It was a 
showpiece and he and my mum played host to the many Indian and foreign 
dignitaries who visited. He received recognition for his work at a world conference.  
With many other industries springing up, there was a growing need for the 
industrialist to meet and socialize and be able to work with the community around 
them, so the idea of a Rotary Club was born.
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The Rotary Club of Faridabad was given its 
charter in 1955. My Dad was a charter member 
and served as its second president for a period of 
2 years. 1957-1959. the other day, I googled 
Rotary Faridabad history, and with some emotion 
found the list of  past presidents together with a 
photo of  my Dad with a group of other Rotarians.   
Together they did great work for the community.

Meanwhile my mother became very active doing voluntary community work 
amongst the refugees. She helped organize schools for girls and cottage craft 
workshops for the women, especially Hindu widows who generally had no status 
within the community since they had not committed Sati.  Sati   was the custom for 
widows  to throw  themselves on the funeral pyres of their dead husbands. Though 
banned, it was still widely expected and practised.  For this and her many other 
work she received recognition from Mrs Indira Gandhi, Prime minister of  India who 
later became a friend.

As we grew  older, the Bata children were sent overseas to various parts of  the 
world, and having completed my Senior Cambridge year, I was sent to study 
languages, first to a finishing school in Lausanne Switzerland and then later to Italy. 
And that is where I remained for the next 20 years, getting married and raising a 
family, with frequent visits to India to see my parents.

My father passed away in our beloved Batanagar while on a working conference 
and my Mum moved to Sydney where many of the Czechs who, not being able to 
return to their communist homeland retired. Some years later Luciano and I also 
moved our family from Italy to Sydney.   Our parents formed a strong community 
here and continued to keep in touch as we their children have also done. Our 
numbers have also dwindled, but we still meet regularly every month. Our 
incredible childhood bond still keeps us together.

During my childhood in India I had the great privilege of 
knowing Mother Teresa.  She had started her calling as a 
Loreto novice and was sent to India where she took her 
vows with Loreto in 1931. She taught in Loreto schools for 
17 years, but increasingly disturbed by the poverty around 
her she received permission to leave the order and devote 
herself to the poor.  She founded her own order some 
years later.

As Bata girls were all in Loreto schools, our mothers were very aware of the work 
she has started, one of  her first missions being to look after young girls, mere 
children , most of  them  who had been raped and left pregnant, only to be shut out 
by their families in disgrace. A few  Bata women would collect all our discarded 
clothes, pairs of reject shoes from the factory as well as the pooled modest 
winnings from their card games, and together with me often in toe, would drive to 
Calcutta to deliver the goods to her. I have never forgotten Mother Teresa, long 
before she world famous, she was just a nun, a tiny but formidable lady. There was 
nothing soft about her. She would pat me on the head, look me in the eye and 
enquire if I had been a good girl. I would nod furiously. I was terrified of her.
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There are so many others that were part of my life in India; Tom Stoppard, 
playwright and screenwriter, knighted in 1997. Among his works, Shakespeare in 
Love, Empire of the Sun, Enigma and the Russia House being a few  of them.  His 
Jewish parents also worked for Bata in Zlin and were amongst those re –posted 
before the Nazi invasion.  He spent part of his childhood with us in India. Vikram 
Seth, novelist and poet, author of‘ A Suitable Boy,’ his family lived with us in 
Batanagar. His mother later became the first Female Chief Justice of India. Father 
Gabric, who was our parish priest and is currently being investigated for Saint 
Hood, Felicity Kendall, the British actress, they are just a couple of the many who 
formed part of the fabric of my childhood.

My parents spent 35 years with Bata India. They were part of a remarkable group 
of men and women who following the vision of an enlightened man went out East to 
terrible conditions and created a small paradise

While we were growing up, it never occurred to us that life was anything out of the 
ordinary, but we were very privileged. Privileged to have known such a diversity of 
places, cultures, faiths, languages and people.

I would like to conclude with some of the text of  a historic document placed into a 
time capsule within the foundation stone that was laid in the first building of the new 
Batanagar in 1934.

“Let this Batanagar, and the people that will come here for all time, live and work 
happily together in the spirit of service to Mankind, with the ideals that have been 
placed before them by the man whose name this place will bear. Let this place 
grow  and flourish and prosper and bring into this part of  the earth a new, better, and 
more prosperous life. United by the common ideal, let the inhabitants of this place 
create of  Batanagar a monument of international understanding and collaboration, 
true friendship, and creative co-operation.

In this our work, help us God.”

The children of Batanagar believe they lived up to their promise. 

Thank you.
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DATES	FOR	YOUR	DIARY

Tuesday 29th August - Evening Meeting at Thai Kanteen

Thursday 31st August  - Erika Beck - Places in The Sun
    - Martin Fallows - Fiesta!

Tuesday 5th September - Bill Walker - Masters Swimming

Tuesday 12th September - PDG David Rands - Foundation 

The	Rotary	Club	of	Mosman	wishes	to	thank	Kennard’s	Storage	Artarmon	for	their	
generous	on-going	support	in	providing	storage	for	our	Club

Front desk roster
August 2017  Adam Vernon   Luciano Giglietti

Board members
President: Derek Andrew, Treasurer: Joan Groth, Secretary: Dominique 

Rabu, Club Service Director: Barry Starr, International Service Director: 
Graeme Robinsion, Community Service Director: Bill Walker, Vocational 
Director: Chris Bell, Youth Director: Halyna Koscharsky, Past President: 

Di McKenzie 

Sergeant	at	Arms: Mike Blakeney

Contact:
PO Box 88, Mosman NSW 2088
secretary@mosmanrotary.org.au
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