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amshedi Navrog

A Parsi New Year Celebration
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“Samshedi q\LCIWOZ ", also known as the Iranian New Year, is a festival that
came from ancient Persia and the religious traditions of Zoroastrianism, with historical
records tracing back to as early as the 2" century. Like the Chinese Lunar New Year,
this festival is to celebrate the arrival of spring with the community, and visit friends
and relatives to exchange blessings.
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In Hong Kong, Jamshedi Navroz is celebrated by a small community of 235
Zoroastrians who live and work in the city. Every year on March 21¢!, its community
members would gather together for a festive meal and prayers. The celebrations
always take place at the Zoroastrian Building, 101 Leighton Road which acts as both
commercial building owned by the Incorporated Trustees of the Zoroastrian Charity
Funds and community centre for Zoroastrians living in Hong Kong.

HONG KONG 74 HiraE
DISCOVERY Vol.92



CULTURAL HONG KONG IN CELEBRATION

REFETHAEARDARS T MABERRBEBR KRBT RER
SEEHTERAR - EMAN RALEBERNE HEBEEHZEHMAL
EBNEL -ERNER BEARTZEZEBNMARARNBSETESLEHEN
e EEETE[DNEKRHBE I WER-

At the Institute of Future Cities, we look at how cultural diversity is beneficial for the
growth of creativity and innovation in future cosmopolitan cities. This article aims to share
the history, traditions and contributions of Parsis in Hong Kong, and to offer some food for
thought on how Hong Kong can become a more culturally inclusive society and truly claim
its international reputation as Asia’s World City.
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Who are the Zoroastrians?
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“Everyone tells me that our religion, Zoroastrianism, sounds very mysterious because

it is originally from Ancient Persia. Perhaps this is because our community is very small, so
not many people know about it; hence the ‘mysterious’ label. It is also an unusual concept
to others that we pray in front of fire. Fire is very holy in Zoroastrianism and is seen as a
symbol of the son of God. It is always used in our religious ceremonies,” says Ervad (priest)
Homyar Nasirabadwala. This “mysterious” community living in Hong Kong is also known as
the Parsis, and Ervad Homyar Nasirabadwala is the community’s religious leader.
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The term “Parsis” came from Persian language and literally means Persian. The Parsis
were originally from Persia (modern day Iran) and practice Zoroastrianism, the world’s oldest
monotheistic religion. It was once Persia’s state religion but when Islam spread beyond
the Arabian Peninsula, there was religious persecution upon Zoroastrians and many were
forced to flee to India from the 8™ - 10" century. Today, Parsis see themselves as Indians
by nationality, but with a distinct ethnic identity that originated from Persia. Their largest
community resides in Mumbai with around 45,000 living and working there. Significant Parsi
communities can also be found in the United Kingdom, United States of America, Canada,
Australia, United Arab Emirates and etc.
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Celebrating Jamshedi Navroz:
Keeping Traditions Alive
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Jamshedi Navroz takes place on March 21¢t every year
and its festival preparations are taken most seriously, as it is one
of the biggest Parsi community festivals. Around a month before
Navroz, every house gets a thorough cleaning, which is very
similar to the Chinese spring-cleaning ritual during Lunar New
Year. Inside every Parsi household, a variety of seeds like wheat,
barley and lentils are also soaked to grow on china plates, so
the sprouts are around 3-4 inches in height by Navroz. These
sprouts are then placed on a table covered with a white cloth,
symbolising creativity and productivity for the coming year.
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Traditionally speaking, fire temples are
places of worship for Zoroastrians. These are
commonly found in India, especially in Mumbai
where most Parsis live, and there is always a
holy fire burning inside every prayer hall; some
of which have been burning for centuries. In
Hong Kong, there is also a holy fire used for
religious rituals at the community’s prayer hall.
It has been burning since 1931, when the

Zoroastrian building was first built.
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On March 21¢, the Zoroastrian priest gets up early to make
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sure fresh incense and sandalwood are added to the holy fire before
chanting prayers for the community. In Hong Kong, the Parsis gather
together at the prayer hall to recite prayers before everyone shares
a large feast held at the Zoroastrian building’s very own function
room. There are no dietary restrictions in Zoroastrianism, so alcohol
and meat are freely and almost always served.
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EMAGEEENEEESR
In Hong Kong: Parsis’ History
and Contributions to Society
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During the British colonial rule in India, the Parsis were one of
the first ethnic groups to integrate with the empire’s trading activities.
They set up trading businesses in cotton and opium, gaining vast
amounts of wealth that grew into political and economic influence in
India, especially Mumbai.

BEAETN \ELRBHREATE  ERREEHD MBS
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The Parsis first arrived in China during the late 18" century but
later migrated to Hong Kong due to war conflicts in the mainland. This
brought in a lot of capital, skills, networks and influence to Hong Kong,
which helped the city develop some of its most important infrastructures.
One of the most successful Parsi businessmen in Hong Kong is Sir

Hormusjee Naorojee Mody, who donated a great sum of money to
) ) ) BETAT=R RESAGRIELAE
establish the University of Hong Kong. HTHEERENERBLONSR-

Each October 12", the Zoroastrian priest would
HMEBHHEENBTABOERIARE EEE o ororsasomam
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Other noticeable Parsi families in Hong Kong include the

Ruttonjees, Shroffs and etc. who helped forge the city’s financial and
transportation infrastructures. Throughout my research, | was stunned
to learn how much | didn’t know about the Parsis’ role in shaping the
city | grew up in. Some familiar street names like Mody Road and
Kotewall Road were named after famous Parsis. Furthermore, the
Ruttonjee Hospital, Star Ferry and Kowloon Cricket Club are also
Parsi establishments.
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Entrance to a fire temple
(Agiary) in Mumbai, India
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| asked many friends whether they know about this aspect
of Hong Kong’s history, and many were amazed by how little
is known about how this city grew to its “international” status
today when its contributors from ethnic minority backgrounds
are so underappreciated.

HE BEANTENLTIER MEEENE v
Mo BEARDE A — EREEATEE KA (I S
ERBHOBRE BIEERRINE BHARY
LB ERDHANGE BREEEAEE - RRDEN [ER ] HibSERTES
AN R [BHANRBTE— B EEHAFEOER TI4E .

In fact, the Parsis were not only influential in their contributions to Hong Kong. As one of the

most urbanised and literate ethnic minority groups in India, they are well respected in their home
society where Parsi businesses, landmarks and statues are found across Mumbai. India’s Father of
the Nation, Mahatma Gandhi, once made a remark about the Parsis’ role in society: “In numbers
Parsis are beneath contempt, but in contribution, beyond compare.”

REARA BEEBANSKETERAEETEBENELHER WEEERE? [AM
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| asked Ervad (priest) Homyar Nasirabadwala

how he felt about the forgotten Parsi history and
contributions in Hong Kong: “It is difficult for people
to remember us because our community is very
small in number. It is also saddening when some
university students tell me they had no idea that
HKU was built by a Parsi. But | also think history doesn’t let you
forget about the past so easily. Even today, you can still find Parsi
institutions around Hong Kong. There is a Parsi cemetery in Happy
Valley, and plenty of street names named after famous Parsis. Many
student groups, university researchers, journalists and religious
organisations approach me to learn more about Zoroastrianism
and | am happy to witness a growing interest in Hong Kong to
learn more about our religion and community.”
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The Parsee cemetery in Happy Valley
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On Multiculturalism: A Lesson to Learn From
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Throughout my research on the Parsis in Hong Kong, | came across a most inspiring story
about the Parsis which allowed me to rethink how people think about cultural acceptance and
immigrants’ role in society.

EF BMARAKATNRECEEMARNDNE MK ENENEZFRENG
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When the Parsis fled religious persecution from Persia and arrived in India, they landed in
the state of Gujarat (west India) requesting for asylum at the local kingdom. The Indian raja was
sympathetic but also hesitant in receiving a large population of refugees. He pointed to a vessel of
milk filled to the brim to imply that his kingdom was already full and could not accept more people.
A Zoroastrian priest stepped up to add a pinch of sugar to the milk, indicating that his people are
like sugar which would not cause the milk vessel to overflow. Instead, they will only sweeten the milk
and make it taste better. The Indian raja was very impressed by the Zoroastrian priest’s response,
thus he gave shelter to them and allowed them to practice their religion and traditions freely in India.

ERBRER BHAHEE (LERFHENEE) EMER - BMANHET
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WIEBER-

As an immigrant population, the Parsis in Hong Kong have contributed significantly especially
during the early growths of our society. Our city prides itself as the place where “East meets West”,
but our society actually stems from an even more diverse historical experience that helped built
its triumphant success today.

HFEZMERAHET BERAEREL BEEUREASABRNBEKRET KB
BOBEEZRANANREESHBBE - FATBA RAMSRNBAURIBR
WHREWHRREMBELR MRBMEAERATHRERMOEL UL AR
EEEMEBEEMFTRNENERMAEEBELSRORY KA EEBNE
RELBEFEBEN KAENRIINERBE

Many of my foreign friends tell me Hong Kong is incredibly international, in both its past and
present, with people coming from all walks of life to the city for opportunities. As a Hong Konger,
I am proud to own this reputation and hope to see it continue to flourish. If we can encourage
a better understanding of our past, and critically think about how our historical experience of
accepting cultural diversity helped shape our current success, Hong Kong can become an even
more competitive and attractive global city than it is today. -é'
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