SPECIAL SECTION: TOBACCO CONTROL

Bidi — A short history

Pranay Lal

Bidi is a leaf-rolled cigarette made of coarse,
uncured tobacco, tied with a string at one
end. Bidis (beedis or biris) dominate the
smoking market of India-—for every
cigarette ten bidis are smoked'. The word
bidi is derived from ‘beeda’ (a word in
Marwari —a dialect of Hindi predomi-
nantly spoken by the trader caste from
Marwar of Gujarat and Rajasthan), which
is a betel leaf-wrapped offering of betel
nuts, herbs and condiments®. The beeda
is a symbol of esteem, and display of
respect and reverence across the Indian
subcontinent®, and the bidi gradually
started being equated with it. The Indian
medicinal systems, especially Ayurveda,
also prescribe inhalation of the fumes of
medicinal herbs, rolled in leaves. The myth
of tobacco’s medicinal properties along
with parallels in Ayurveda, led to easy ac-
ceptance of the bidi in sub-cultures.

Birth of bidi and the industry

There is no historical record of the exact
period during which the practice of smok-
ing tobacco rolled in leaves started in
India. The cultivation of tobacco started
in southern Gujarat in the late 17th cen-
tury. Hookah (see details in an article by
Ray and Gupta, in this issue) smoking
was popular among local people. Men of
the same caste or sub-caste gathered
around in the evenings to share a com-
mon hookah. Because the hookah was
tedious to carry around, a cheaper and
portable form of the hookah was deve-
loped, called the chillum. Bidis were de-
veloped soon after, possibly around the
Kheda and Panchamabhal districts of Guja-
rat, where cultivation of tobacco was
high. Labourers would roll leftover
tobacco in leaves of the astra tree (Bau-
hinia variegata) and smoke at leisure.
Communities across India experimented
using leaves of mango (Mangifera spp.),
jackfruit (Artocarpus spp.), banana, sal
(Shorea robusta), pandanus (Pandanus
odoratissimus, kewda) and palash (Butea
monosperma)®. Initially, communities in
Gujarat made bidis only for their own
consumption, but their increasing popu-
larity inspired some to make it into a

home-grown business. Soon bidis made
locally became more popular than hoo-
kahs, largely because bidis overcame the
obstacle of sharing the hookah, as indi-
viduals could smoke without hurting
caste and religious sentiments, and also
because they were portable and did not
require assembling and extensive prepa-
ration to light up* The early business
model of the bidi industry in Gujarat
involved the businessmen and their
workers rolling their own bidis, putting
them in a ‘thali’ (tray) and selling them
along with tobacco and matches in local
‘haats’ (weekly markets). Gujarati fami-
lies that had settled down in Bombay saw
the potential of the bidi business and
soon started manufacturing bidis on a
larger scale. Bidis penetrated into other
parts of the country outside of Bombay,
but until 1900 bidi manufacturing was
largely restricted to Bombay and south-
ern Gujarat.

It was during the severe drought of
1899 in Gujarat, which compelled many
families to migrate in search of a liveli-
hood, that the bidi become a small-scale
industry. The father of the modern bidi
and the industry is possibly Mohanlal
Patel of Gomtipur District, Ahmedabad,
who migrated from Gujarat to Jabalpur.
Patel worked as an agent of small con-
tracts in Bineki and Bargi towns on the
Bengal-Nagpur Railway (BNR). Soon
his cousin Hargovindas joined him. Mo-
hanlal and Hargovindas would visit
Jabalpur to get contracts and also traded
in petty goods. During these visits to Ja-
balpur, they noticed that bidis were only
available in the general-purpose shop of
Bhatia Morarji (another Marwari expatri-
ate who had escaped the famine). Morarji
obtained bidis from Bombay and sold
them at a premium to the gentry in
Jabalpur. The Patel brothers saw an
opportunity of making bidis in Jabalpur®.
Raw materials — tobacco and astra leaves
were initially obtained from Ahmedabad,
and soon bidis made by the brothers
gained acceptance.

The secret of their phenomenal success
however, came when Mohanlal and Har-
govindas made the significant discovery
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that leaves of the tendu tree are the best
for making bidis. Tendu was found
abundantly around the degraded forests
of Jabalpur, and was far better than astra
leaves. The tendu tree (Diospyros melano-
xylon, family Ebenaceae, or the black or
East Indian ebony) grows in the degraded
deciduous forests of peninsular India.
Tendu flourished, once the forests which
had been stripped of sal trees (used to
make railway sleepers) and other pre-
cious tropical timber trees. More impor-
tantly, tendu leaves were widely available
soon after the tobacco crop was ready
and cured, when most other trees had
shed their leaves. The tendu leaves have
all the characteristics of an excellent
wrapper material — they are large and pli-
able, and do not crack on rolling when
dry; their leathery texture was more
acceptable than the veins and rough tex-
tures of other leaves; and they matched
well with the taste of tobacco, without
interfering with the tobacco flavour.
Bidis rolled in tendu leaf soon found
wide consumer acceptance.

The rapid expansion of the railways in
Central India in 1899 opened new
tobacco markets to this region, which
made it cheaper for Mohanlal and Har-
govindas to source tobacco and sell bidis
more efficiently. Bidis had no brands be-
fore this. The first trademark was regis-
tered by Haribhai Desai of Bombay
(using astra leaves) in 1901, while
Mohanlal and Hargovindas obtained their
brand trademark in 1902. In 1903, the
BNR opened its link westwards towards
the Nagpur sector, which led to the crea-
tion of another important bidi-manu-
facturing cluster in Gondia. Between
1912 and 1918, the rapid expansion of
the railways established more such clus-
ters in Vidharba, Telangana, Hyderabad,
Mangalore and Madras. The bidi cult
rapidly spread to all parts of the country,
gaining a strong foothold in the informal
urban and rural economies. The habit of
smoking trickled down from cities and
towns to remote villages with the devel-
opment of the railways.

The ‘Swadeshi andolan’ (a civil dis-
obedience movement to boycott Imperial
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