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Introduction
This book traces how a riverine trading outpost became one of South Asia’s most
storied and debated metropolises. Kolkata—long known to the world as Calcutta—has
been assembled, dismantled, and remade through cycles of imperial ambition,
capitalist expansion, mass displacement, popular politics, and cultural experiment.
Rather than treating “colonial” and “postcolonial” as a clean break, the chapters that
follow show how infrastructures, institutions, and imaginaries laid down in one era
sediment into the next, shaping where people live, how they move, and what they
remember. The city’s physical fabric—its ghats and godowns, trams and tracks,
bustees and boulevards—gives us a material archive of constant negotiation between
plans from above and practices from below.

At the heart of this history is infrastructure. Empire built fortifications and quays, cut
roads through marsh, laid drains and waterworks, and drew sharp lines between
“improvement” and “insanitation.” These projects were never just technical: they
encoded power, racial segregation, and fiscal priorities, and they rearranged labor,
land, and law. The port tied the city to plantations and markets across the Bay of
Bengal and the world, even as cholera, famine, and fire tested sanitary visions. Later,
postcolonial administrators inherited these systems—sometimes expanding them,
sometimes repurposing them, sometimes letting them fray—while citizens improvised
their own networks for water, transport, credit, and care.

Migration is the second force that remade the metropolis. From early merchant
diasporas to industrial labor drawn from the region, Kolkata’s growth is inseparable
from mobility. The mid-twentieth century brought a different scale and urgency:
refugees fleeing Partition transformed the urban fringe into a patchwork of camps,
squatter colonies, and self-built neighborhoods. These were spaces of precarity and
ingenuity, where residents fashioned tenure, services, and livelihoods through
collective action. Later arrivals—students, workers, professionals, and cross-border
migrants—would layer new economies and cultural worlds onto older ones. Each wave
left footprints in place names, street markets, language, and everyday rituals.

Governance forms the third thread. Municipal reforms sought to regularize taxes,
extend water and lighting, and regulate housing; improvement trusts reconfigured
streets and neighborhoods; and metropolitan authorities scaled planning across the
region. Yet fiscal constraints, political contestation, and the city’s ecological
setting—the silted river, monsoon, and wetlands—repeatedly complicated blueprints.
The book follows these shifting arrangements of power: from colonial boards to
elected corporations, from parastatal agencies to public–private partnerships, and
from the renaming of the city to contemporary branding efforts. Governance here is
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not only what happens in chambers and offices but also what residents accomplish in
queues, ward meetings, and neighborhood committees.

Economy and culture provide a fourth and fifth strand. Kolkata’s fortunes rose with
jute, tea, and shipping, then faltered as industries declined and capital moved
elsewhere. But the city’s cultural industries—publishing, cinema, theater, music, and a
dense associational life—continued to generate influence disproportionate to its
balance sheets. Festivals reconfigured streets into stages; adda infused cafés and
clubs with debate; and artists, writers, and filmmakers made the city both a subject
and a platform. Liberalization reworked consumption and work, bringing malls and
service economies alongside street bazaars and informal trades, while new towns and
IT corridors reframed middle-class aspirations.

Mobility and morphology knit these processes into urban form. Tramlines once traced
commercial desire lines; suburban rail stitched together a wider labor catchment; the
metro, flyovers, and bypasses reoriented commutes and land values; and the river
remained both channel and barrier. In Kolkata, streets are archives: a lane can hold a
century of change in its setbacks, balconies, signboards, and shopfronts. Reading
these clues helps explain why some plans succeed, others stall, and many are
reinvented in use. It also equips travelers and residents to see neighborhoods not as
static “heritage zones” or generic “new developments,” but as living palimpsests.

Ecology is never offstage. The city’s wetlands, canals, and low-lying tracts have long
mediated waste, food, and flood. They remind us that urban metabolism is ecological
as much as infrastructural, and that resilience is a practice before it is a policy.
Climate risk—monsoon flooding, cyclones, heat—intensifies longstanding inequalities
in drainage, housing, and healthcare. Yet the wetlands’ circular economy,
farmer–fisher knowledge, and community maintenance also offer lessons for
contemporary planning far beyond Kolkata.

The chapters are organized to move from foundations to frontiers. Early chapters
reconstruct the colonial city’s military, sanitary, and commercial geographies; middle
chapters examine refugee urbanism, labor politics, and postcolonial planning; later
chapters trace mobility, ecology, liberalization, and metropolitan governance; and the
final chapter offers a field guide for reading neighborhoods on foot, by tram, and along
the river. This is a book for urban planners seeking precedents and cautions, for
historians pursuing connected pasts, and for travelers who want to understand why a
particular corner looks and feels the way it does. Kolkata’s transformations are
distinctive, but the dynamics they reveal—of power, place-making, migration, and
memory—speak to cities the world over.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: Founding on the Hooghly: From
Village Cluster to Company Town
The story of Kolkata, like many great cities, begins not with a grand vision but with a
series of pragmatic, often opportunistic, decisions made on the banks of a river.
Before it became a bustling port and imperial capital, the area now known as Kolkata
was a collection of agrarian villages, nestled along the east bank of the Hooghly River,
a distributary of the mighty Ganges. This watery artery, flowing south towards the Bay
of Bengal, was both a lifeline and a highway, connecting the fertile Bengali hinterland
to distant maritime trade routes.

The late 17th century found the European trading companies—the Portuguese, Dutch,
French, and English—jockeying for position in Bengal, a province renowned for its rich
textiles, spices, and agricultural produce. Each sought to establish secure outposts, or
'factories', to facilitate their commerce and protect their interests from both local
rulers and rival European powers. The English East India Company, having faced a
series of setbacks and expulsions from other sites, was particularly keen to find a
stable base.

Their gaze eventually fell upon a cluster of villages: Sutanuti, Gobindapur, and
Kalikata. These seemingly unremarkable settlements possessed several strategic
advantages. The Hooghly River here offered a deep anchorage for ships, and the
surrounding marshy lands provided a natural defensive barrier against potential
attacks from land. Furthermore, the local zamindars, or landlords, were willing to
accommodate the Company's presence, perhaps seeing an opportunity for increased
revenue and protection.

Job Charnock, an agent of the East India Company, is often credited with the
"founding" of Calcutta, though this narrative is contested and overly simplistic.
Charnock had a long and somewhat turbulent history in Bengal, characterized by
periods of trade, conflict, and negotiation. In August 1690, after yet another
withdrawal from Uluberia due to political instability, Charnock and his party once again
landed at Sutanuti. This site, with its natural advantages and a relatively amenable
local populace, proved to be more enduring.

What began as a temporary encampment soon solidified into a more permanent
presence. The Company recognized the potential of the location not just as a trading
post, but as a defensible settlement that could grow into a significant commercial hub.
They began to construct rudimentary fortifications and warehouses, laying the very
first, almost imperceptible, bricks of what would become a formidable city. The

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

transition from a cluster of villages to a nascent Company town was a gradual process,
driven by economic imperatives and the ever-present need for security in a volatile
political landscape.

The name "Calcutta" itself is believed to derive from Kalikata, one of the three original
villages. The etymology is debated, with some theories linking it to the goddess Kali,
whose temple at Kalighat was already a significant pilgrimage site. Others suggest a
connection to "khal" (canal) and "kata" (dug), referring to the numerous waterways in
the area, or even to the lime (kali) used for building. Regardless of its precise origin,
the name soon became synonymous with the burgeoning English settlement.

The Company's early presence was far from unhindered. The Mughal Empire, though
in decline, still exerted a nominal authority over Bengal, and the local Nawabs, its
provincial governors, held considerable power. The English had to navigate a complex
web of permissions, taxes, and diplomatic overtures to secure their foothold. A
significant turning point came in 1698, when the Company obtained the zamindari
rights for the three villages from Prince Azim-us-Shan, the grandson of Emperor
Aurangzeb and Subahdar of Bengal. This grant effectively gave the Company the
status of a landlord, allowing them to collect revenue and administer justice within
their small but growing territory.

With these new rights, the Company began to exert more direct control over the area.
They commenced the construction of Fort William, a fortified structure that would
become the heart of the English settlement and a symbol of their growing power. The
construction of the fort was not merely a military endeavor; it dictated the initial
layout of the town, with residences and commercial establishments springing up
around its protective walls. This early planning, though organic and reactive, laid down
the foundational morphology of colonial Calcutta.

The fort's presence attracted a diverse population. Indian merchants, artisans, and
laborers, seeking economic opportunities and the Company’s protection, migrated to
the new settlement. This influx created a dynamic, albeit segregated, urban
landscape. The English residents typically settled closer to the fort and their factories,
creating a distinct European quarter, while the Indian population established their own
neighborhoods further out. This nascent spatial segregation, often informal at first,
would become a defining characteristic of Calcutta’s urban development for centuries
to come.

Trade was the lifeblood of this nascent city. The Hooghly River teemed with ships,
carrying goods to and from distant lands. Cotton textiles, indigo, opium, and saltpeter
flowed out of Bengal, while silver and manufactured goods from Europe flowed in. The
Company’s factory, a combination of warehouse, office, and residence, was the nerve
center of this commercial activity. The success of this trade drew in even more people,
creating a vibrant, if chaotic, bazaar economy alongside the organized Company
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trade.

The administrative structures of the Company town also began to take shape. While
initially rudimentary, relying on a system of factors and a council, the need for
governance grew with the population and complexity of the settlement. Early attempts
at municipal administration focused primarily on revenue collection, maintaining
order, and providing basic services to the European population. The challenges were
immense: sanitation was primitive, disease was rampant, and the legal framework was
often a patchwork of Company regulations and local customs.

The natural environment of the Hooghly delta presented its own set of challenges and
opportunities. The land was low-lying, marshy, and prone to flooding during the
monsoon season. This necessitated extensive drainage efforts, which would become a
recurring theme in Kolkata’s urban planning. Yet, the river itself was a source of life
and livelihood, providing transportation, fresh water, and a rich ecosystem that
supported local communities long before the arrival of the Europeans.

The cultural landscape of the three villages was also in transition. While the English
brought their own customs and institutions, the existing Bengali culture continued to
thrive and adapt. Religious festivals, local markets, and traditional forms of
entertainment persisted, even as new forms of social interaction emerged within the
Company town. This blending, or sometimes clashing, of cultures would give Calcutta
its unique character, a fascinating mosaic of East and West.

The foundation of Calcutta was, therefore, not a singular event but a continuous
process of negotiation, adaptation, and expansion. It was born out of a desire for
trade, nurtured by strategic necessity, and shaped by the influx of diverse populations.
From a collection of obscure villages, it was slowly but surely transforming into a
Company town, poised to play a pivotal role in the unfolding drama of colonial India.
The seeds of a future metropolis, with all its complexities and contradictions, had been
sown on the muddy banks of the Hooghly.
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