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Introduction

Kolkata Unveiled is an invitation—a call to explore a city where the past and present
coexist in a luminous dance, and every ghat, street corner, and café hums with stories
waiting to be heard. Once known as Calcutta, this city has donned many mantles:
colonial capital, revolutionary cauldron, artistic crucible, and above all, a perennial
crossroads where tradition and transformation meet. With every sunrise over the
Hooghly, Kolkata writes new lines in its living diary, beckoning all who are curious,
hungry, and keen of heart to discover its layers.

This book is a journey both intimate and expansive. As your guide, | want to take you
far beyond the guidebook’s surface, immersing you in Kolkata’'s sensory splendor—its
fragrant markets, riotous festivals, and timeless rituals of daily life. Picture the scene:
the clang of a tram bell on College Street, the comforting aroma of mishti doi drifting
from a sweetshop, the rhythmic chatter of addas in a North Kolkata courtyard, and the
reverent hush at the footsteps of the Dakshineswar Kali Temple. These are the
everyday wonders that shape the city's soul.

You will traverse Kolkata’s storied avenues and humble bylanes, hearing the echoes of
poets and revolutionaries who shaped modern India, and meeting today’s artists,
chefs, and thinkers who continue to make the city a creative powerhouse. You'll
experience the sights, sounds, and flavors of its neighborhoods, learn the art of
navigating its bustling markets, and savor the rituals—culinary and cultural—that
define its people. Each chapter blends the sweep of history with personal stories and
practical wisdom, ensuring you not only know Kolkata, but feel it.

Kolkata is a city of paradoxes: stately mansions beside modest tenements; ancient
temples a stone’s throw from contemporary art galleries; a metropolis that moves at
both a brisk and deliberate pace. Here, every festival—from Durga Puja’s jubilant
processions to the quiet grace of Saraswati Puja—becomes an arena where the city’s
artistic spirit comes alive. The local etiquette, the rituals of hospitality, and the art of
conversation (the beloved adda) form an intricate daily dance that neither time nor
technology has displaced.

This book also serves as an honest friend for the traveler or the armchair explorer.
Whether you wish to taste the crunch of phuchka on a monsoon evening, trace
colonial facades on a heritage walk, or lose yourself in the pages of a Bengali novel at
a coffee house, you'll find practical guidance and heartfelt recommendations. It will
lighten your path through museum galleries, bustling tram stops, luminous book fairs,
and midnight food stalls.
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In unveiling Kolkata, my greatest wish is that you’ll sense the pulse that makes this
city India’s beating cultural heart. By the end of our journey together, you will not only
have seen Kolkata—you will have tasted its flavors, heard its music, celebrated its
passions, and, in some small but meaningful way, become a part of its endless story.
Welcome to Kolkata Unveiled: let the journey begin.
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CHAPTER ONE: Birth of a City - Kolkata’s Early
Origins

Kolkata’s story is often painted with broad strokes of British colonialism, beginning
with the arrival of the East India Company. But to truly understand this vibrant
metropolis, we must first peel back those layers of history, for the land upon which
Kolkata now sprawls had a pulse long before any European set foot on its marshy
banks. Long before the bustling markets and stately buildings, there were ancient
settlements, whispers of trade, and a deep connection to the sacred.

Before the British established their presence, the region that would become Kolkata
was not an uninhabited wilderness. Archaeological studies, particularly at
Chandraketugarh, about 35 kilometers north of modern Kolkata, reveal a history of
human habitation stretching back over two millennia. This area was a recognized
trading hub, with its origins potentially dating back to the Maurya and Gupta periods.
Imagine a time when the mighty Bhagirathi (a distributary of the Ganges) was a
highway for merchants, a lifeline connecting distant lands, and the villages along its
banks were nodes of commerce and culture.

Indeed, the name "Kalikata" itself, from which Kolkata is derived, appeared in
historical records centuries before any British flag was unfurled. It was mentioned in
the rent-roll of the Mughal emperor Akbar in the 16th century and also in the 15th-
century Bengali poem, Manasa-mangal, by Bipradas Pipilai. The poet describes how a
merchant named Chand Sadagar would pause in Kalighat to worship Goddess Kali
during his trade voyages, indicating that Kalighat was already a pilgrimage site and a
safe haven for traders. The name is widely believed to be rooted in "Kalikshetra,"
meaning "the place of Kali," referring to the revered Kalighat Temple. Other theories
suggest it might come from "kilkila," meaning "flat area," or even from local industries,
combining "kali" (lime) and "kata" (burnt shell), reflecting the area’s production of
shell-lime.

The documented history of Kolkata as a significant settlement truly begins in 1690
with the arrival of Job Charnock, an agent of the British East India Company. Charnock,
a controversial but persistent administrator, had been operating from Hugli but was
forced to move due to disputes with Mughal officials. He eventually decided to
establish a trading post further south, choosing Sutanuti on the east bank of the
Hooghly River. This seemingly unassuming village, along with two others—Govindapur
and Kalikata—would form the nucleus of what would become a formidable city. In
1690, Charnock secured a trading license from the Nawab, and by 1698, the English
obtained the right to collect revenue from these three villages.
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Charnock’s choice of location, while initially appearing less prosperous than other
European settlements on the Hooghly’s west bank, was strategic. The Hooghly River
on the west and a creek to the north offered natural defenses, while salt lakes to the
east provided an additional barrier. This configuration made it easier for the English to
guard the narrow northern and southern flanks of their new settlement. Furthermore,
these villages were home to established entrepreneurial and trading families, such as
the Bysaks, Setts, and Mullicks, who were already adept in commerce, which aligned
perfectly with the East India Company's objectives.

Despite Charnock’s traditional credit as the city’s founder, a 2003 ruling by the
Calcutta High Court clarified that Kolkata’s origins predate his arrival, asserting that
the city has no single founder and no specific birthday. The city’s development was a
gradual process, building upon existing rural settlements and the subsequent
establishment of British trading factories.

With the British presence solidified, the fledgling settlement began to transform. Fort
William, initially a defensive structure of brick and mud, was built in 1698 and became
the seat of the British province known as the Bengal Presidency. By 1772, under
Governor-General Warren Hastings, Calcutta officially became the capital of British
India, with important offices moving from Murshidabad to the burgeoning city. This
marked a pivotal moment, cementing Calcutta’s status as a major administrative and
commercial center.

The 19th century witnessed Calcutta's rapid ascent to become the second most
important city in the British Empire, surpassed only by London itself. It was declared
the financial and commercial capital of British India. This era saw significant
architectural development, with Governor-General Richard Wellesley, serving from
1798 to 1805, diligently working to transform it into the "City of Palaces." Wellesley’s
vision and efforts left an indelible mark on the city’s urban landscape, shaping its
majestic boulevards and grand structures.

However, the path of Kolkata’s growth was not without its challenges. The city’s
economic importance was largely tied to its manufacturing industries, financial
activities, trade, and its role as a major port, particularly for the jute processing
industry. But after India gained independence in 1947, Kolkata, once a leading center
of Indian commerce, culture, and politics, faced decades of political violence and
economic stagnation. The partition of Bengal, which led to the creation of East
Pakistan (now Bangladesh), significantly impacted the city, severing many of its
traditional trade routes and leading to a massive influx of refugees. This sudden
population surge strained Kolkata’s resources and infrastructure, contributing to socio-
economic problems and overcrowding.

The 1970s and 1980s were particularly difficult, with severe power shortages, strikes,
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and militant trade unionism damaging the city’s infrastructure and leading to
deindustrialization and businesses relocating. The lack of capital and resources during
this period earned Kolkata the unwelcome sobriquet of the "dying city." West Bengal’s
share in India’s GDP, which was 10.5% in 1960-61, fell to 5.6% by 2023-24, reflecting
a significant decline from its earlier prominence.

Yet, Kolkata, with its inherent resilience, began to rebound. After the 1990s, India’s
pro-market reforms spurred an economic recovery. Since 2000, the information
technology (IT) services sector has played a vital role in revitalizing the city’s
economy. Kolkata has emerged as a major IT hub in Eastern India, with numerous IT
parks and offices in areas like Salt Lake Sector V and New Town, attracting major tech
players and generating significant employment. This resurgence in the IT sector,
alongside ongoing infrastructure improvements and a renewed focus on various
industries, has allowed Kolkata to slowly regain its economic footing, demonstrating its
enduring spirit and capacity for transformation.
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