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Introduction

Kolkata is not merely a city; it is an emotion, a living canvas painted with the vivid
hues of history, art, debate, celebration, and culinary invention. Nestled beside the
sacred Ganga and shaped by centuries of migration, colonial encounter, and
indigenous genius, Kolkata pulses with a rhythm that is uniquely its own. While its
streets, buildings, and riverbanks bear witness to the passage of time, the spirit of the
city remains ever youthful, asserting itself in poetry readings, theatrical revolutions,
and the unending swirl of flavors from roadside vendors.

To step into Kolkata is to be swept into a world of contrasts. Here, the echo of horse-
drawn carriages on cobbled Colonial lanes intersects with the accelerating buzz of
trams and metro rails. Age-old mansions stand shoulder to shoulder with modern high-
rises, while the soft chant of temple bells melds into the call to prayer, the church
organ’s hymn, and the lively clamor of Sunday conversation at street-corner tea stalls.
Against this cityscape, traditions endure - celebrated in elaborate rituals, embroidered
into the arts, and tasted in every mouthful of mishti doi.

The cultural heart of India beats loudest in its people - artists, poets, actors,
revolutionaries, academics, chefs, and workers - whose stories form the lifeblood of
Kolkata. Their creative spirit is evident in the city’s legacy of Nobel laureates,
filmmakers, musicians, and literary giants. Whether you are browsing for rare books
under the ochre canopy of College Street, strolling through the haunting corridors of
the Marble Palace, joining a midnight procession at Durga Puja, or simply debating
cricket scores over fish fry in a neighborhood club, Kolkata welcomes all who seek
connection and inspiration.

This book invites you, the reader, on a journey that explores the soul of the city in all
its breadth and intimacy. Blending the spirit of a travelogue with the perceptiveness of
cultural critique and the practicality of a guide, each chapter will guide you through
the histories, the neighborhoods, the institutions, and, most importantly, the people
who make Kolkata endlessly fascinating. You'll find vivid anecdotes drawn from
everyday life and in-depth interviews with local artists, chefs, and thinkers, shedding
light on how old traditions are preserved - and how new ones are born.

Whether you are an armchair traveler dreaming of Bengal, a member of the Indian
diaspora seeking your roots, a student of world cities, or someone preparing to make
your own way down the city’s bustling avenues, this book offers you insights and
insider advice. Each chapter closes with tips and must-see experiences for those who
wish to go beyond observation and immerse themselves in the living culture of
Kolkata.
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Through these pages, may you discover why Kolkata is endlessly celebrated for its
artistic legacy, literary fervor, syncretic festivals, irrepressible warmth, and, above all,

its resilience and hope. In capturing its heart, we hope not just to reveal the city’s past
and present, but to inspire you to experience its magic firsthand.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Kolkata - From
Kalikata to Colonial Capital

Kolkata, the vibrant metropolis we know today, didn't simply appear out of thin air. Its

genesis is a complex tapestry woven from ancient trade routes, local villages, and the

ambitious designs of a burgeoning European power. Long before the British East India

Company cast its gaze upon the Hooghly River, the area now bustling as Kolkata had a
quiet, established presence.

The name "Kalikata" itself predates any British settlement, appearing in the rent-roll of
the Mughal emperor Akbar in the late 16th century, and even earlier in the 15th-
century Bengali poem, Manasa-mangal by Bipradas. This suggests a history stretching
back far beyond the arrival of European traders. The region was under the rule of the
Bengal Sultanate from the 14th to 16th centuries, before being incorporated into the
Mughal Empire in 1576.

The eventual site of Kolkata was comprised of three distinct villages: Kalikata,
Sutanuti, and Gobindapur. Kalikata was a fishing village, while Sutanuti was known for
its weavers and sat by the riverside. Gobindapur served as a trading post for Indian
merchant princes. These villages were part of an estate under the Sabarna Roy
Choudhury family, who held the taxation rights as local landlords under the Mughal
governor for Bengal.

The English East India Company, established in 1600 with a royal charter from Queen
Elizabeth I, had already set its sights on Bengal for trade by the early 17th century.
They secured permission to trade in Bengal in 1633, establishing their first factory at
Hariharpur. Over the next few decades, they opened more factories, including one in
Hugli in 1653 and another in Kasimbazar by 1658.

It was in 1686 that Job Charnock, a controversial administrator with the British East
India Company, became the chief agent at Hugli. Charnock had been stationed in
Bengal since around 1655, moving from Cossimbazar to Patna. However, disputes
arose with the Mughal viceroy in Bengal, and Charnock was forced to relocate.

On August 24, 1690, Charnock chose Sutanuti, one of the three villages, as a new
headquarters for the East India Company. Sutanuti was strategically chosen for its
natural defenses, with the Hooghly River to its west and marshy forests to its south
and east, leaving only the northeast to be guarded. This pivotal moment is often cited
as the traditional "founding" of Calcutta, though in 2003, the Calcutta High Court ruled
that Charnock should not be regarded as the sole founder, acknowledging the long-
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standing pre-existing settlements.

In 1698, the British East India Company acquired the landholding rights for the three
villages - Sutanuti, Kalikata, and Gobindapur - from the Sabarna Roy Choudhury
family, solidifying their presence. This acquisition paved the way for the construction
of Fort William, a crucial defensive structure. The initial Fort William was set up in
Kalikata in 1698, in the area now known as B.B.D. Bag.

As the East India Company's influence grew, so did the settlement around Fort
William. Calcutta quickly became a significant trading post. The early 18th century
saw the company's trade in Bengal increase steadily. In 1727, a civil court was
established by order of King George |, and the Calcutta Municipal Corporation was
formed, with the city's first mayor.

The political landscape of Bengal, however, was far from stable. In 1756, Siraj ud-
Daulah, the Nawab of Bengal, captured Fort William and sacked the town. This event
included the infamous "Black Hole of Calcutta," where many Europeans were
imprisoned and died. However, Calcutta was swiftly recaptured in January 1757 by
Robert Clive and British Admiral Charles Watson.

The turning point for British dominance in the region came with the Battle of Plassey in
1757, where Robert Clive led the British forces to victory against Siraj ud-Daulah. This
victory significantly consolidated the company's power in Bengal. Following this, and
another decisive victory in the Battle of Buxar in 1764, the East India Company was
granted the diwani, or the right to collect revenue, in Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa in
1765. This marked a crucial shift, transforming the company from a mere trading
entity into a de facto ruling power in large parts of the lower Gangetic plain.

Calcutta's rise to prominence as the capital of British India wasn't immediate, but it
was a deliberate move. In 1772, Warren Hastings, the first Governor-General of Fort
William, transferred all important offices from Murshidabad, the provincial Mughal
capital, to Calcutta. This decision officially cemented Calcutta's position as the capital
of British India, a status it would hold until 1911.

The physical growth of the city during this period was also significant. The old village
of Gobindapur, which formed the southern part of the original three villages, was
largely demolished to make way for the construction of a more fortified New Fort
William, which began in 1758 and was completed by 1773. Residents of Gobindapur
were compensated with land in other parts of the developing city, such as Taltala,
Kumortuli, and Shobhabazar. This move illustrates the sweeping changes and
displacements that accompanied the city's colonial expansion.

The British influence extended beyond administrative and military structures, shaping
the very layout and identity of the burgeoning city. While Kalikata and Sutanuti
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eventually lost their individual identities as the city expanded, their names remain
etched in the historical narrative of Kolkata. The foundation laid in these early years,
marked by the ambition of a trading company and the transformation of a collection of
villages into a colonial capital, set the stage for the vibrant and multifaceted city that
Kolkata would become.

Insider's Tips:

e Explore Dalhousie Square (B.B.D. Bag): This area in Central Kolkata was
once the heart of British colonial power. Take a walk around to see the Writers'
Building and other historic structures that played a pivotal role in the city's
early days. While the original Fort William from 1698 is no longer standing in
its entirety, the area still resonates with its historical significance.

e Visit the Armenian Church of Nazareth: Though the city’s official British
history starts later, some argue that Armenian merchants had a presence in
the area even before Job Charnock. The Armenian Church of Nazareth, dating
back to 1724, is one of the oldest churches in Kolkata and offers a glimpse into
another early European community that contributed to the city's diverse fabric.

e Wander through North Kolkata: While not specifically related to the
absolute earliest origins, many parts of North Kolkata retain an older, more
traditional feel. Exploring neighborhoods like Kumortuli can give you a sense of
the kind of indigenous villages that existed before widespread British
development.

Must See/Must Do:

¢ Job Charnock's Mausoleum: Located in the compound of St. John's Church,
this is the final resting place of Job Charnock. While his role as "founder" is
debated, his mausoleum offers a tangible link to a key figure in the city's
colonial history.

* The Hooghly Riverfront: Take a boat ride or simply stroll along the banks of
the Hooghly River. Imagine the East India Company ships arriving, and
visualize how this strategic waterway was central to the city's very existence
as a port and trading hub.

e Statue of Robert Clive: While controversial, the statue of Robert Clive near
the Victoria Memorial stands as a reminder of the pivotal figure in the Battle of
Plassey and the subsequent rise of British power in Bengal.
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