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Perhaps no city in India has inspired the responses of love and disgust as sharply as Calcutta,

now Kolkata, where the old and the new, the beautiful and the squalid coexist side by side.

Once a global city second only to London, it has often been written off as a ‘dying city’. But

despite—perhaps because of—all its problems, Calcuttans love the city with the illogical

passion of true love.In his 1971 book on the city, Geoffrey Moorhouse wondered why Calcutta

is so ‘strangely beloved’. This collection of writings brings out the essence of the attractions

this city has to offer—its food, music, theatre, art, politics—by weaving together history and

personal experience, social commentary and political critique. Sharing the experiences of

renowned writers and poets, academics and historians, who have all loved the life of this city,

Strangely Beloved provides a rare and heart-warming glimpse into the heart, mind and soul of

one of the greatest cities in the world.
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most cases to maintain consistency.INTRODUCTION‘Strangely beloved’—that is how Geoffrey

Moorhouse describes Calcutta in his book published in 1971. He ends Calcutta: The City

Revealed with horrifying visions of plague, mob uprising and disaster that his visit and research

convinced him were imminent: ‘there can now be very little time left before something which we

may call disaster happens to this city’.It is interesting that so many of the several books about

the city seem to portend imminent death, as is clear from the titles: City Requiem, Calcutta:

Gender and the Politics of Poverty1, or Calcutta Poor: Elegies on a City above Pretence2

(though the Indian edition is titled Calcutta: The Human Face of Poverty3).Calcutta: The Living

City4 is very pointedly a response to the comment made by Rajiv Gandhi in 1985, then prime

minister of India, that Calcutta was a dying city. To outsiders it seems impossible that Calcutta



can inspire loyalty. Fredric Thomas comments with a note of wonder, ‘In some perverse way

they (Calcuttans) also love their city.’Yet, Geoffrey Moorhouse had to acknowledge when

writing his introduction to the 1983 edition of the book, that ‘the apocalyptic vision with which I

finished Calcutta’ seems comically inappropriate.As the saying goes in Bangla, the people of

Calcuttan, now Kolkata, have thrown ashes into the mouths of their enemies and shown their

resilience yet again, as I am sure they will continue to do again and again.This collection

attempts to share stories about why Calcuttans love their city; what they find in it. Calcuttans

are surely among the most argumentative of Indians and the most vociferous about rights and

wrongs; so this collection also includes critiques about the undesirable aspects of the city. As

with all true loves, Calcuttans love the city despite, or perhaps because of, all its

problems.Unlike most cities, there is little to see here. Calcutta’s wealth lies not in ancient

monuments, medieval courtrooms or modern skyscrapers, it lies in its stories. To visit Calcutta,

to really see Calcutta one must entangle oneself in the ever-spinning web of narratives in

which history, myth and fantastical characters are inextricably woven together. Tridib, the

quintessential Calcuttan created by Amitav Ghosh in his book The Shadow Lines, naturally

knows that this is true; stories are everything because, he explains to the young narrator,

Calcuttans know that ‘everyone lives in a story…my grandmother, my father, his father, Lenin,

Einstein, and lots of other names I hadn’t heard of; they all lived in stories, because stories are

all there are to live in, it was just a question of which one you chose…’ Calcutta—a city that

loves words—is a city woven of stories.Calcutta, renowned as the Second City of the Empire,

was never just a British city. Rather the eclectic cosmopolitanism of adventurers, mercenaries,

missionaries and tradesmen of varied skills was reflected in the earliest available

demographical statistics compiled in 1837 by the assessors of house tax:English 3138Eurasian

or offspringof the European & Asiatic 4746Portuguese 3181French 160Chinamen

362Armenians 636Jews 307Western Mahomedans 13677Bengal

Mahomedans450674Western Hindoos 17333Bengal Hindoos120318Moguls 527Parsees

40Arabs 351Mugs5 683Madrassees6 55Native Christians 49Low Castes

19,084Total229,714The comments of a contemporary commentator that ‘The Chinese

inhabitants of Calcutta are handicraftsmen as shoemakers, carpenters, joiners, &c., in which

their superiority over the natives, or Hindoos, insures them ample profit and employment;

though not very abstemious, they are very industrious’; sounds familiar even today. Meanwhile,

the table tells us that even as late as 1837, there were more Portuguese than English in the

city of Calcutta.View in Clive Street7, a lithograph by Sir Charles D’Oyly, 1848Courtesy:

Victoria Memorial Hall MuseumRudyard Kipling’s doggerel about Calcutta is well-known to

most of us:Thus the midday halt of Charnock—more’s the pityGrew a CityAs the fungus

sprouts chaotic from its bedSo it spreadChance-directed, chance-erected, laid and builtOn the

siltPalace, byre, hovel—poverty and pride—Side by sideHowever, this verse elides over the fact

that the British were not the first of the Europeans to settle on the banks of the Ganges in the

East. The Portuguese had settled in Hooghly much earlier and the extent of the possessions

they were forced to leave in 1632 after the siege by the Mughals is described in this passage

by Antonio Bocarro in his Livro das Planta:Here I leave this, and pass from the great bay of

Bengala and the river Ganges, which by many and large mouths enters into this sea, which

was the theatre wherein the Portuguese possessed so much of substance, with some of them

of most humble birth coming to possess very substantial lands that might be equated to large

kingdoms, there were in them populous cities with sumptuous churches, and everything came

to an end on account of the poor manner of government of the Portuguese, which when

combined with the vices and related dealings, stirred up the tyranny and greed of the Moorish



and Gentile kings, who tried to do away with them as they did.8Kipling’s label of ‘The City of

Dreadful Night’ has also helped to create a notion of Calcutta as a civic nightmare since its

inception. However, this too is not entirely true.The progress of the modern city has been rapid:

from an insignificant collection of straggling houses around a fortified factory, whose existence

was precarious, dependent on the capricious will of an Oriental despot, threatened and

endangered by the influence of jealous and powerful rivals, it has become in less than a

century the most populous and magnificent city in Asia, the emporium of the East, and the

capital of an Empire bounded only by physical barriers, the Himalayan mountains on the north,

and the Indian ocean on the south.So did Dr Cuthbert Finch describe Calcutta in his lecture

before the Statistical Section of the British Association for the Advancement of Science in

August, 1848.View from Museum, from Bourne and Shepherd CollectionPhotograph: Victoria

Memorial Hall MuseumA more down-to-earth description of Calcutta can give us a sense of

what the city would have seemed, like to those who came to stay. The following piece,

published in 1876, is likely to have been written by one of the Belgian Jesuits who consolidated

their missionary activities in the city by moving to the San Souci Theatre in January 1860 to

establish the St Xavier’s Collegiate School and College, ‘which is now the honest home of

learned professors and zealous students,’ as the official website of the institution proclaims,

adding that they are, ‘proud of their contribution to the cause of education and culture in

Bengal for 151 years.’A GOSSIPING LETTER FROM CALCUTTA[The writer, whose lively

French is spoilt in this translation, did not mean his letter to be published, but only to be read

by his friends at home. The visit of the Prince of Wales to India lends a certain timeliness to

these descriptions of ‘Our Indian Correspondent, though they were not at all written for the

occasion.]YOU ask me to give you an idea of this country, and a detailed account of our life in

this climate. I am at your disposal for the whole of this afternoon, if you come to join me at Park

Street, Calcutta. It is very hot. The thermometer, which I have just consulted, is 101 Fahrenheit,

in the shade. In whatever direction you look from my windows, you can see nothing but white

houses, which, turned to the four winds, have no shade on any side, except from their eaves,

and a little further on in an old cemetery, a number of obelisks, without shade upon any of their

sides, so completely vertical is the sun! And although dressed very lightly—a white calico

cassock, without buttons, a white band, white trousers, and white shoes—we still feel the

burning of the tropical sun a good deal. Happily we have a breeze, which, without lowering the

thermometer, refreshes us considerably. But we are sometimes without it, and when that is the

case, the floor is watered with great drops of perspiration as big as a florin. Those who then

wish to supply the place of the breeze are punkah’d. What is that? To understand it, come into

S’s room. He is seated, dressed entirely in white, at his desk, in the middle of a large room;

about a yard above his bald head bangs a great white rectangle, about three yards long,

horizontally, and about a yard high; a string is tied to it, which passes through a pulley fixed in

the wall, and ends in an Indian, crouched on the ground, dressed in his black skin and a strip

of cloth. This human machine has no other occupation but to pull the string, which causes the

other machine which I have described to you, the rectangle, and which is called a punkah, to

swing continually over S’s head. Now don’t go and imagine that S is a sybarite. There are

punkahs everywhere in the parlour, in the refectory, &c. Many people are punkah’d in bed all

night. These instruments are not in use in the Catholic churches; but every man and woman in

the congregation continually uses the fan, which is also called a punkah here. Different

countries have different customs: a punkah here is more necessary than a coat; and to make

up for this there is not a single fire-place in the whole house.No fire-place, you will say; do you

eat your rice raw then? To this I have two answers: first, that the kitchen with us, as with our



neighbours is not in the house, but in the compound: that is, the large space which surrounds

the house. And next, that the kitchens, without a single exception, are without fireplaces. These

black Indians, who are our cooks, are accustomed to light the fire without caring for the smoke;

which escapes where it can, through the windows, or the skylight, or through the holes in the

roof. If you were as I am, philosopher enough to eat cockchafers9, I would introduce you into

the kitchen: but I think you would hardly like to go into that hovel for fear of losing your appetite

for ever. Let us leave the Indians in their dens, and go into the refectory to sit under the

punkah.Today we shall have mutton and fowl, to-morrow fowl and mutton; sometimes nothing

but fowl. As for vegetables—but if you trust me, you will not touch them; they taste of nothing

but stagnant water. Besides the morning breakfast, and dinner which is at half-past three, we

have two other meals a day. One at noon, called tiffin, is composed of at most of a glass of

beer, a crust of bread and some fruit; for many amongst us it is reduced to one of these things,

and for several, and me in particular, to nothing at all. The other meal at eight in the evening,

consists of a cup of coffee, with or without bread. And now let us leave this place of Misery to

return to it no more.Come and see my room. It has no punkah, but four windows open night

and day; two on the south, where the sun never comes in, and two on the east, where outside

shutters prevent its entrance every morning. My bed is a kind of large sofa, on which there is

something which is neither a palliasse nor a mattress. It is a flat sack not quite three inches

thick, filled with horse-hair; over this two sheets (which is a luxury; most people use but one),

and a pillow as hard as the mattress. But what is most to be admired are the four posts

supporting a horizontal rectangle to which is hung the mosquito curtain. This mosquito curtain

is used here all the year round. It is a piece of cotton lace, the end turned under the mattress.

Behind this slight rampart, if there is no hole in it, one enjoys the pleasure of hearing the

mosquitoes hum, powerless and enraged. In December and January there are clouds of them,

but one appreciates, while listening to them, the line of Tibullus: Quam juvat immites ventos

audire cubantem!10 What is a mosquito? It is first cousin to the European gnat, generally

smaller, but just the same shape; it hums and stings like the gnat, only its sting is rather more

painful, and is followed by a larger and more lasting swelling. Nothing can preserve one from

its attacks: its sting penetrates even a double covering of linen. These insects are not my only

companions. There are, besides, at this moment, in my room, some millions of red or black

ants, hundreds of which I crush every day in vain; then there are lizards, which are not mute as

in Europe, but which from time to time give us a short song. These lizards give chase to the

insects, so I take care not to drive them away. There are also in my room horrible caucrelats

(cockroach) great dark brown insects about an inch and a half long, and which have the

privilege of inspiring universal horror. To like them one must be as great a poet as M. Victor

Hugo, who had an affection for ‘the toad, that poor monster with the mild eyes’. There are little

whitefish, insects which do not live in the water, but which abound especially in the rainy

season. These fish, in less than no time, make large holes in linen and cloth. During the night I

sometimes hear the rats and mice scampering about; the mosquito curtain protects me from

them.As to bats, owls, and screech owls, I do not think they ever enter our open windows. Birds

of prey are very numerous here, and wherever I may be in my room, there are, I cannot tell

how many, kites contemplating me from the tops of the neighbouring houses. The carrion

crows are another kind of animal, as curious as they are annoying. They frequent the river, into

which the Indians throw their dead; and one may often see two, three, or more in the middle of

the river apparently sailing in an invisible boat; which boat is a corpse which they devour as

they go. Sometimes the jackals dispute with them for this horrible prey, and you may see these

animals, at some distance from the town, trotting along with some human limb in their jaws. In



the town the crows live upon scraps of all sorts; they specially frequent the kitchen doors;

during our meals there are always from twenty to thirty outside the refectory. There they appear

to be begging for bones, crusts of bread, &c., and willingly accept all that is thrown to them.

The kites, less numerous and less audacious, but much more voracious, stand sentinel over

them; and often rob from them, on the wing, what the poor crows had picked off the ground.

But it is worthwhile to watch a kite in his turn gnawing a bone of which he has obtained

possession. If he is not careful to perform this operation in the air, he is invariably flanked by

two crows, one of which pull constantly at him from behind, to provoke him, whilst the other

takes advantage of his impatience to peck at the bone between the very claws of the kite. After

some time the crows change places, and each in his turn takes the chestnuts out of the fire.I

see at this moment in our courtyard another bird, less common than the two former species,

but not at all rare. The name which it commonly goes by here is adjutant; in other places he

bears the much more picturesque name of philosopher. To give you an idea of it, imagine an

ordinary heron, the size of a small ostrich, the beak is about three inches wide and more than

eighteen long, the claws and legs are very white and thin, and nearly a yard and a half long;

the neck, which nearly always hangs in folds, and forms a kind of crop, measures nearly twenty

inches. Between these two extremities place a large white body, covered with great dark grey

wings, you will have a pretty good idea of the adjutant or philosopher, which last name he well

deserves by the pedantic gravity of his carriage, and the foolish expression of his countenance.

However, this bird is very useful. They say he eats an immense number of serpents and

dangerous creatures; he looks splendid on the wing; he hates the kites and protects the

crows.Completed in May 1840, the successor to the Chowringhee Theatre at the corner of

Chowringhee and Theatre Road. The ‘Chowringhee’ was burnt down in May 1839, after a

career starting in 1813 and the ‘Sans Souci’ took its place. Mrs Esther Leach, ‘the Indian

Siddons’, a gifted and beautiful actress, was closely associated with both houses, but in

November 1843 met with a fatal accident owing to her costume being set fire to by one of the

oil footlights. The tragedy terminated the popularity of the house, and its sale in 1846 led to its

becoming St John’s, and, in 1860, St Xavier’s CollegeFrom the description of my house I have

been drawn on to give you a little course of natural history; let us now pass to other things.As

we go downstairs, let us take a look at the back rooms, a dozen in number, in which there is

not a single bath, but great earthenware vessels, always full of water, and little copper vessels

which hold about a quart. You stand on the pavement; then fill the little vessel from the big one,

and pour the contents about fifty times over your head. That is called taking a bath. It is said to

be very healthy, everybody in this country takes a daily bath, except me, for want of time;

everybody also has been more or less ill, except me, for the same reason.It would be

impossible to find on the European continent a race more devoid of musical feeling than our

pupils. It is not taste they want, but good taste. Several amongst them have an instrument,

rather like an accordion, which they call a concertina. They have the courage to spend all their

recreations for more than three months in playing one air. I have heard ‘God save the Queen,’

thousands of times. Once would have been enough to have disgusted you with it forever; you

may judge whether I am in love with it!Besides it is time to take our walk. The English went very

simply to work to create Calcutta. They just traced a large circular road, to make the boundary.

Three Hindoo villages, Fort William, and some European factories, were enclosed in it; time did

the rest. Inside the enclosure the construction of houses is under police regulations. Thatched

roofs are forbidden, tiles required, &c. All this annoys the Hindoo, who prefers to live on the

other side of the Circular Road; thus the suburbs were formed. The European city increases

from day to day. Five years ago, our college was at the extremity of the town; it is now nearly in



the centre; the new houses have occupied all the free space, and in some places have crossed

the Circular Road. A year and a half ago a patch of Hindoo houses disappeared to make room

for a fine tank which furnishes us with water. The transformation is slow but sure. This is

English tact; they have made of Calcutta a city of palaces, and this is the name it bears. It is an

immense town; the streets are of fabulous length, thanks to the way of building here. I really

think that if Paris were built on the same system, it would extend to the natural frontiers.From

the month of November to the month of March, the Indians have a season which they call

winter. With the thermometer at 68 they are cold, at 59 they shiver, and at 53 or 54 they are

frozen. You should see the masons, carpenters, and other workmen, who generally live in the

country, come into the town in the morning, wrapped up in one or two additional sheets, mouth

and nose completely hidden, and succeeding so well in looking cold, that after some years the

Europeans themselves (unhappy effect of bad example) end by persuading themselves that it

is cold here in winter, and even now and then manage to catch a little cold.So writes a teacher

of Geometry to his friends back home.But this is not a book about the Second City of the

Empire; no matter how many fascinating stories there exist. Perhaps this verse from Kipling—

less known than his comments on Calcutta—is more apt as an introduction to this volume

which celebrates the city which refuses to fulfill all the predictions of death and rises again and

again:Cities and Thrones and PowersStand in Time’s eye,Almost as long as flowers,Which

daily die:But, as new buds put forthTo glad new men,Out of the spent and unconsidered

Earth,The Cities rise again.This book is an adda, a conversation, about the city that despite

persistent lamentations about Calcutta as ‘the classic case of urban failure’ continues not only

to survive but to serve as home for waves of people over the period of such turbulent historical

times. This is a collection that lets each person explain why the city is so ‘strangely

beloved’.1Ananya Roy, Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 20032Fredric C. Thomas,

New York: M.E. Sharpe, 19973Ibid., New Delhi: Penguin Books4Sukanta Chaudhuri, Volumes I

and II, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 19955Refers to people from Burma6People from

any of the provinces in the south of India7Now renamed Netaji Subhas Road8Quoted in

Sanjay Subrahmanyam, The Portuguese Empire in Asia, 1500-1700: A Political and Economic

History, New York: Wiley, John and Sons, 20129A European beetle, also known as the May

bug10‘How sweet in sleep to pass the careless hours’: translation by Samuel JohnsonTHE

CITY BECKONSAny city is actually an imagined space—both for those who inhabit it and for

those who do not. As by far the largest, richest and most powerful city in the Eastern region of

India, a former capital of the Empire, and ever afterwards, Calcutta is a city that could not and

cannot be ignored. Calcutta represented an idea, a future that was larger than its physical

presence as a city:Clean streets, garbage-less, lit by rows of gaslight,The full moon has come

out, it’s no longer night.Flour mills, jute mills, cloth and brick mills,Machines that dig out water

and make landfills,Elephantine machines make a road a day,Pranam at the feet of

machines,Town and country—have become twins.Thus did nineteenth century poet Rupchand

Pakshi, describe the city—as the physical manifestation of the new modernity which was

wondrous—almost magical. People flowed in for jobs and opportunities. The migrants to the

city also engendered a new era of cultural production. Malini Bhattacharya describes this

migration of artists:There were the musicians and visual artists, at the outset of British rule,

leaving Murshidabad in its decline, coming in search of fortune, to the ‘chance-erected, chance-

directed’ city on the bank of the Hooghly. There were the ‘Patuas’ of Birbhum and Midnapur,

coming to settle down in Kalighat and adapting their style to the satirical portrayal of the

sahebs, babus and prostitutes who seemed to dominate life in the city. There were kabiyals

and jhumur singers flocking to Calcutta to find patronage and struggling to revise their art to



suit urban tastes even as poverty and periodic famine stalked rural areas. Their patrons, too

absentee landlords or ‘compradore’ businessmen basking in the sunshine of the favour of the

British had come to Calcutta.1Woodcut illustration of the unclothing of Draupadi. The

technology of printing made old favourites available in new formatsCourtesy: Visual Archive,

Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, CalcuttaThe city attracted all kinds of men and women

who came to invent and re-invent themselves, and in the process enlarge its imaginative

boundaries like the adventurers and adventuresses introduced to you here. Living life to the

fullest and making your own rules still remains a credo for many. I am sure that many readers

will instantly recall the name K.C. Paul. As Abhijit Gupta wrote in The Telegraph (3 January

2010): ‘Till a few years ago, many first-time visitors to the city were struck not so much by the

expected political graffiti, but diagrams of planetary configurations signed by one K.C. Paul.’An

example of K.C. Paul’s workPhotograph: Pinaki DeGupta further wrote:All over the city, but

particularly in the north and central, Paul’s graffiti robustly proclaimed that our idea of a

heliocentric universe was flawed, and that, in fact, the sun went around the earth…. Paul also

engaged passers-by in debate on Dalhousie Square, not always with happy results. Some

accused him of misleading children, and a particularly bellicose heckler threatened to deface

his name in graffiti and replace it with the appellation Haridas Paul. Once he was beaten up by

a mob in front of Calcutta Medical College. As a result, much of his writing has to be done at

night…[however he still] found energy to gird his armour and give battle day after day, and to tilt

against his windmills among the stars. The single-mindedness with which he pursued his

conviction is truly awe-inspiring.There have always been those who, like Rudyard Kipling and

Mark Twain and Winston Churchill, have never been seduced by the city. On the contrary, the

poverty, the congestion and the sight of humans undertaking inhuman tasks repels them. For

them, Calcutta, even if it renames itself Kolkata, is the Black Hole. However, John Hutnyk, a

Calcuttan or Calcuttan at heart and commentator and scholar of the city, asks us to rethink the

myths surrounding the city to really reach an understanding of not only the past but also the

present.For many who seek refuge in the city, Calcutta is a nightmare; a place which cannot be

called a modern city at all but rather some kind of living hell. Robert D. Kaplan’s reaction in his

essay ‘Oh Kolkata!’ in The Atlantic2 is typical of this other kind of visitor who shudders at the

horrors that the city nonchalantly displays:Kolkata is, frankly, obscene. I walked out of a tony

espresso bar—its windows cluttered with credit-card stickers—that offered an eclectic Indian-

cum-cosmopolitan cuisine of extravagant mocha cocktails and paneer-tikka sandwiches. As I

left the air-conditioning for the broiling street, I was careful not to stumble over families sleeping

on cardboard along a sidewalk where men and women urinated.In north Kolkata, the pavement

is taken up by long stretches of tarpaulin-and-burlap lean-tos, inside which families live, with

older siblings watching younger ones while the women work as maids and the men as

construction workers. But as wrenching as the scene appears, if you wade through the street

people, past this partially opened door, or under that chain, you will find another Kolkata: a

maze of beautiful and derelict 18th- and 19th-century mansions, built by former rajas and

merchants, with blackened, weather-stained walls; intricate brickwork in Muslim, Hindu, and

neoclassical styles; and colonnaded courtyards strangled by vines and other greenery. The

most impressive of these is the Marble Palace, whose lightless rooms are crowded with dusty

Belgian mirrors, classical statuary, Chinese vases, hookahs, crystal glass chandeliers,

lithographs, and four paintings by Rubens. Like this rambling palace, Kolkata is an eccentric

jumble, of which poverty is but the outer layer.The city can be cruel and heartless as the text-

collage translated by V. Ramaswamy emphatically describes. This is a selection of short fiction

by Subimal Misra, written over the period 1969–95. Subimal Misra (b. 1943) has written



exclusively for Bengali ‘little magazines’ (see Abhijit Mukherjee’s article on ‘The Little Little

Magazines of Calcutta’ in the section: ‘Passionate About…’) since 1967. Prior to retirement, he

worked as a teacher in a school adjacent to Sonagachi, Calcutta’s premier red light district. He

has authored over thirty volumes of stories, novellas, novels and essays. This assembled

collage also provides glimpses into some of the major events in the city during this

time.Sumanta Banerjee is a senior researcher who has written extensively on the history of

crime, prostitution and subaltern culture in the city. Karl Marx believed that crime was the

natural outcome of capitalism. As thousands of farmers and artisans are displaced from their

traditional occupations, the factory system fails to absorb all of them. Thus, Marx comments,

‘Society creates a demand for crime which is met by a corresponding supply.’ In the essay

reproduced here and originally written in 2008, Banerjee explores the nexus of crime that re-

invents itself in a city as it joins the race for reinventing itself as a global city. Yet despite all

these very real problems, Calcutta has something unique in the way life is lived through the

practices of everyday life.Professor Swapan Chakravorty, former Director General, National

Library has explained:Life, disease, and death have always been more visible in Calcutta than

in any other city of comparable size and importance. Western visitors often fail to make sense

of this visibility, attributing it to poverty and homelessness. People who live on pavements are

not the only ones who live out their private lives in the open, nor are they necessarily homeless

or jobless. Those with jobs and homes may be sleeping rough, washing themselves or their

clothes at the roadside waterspouts. Vendors of street food cook and clean on the streets.

Drivers and rickshaw pullers spend nights on vehicles parked on the road, and perfectly

respectable men think nothing of relieving themselves behind idle lorries. Children play cricket

on the road; shirtless elders chat sitting on the front deck of their houses. Death is a visible

event. Even a few years back, most corpses of Hindus were carried on the shoulders of men

who chanted God’s name in chorus like jubilant cheerleaders, and cremation workers

celebrated death in the family by taking the hearse out in a procession led by happy drummers.

Wedding processions can be boisterous, with drums and crackers shaking up the

neighbourhood. In old-fashioned Punjabi and Bihari weddings, bystanders gather to catch a

glimpse of the turbaned groom before the bride has set eyes on him.Calcutta’s cultural life will

appear puzzling unless one understands this rare phenomenon of the urban commons.

Hawkers occupy the pavements; cots for the dead are sold outside hospital gates, and

bookstalls block one’s view of the university campus on College Street; migrant workers

reproduce villages in miniature under flyovers; mud huts are built with the earth shovelled up

from construction sites.3This section ends with a fond look at how despite all the ‘black holes’

that exist, life in Calcutta is a little less harsh than urban life elsewhere. Written by a historian of

cities, Janaki Nair, this essay is based on her personal experiences during the time she lived in

Calcutta.1 Malini Bhattacharya, ‘Calcutta: A Quest for Cultural Identity’, Economic and Political

Weekly, Vol. 25, No. 18/19 (May 5-12), 1990, pp. 1007-10092Robert D. Kaplan, ‘Oh Kolkata!’,

The Atlantic,3Swapan Chakravorty, ‘Imminent Ruin and Desperate Remedy: Calcutta and its

Fragments’, Eurozine,VIGNETTESABHIJIT GUPTAROBERT VANSITTARTWho was the first-

ever cricketer to score a century in Calcutta, and possibly in the Indian subcontinent? History

records the name of one Robert Vansittart, who hit a hundred and two in a ‘Grand Match of

Cricket’, held between Old Etonians and the Rest of Calcutta, on 18 and 19 January 1804, a

small matter of two centuries ago.As is well known, the Calcutta Cricket and Football Club had

come into existence in 1792, and is said to have played a match against Barrackpore and Dum

Dum that year. No record of this match exists. But we do know the scores for the 1804 match,

in which the Old Etonians inflicted a crushing defeat on the Calcuttans, by an innings and



eighty runs. Batting first, the Old Etonians compiled a healthy two hundred and thirty-two, of

which Vansittart’s share was a hundred and two. Other players of note in the match were

Charles Metcalfe, later to be Governor-General, and two sons of Chief Justice Elijah

Impey.Who was Robert Vansittart? An 1800 number of the Asiatic Annual Register announced

his appointment as Assistant to the register of the Dewani court of Chittagong district. One

doubts if there was much cricket to be had at Chittagong, and in January 1803 we find him

appointed as Secretary to the Board Of Trade, doubtless a promotion of some sorts. Then on

26 August 1807, Vansittart became Additional Commissioner for superintending the Town Hall

lotteries. But that is pretty much all that is known about the first centurion of Calcutta.Other

members of his family fared considerably better though. His father, Henry Vansittart, arrived in

India in 1759 and succeeded Robert Clive as the second, and largely venal and incompetent,

Governor-General of Bengal. It was he who deposed Mir Jafar and instated Mir Kashim as the

Nawab of Bengal. He was drowned off the Cape of Good Hope in 1770. He had five sons, of

whom the most famous was Nicholas or the First Baron of Bexley, who became Chancellor of

Exchequer in 1812–1813. Strangely enough, brother Nicholas was to be attacked in 1820 by

his political opponents for his ‘lottery mania’. Another famous family member was Henry’s

brother, Robert, Regius Professor of Civil Law and a Fellow of All Soul’s College Oxford, noted

for his proximity to Samuel Johnson.The tradition of the match with the Old Etonians carried on

for several decades. In February 1824, the Etonians defeated the Calcutta Club team in a close

match by sixteen runs, or ‘notches’, as runs were then called. A certain Shakespear appears to

have played for the Calcutta team. The 1837 match also resulted in a six-wicket victory for the

Etonians. No century was however scored in any of these matches.JAMES SILK

BUCKINGHAMIn the history of the Calcutta press, the name of James Silk Buckingham is all

but forgotten. An intrepid traveller and a friend of Raja Rammohan Roy, he had the misfortune

of being expelled not once, but twice from India, first from Bombay and then from Calcutta.

Prior to his second expulsion, he gave much grief to the East India Company in his capacity as

editor of the Calcutta Review, thereby joining the honourable ranks of Charles Augustus Hickey

as pressmen who had fallen foul of the Company.James Silk Buckingham (1786–1855) was

born near Falmouth and went to sea at the tender age of nine. Within a year he was captured

as a prisoner-of-war (POW) and was confined for several months in Corunna in Spain. Before

he was eleven, James had marched several hundred miles barefoot through Spain and

Portugal with other POWs. Such an experience should have quenched most people’s thirst for

travel, but with Buckingham it had exactly the opposite effect. He travelled to the West Indies,

the two Americas, the Mediterranean and finally found himself in Egypt where he was asked by

the Pasha, Mohammad Ali, to explore the possibility of re-opening the ‘ancient canal which

formerly connected the Red Sea with the Mediterranean’. This somewhat unlikely enterprise

led to a series of extraordinary adventures too complex to relate here.In 1814–15, Buckingham

was asked by English merchants in Egypt to undertake a voyage to India via the Red Sea

route. This task was done, but merchants in India showed no inclination to trade with Egypt. On

landing in Bombay, Buckingham was given marching orders by a somewhat regretful Evan

Nepean, since he had set foot on Indian soil without a licence. But in 1815, he was to return to

Bombay in a new guise, this time as the envoy of Mohammad Ali. Though he once again failed

to promote commerce between India and Egypt, Buckingham was given the command of the

Imam of Muscat’s frigate, in which post he remained for three years.Buckingham set foot in

Calcutta in June 1818, where he resigned his command on being asked to traffic slaves from

Zanzibar. At the instance of a local merchant, he assumed the editorship of the Calcutta

Review, and by all accounts, conducted the paper along bold and vigorous lines. But his



outspokenness got him into trouble with the Company and while he was tolerated during the

regime of Hastings (not Warren but the Earl of Moira) a senior Company official, John Adam,

swore that he would get rid of Buckingham even if he became Governor-General for one day.

His opportunity came in 1823 when Moira left, and Amherst was yet to assume office.

Following an article by Buckingham criticizing a decision by Adam to confer a sinecure on the

editor of the John Bull, he was forthwith ordered to leave Bengal, plunging his family into

overnight penury. Despite many attempts to return to Calcutta, James Silk Buckingham

continued to be considered persona non grata for the rest of his life by a vengeful

Company.EDWARD TIRETTAThere are not too many places in Calcutta named after

Venetians, but Territy Bazaar is one such, having been founded by one Edward Tiretta, who

was sometime Superintendent of Streets and Houses in the city of palaces. It is not clear how

an Italian exile succeeded in attaining high office under the East India Company, but one of his

earliest mentions occur in the Calcutta Gazette of 1788, in which he comes across as a

prosperous burgher, with a market already named after him. This market was valued at nearly

two lakh rupees and yielded a monthly rent of  ¹3,600. The Gazette described the bazaar as

occupying nine bighas and eight cottahs of land, ‘formed in two squares, with convenient

shops, surrounded with a colonnade veranda, and the whole area of the square is divided into

commodious streets with pucka stalls’.All this sounds gracious enough. But in 1829, a certain

Sir Toby Rendrag bewailed the lack of a proper market in Calcutta, and complained in

verse:What though Tiretta’s boasts of flesh, fowl and fish?So throng’d—so dirty—one can

scarce shove through itUpon my word ‘tis a disgrace to view it.There is more in a similar vein;

however, in 1791 Tiretta went bankrupt and his market was raffled off as a prize in a lottery.

The buyer was one C. Weston. But soon Tiretta branched out into other areas of business,

founding, of all things, a burial ground on Park Street which came to be known as Tiretta’s

Burial Ground.A contemporary, William Hickey, left the following account of Tiretta:By birth he

was an Italian, but had spent considerable portion of his life in France and Germany… He had

made no great proficiency in the English language…it being perfectly ridiculous to hear the

strange mélange he made when speaking…a compound of English, French, Portuguese and

Hindustani, interlarded with the most uncouth and outré oaths in each language.Hickey reports

how the vain Tiretta once danced in a full-trimmed suit of rich velvet at the height of Calcutta

summer on the King’s birthday and earned the soubriquet ‘Nosey jargon’ from the other Hickey,

James Augustus, who was representing his newspaper.Despite the ridicule that he attracted,

Tiretta continued to rise professionally, and he was first appointed map-maker and then civil

architect under the Company. Among other things, the repair and maintenance of the jail was

under his care. There is a document of 1794 mandating Tiretta to make temporary landmarks

designating the outer limits of the ‘city of Calcutta’. However, the most interesting account of

Tiretta comes from his friend Giacomo Casanova, the legendary lover. According to Casanova,

Tiretta lost his mistress to a grievous illness, and was in such despair that he boarded a ship

for Batavia. Casanova writes: ‘I heard from one of his relations that he was in Bengal in 1788,

in good circumstances’.Tiretta died in 1797 and had the singular honour of being buried in the

cemetery named after himself.LOLA MONTEZThe Victorians were much fond of the word

‘adventuress’ and bestowed it freely on women who refused to lead conventional lives. But

there were some who wore it like a badge of honour, and none more so than the fiery Lola

Montez, dancer and actress, who lived in Calcutta for several years in the 1820s.Lola was born

Marie Dolores Eliza Roseanna Gilbert in Limerick, Ireland, in 1818. In 1823, the family moved

to India after her father Edward Gilbert of the 25th Regiment was posted there. Following

Edward’s death from cholera, her mother Eliza married Lt Patrick Craigie who seems to have



cared for Dolores but was also alarmed at her ungovernable ways. She went to a series of

schools in England but when she was fourteen her mother arranged a marriage with Abraham

Lumly, a judge of the Supreme Court in India described as a ‘rich and gouty old rascal of sixty

years’. Dolores’s response was to elope with one of her mother’s friends, twenty-seven-year-

old Lt Thomas James. This was to be the first of a series of escapades, spanning three

decades and four continents.‘Lola Montez’Photograph: Carl Buchner (1821–1918)After his

marriage with the underage Dolores, James returned to India and set up house in Calcutta.

During this time, she was memorialized in a song which her palanquin-bearers improvised as

they jog-trotted their way along the streets of Calcutta: She’s not heavy/ cabbada/ Little Missy-

baba/ cabbada/ Carry her swiftly/ cabbada/ Pretty Missy-baba/ cabbada’. (Cabbada is, of

course, khabardar). James, on the other hand, went to seed very rapidly, and Lola complained

that ‘he slept like a boa-constrictor’ and ‘drank too much porter’. Then there was a blazing

cantonment scandal with a certain Mrs Lomer who could have been straight out of Kipling; the

upshot of which was a parting of ways in 1842, and Lola’s return to Scotland.From this point,

Lola’s life is so full of incident that it would take a whole chapter of this book to chronicle it. For

a while, she was reduced to singing for a living in the streets of Brussels (or so rumour goes)

but what is certain is that she travelled to Spain and transformed herself into a Spanish dancer

by the name of Lola Montez. She created an erotic dance-piece called the Spider Dancer and

gave performances in Berlin, Warsaw, Dresden, St Petersburg and the Paris Opera. During this

period, her list of lovers reads like a virtual Who’s Who of Europe’s Page 3: the conductor

Franz Liszt, the novelist Alexandre Dumas, père, and the most glittering catch of them all, King

Ludwig I of Bavaria. Her subsequent career took her to virtually all parts of the world, to

Melbourne where she outraged local morality by dancing without tights, and to San Francisco,

where she performed for the Californian gold-rushers. Her short and incredibly crowded life

ended in New York in 1861, when she was just forty-three. She wrote two books: The Art of

Beauty, and Lectures, which also comprises a memoir.STEPHEN HECTOR TAYLOR-

SMITHDoes anyone remember Stephen Smith of Shillong? Or the Oriental Firework Company

of Calcutta? It is now a commonplace that the rise of science fiction in both America and

Europe coincided with the rise of rocket science, both amateur and professional. On both sides

of the Atlantic, groups of enthusiasts would send up rockets carrying small payloads of

commemorative matter, usually in the form of postcards or stamped covers. The Austrian

engineer Friedrich Schmiedl was probably the first to send up rocket or missile mail, in the form

of a V-7 rocket which carried a hundred and two cards and letters over the Austrian Alps on 2

February 1931. Five years later, America joined the club, with Willy Ley and his team sending

up the rocket Gloria with 6,149 letters carrying special rocket stamps.Beginning of the space

race? Quite possibly, but there was another competitor who also ran. Stephen Hector Taylor-

Smith, to give him his full name, was educated at St Patrick’s School in Asansol and was

variously a customs official, a policeman and a dentist. But he was also Secretary of the Indian

Airmail Society, and became the first person to successfully transport food, medicine and

livestock via rockets. He first launched a rocket on 30 September 1934 and he was to launch

almost three hundred more over the following decade.Smith’s first launch was with a rocket

supplied by the Oriental Firework Co. of Calcutta, which exploded in mid-air scattering its

payload of a hundred and forty-three letters. All but three of them were recovered and taken to

the Saugor lighthouse to be postmarked. The following year, he fired a missile called David

Ezra across the Damodar, with a payload of a hundred and eighty-nine letters and a rooster

and a hen called Adam and Eve. This time, both letters and poultry emerged unscathed. A later

effort successfully carried a snake called Miss Creepy. In another instance, he was able to



send relief by rocket to earthquake-stricken Quetta.But Smith’s finest hour came when he

carried out a number of flights commissioned by the Chogyal of Sikkim which was then a

British protectorate. These were the so-called Silver Jubilee flights (1935 was the year of King

George V’s jubilee), the first of which took off from near the Gangtok post office. Other flights

were launched from the Tashi Namgyal field and across the rivers Singtam and Rungpo,

carrying a variety of cargo. Memorabilia from these flights keep turning up on Ebay and other

Internet sites.THE BLACK HOLE?JOHN HUTNYKTHE BLACK HOLE REVISEDThat meaning

changes is not without meaning. A plaque for the infamous ‘black hole of Calcutta’ is housed in

the Philatelic Museum behind BBD Bag. A monument to the alleged site is tucked away in a

remote corner of St John’s Church. This is not the original monument, which had been erected

by the storyteller Holwell about 1760, but a replacement built in 1902 by order of Lord Curzon,

and moved to its present site after an agitation in part led by Subhas Chandra Bose, in 1940.

The black hole has travelled, shape-shifted and transformed across time and place, as is well

documented, most recently by Partha Chatterjee in his book The Black Hole of Empire: History

of a Global Practice of Power.Debuting as a dark day in colonial history—a fabricated and

exaggerated story, devised by Hollwell, cultivated and maintained to justify revenge with both

imperial and nationalist ends—it remains much debated, still not discarded. Chatterjee says,

‘we might have forgotten the black hole if not for the essayist’s skills of Thomas Macaulay.’ In

Capital, Marx called Macaulay a ‘systematic falsifier of history’ but also had much to say

himself about the ‘sham scandal’ of the black hole (as we shall see). Yet others too insist that

the black hole story has come down to us as if by accident. Jan Dalley writes in The Black

Hole: Money, Myth and Empire that ‘If it had not been for Curzon, we might never have heard of

the black hole’. The currency of the phrase circulated far and wide, and is even now a name for

a black metal/grindcore band4 and a throwaway line for any cramped adversity—as far back as

1862, in Hootem Pyanchar Naksha, Kaliprasanna Singha had compared a third class train

carriage to the fabled Fort William dungeon.Like the story of the hole, it is by now standard to

note that the entire city has been renamed and remade. Revolutionary once again, but not in

the same way. Of course a place with such a venerable history will multiply its designations, but

now six words serve where there was once only one: Calcutta today is ‘Kolkata-the-new-name-

for-the-city’, which just rolls off the tongue. This mouthy appellation joins a tradition of

multiplication-transformation. Dum Dum airport, named after the explode-on-impact bullet

devised by the British to kill Afridi tribesmen, is now grandly designated Netaji Subhas Chandra

Bose International Airport—the same Bose of the aforementioned agitation against Curzon’s

plinth. Plain old Chowringhee became Jawaharlal Nehru Road, adding some 60 per cent more

words. Harrington Street became Ho Chi Minh Sarani, adding humour and politics. BBD Bag,

Rafi Ahmed Kidwai Road and Dr Suresh Chandra Banerjee Road and many others provide a

Hobson-Jobson glossary of examples. Lower Circular became Acharya Jagadish Chandra

Bose Road, abbreviated AJC Bose. The city itself is verbose, as heard on every street corner

and in the old beloved cafes. A polyglot migrant city, even if the samizdat political wall graffiti

has been rubbed out, the plaques remain to tell tales, and are open to conjecture.For a viewer

who does not live in the city, reading the significance of signs is a puzzle. Sure, across the far

west side of India, Mumbai also changed its name, but that city’s reputation has flip-flopped so

much in thirty years, it is no longer sport. Yes, on the one hand Bollywood films, on the other

cinema slums—plus the terror bombings—but not so much in the way of revolutionary tradition

to which to draw attention. The passage from Mira Nair’s Salaam through to the dogged

Millionaire does not raise the same urgent questions. Bombastic Bombay chroniclers had clock

hands join palms at midnight while the world slept, though Nehru’s rhetorical turn at



independence was as much fabulation as Rushdie’s, since midnight was timed to be already

well towards morning in Calcutta, and the rest of the world was already awake, or just about to

sleep. There are twenty-four hours in a day, but in Calcutta-Kolkata twin palms mean twin

faces, and the double visage of stereotype and revolt is much harder to knock here.Saving your

soul on Sudder StreetPhotograph: Abhijan GuptaAnd when I say here, I mean abroad and in

the mind, the Calcutta in my head. Sure, within the city all is change, but in the global

imaginary where the rumour of Calcutta circulates, that old Mother Teresa-enhanced image of

teeming poverty is fixed on the one side, and the rumblings of dark political intrigue—terror,

communists, corporate killings—stand ready on the other. Singur and Tata announced the fall

of the Left Front, but Mamata has not displaced that other Ma that rules like a wizened deity

over a place that for Kipling was ‘built on silt, but gold’.The point is that if names and

reputations, memories and monuments, can be changed, then the conceit of reading the

ordering of cities in interpretive schematic is also on the cards. When it comes to the

memorialisation of black holes and atrocities far away in space and time, it is necessary to see

at work a tug-of-war of interpretation, a dialectical narration machine, versioning and versifying,

defying death with words—a la Scheherazade. Consider that the first printed edition of the

1001 Nights in 1814, edited by Shaikh Ahmad ibn-Mahmud Shirawani, was set in type in a

print room at the rebuilt Fort that had allegedly housed the black hole. The new Fort William, a

building started by Robert Clive, and completed by the East India Company thirty years later,

was also where a second four-volume edition of the Nights was printed, edited by William

Macnaghten in 1839. This edition was used by Richard Burton for his translations (1885–86).

We should at least also remember the old Forts for this legacy, even if it belongs to a literary

exoticist-menagerie, and has ossified into an army camp still in use today.Burton’s exoticism is

not all that is phantasmagoric here. The imaginary Calcutta in our heads will always be subject

to a duplicitous phrasing. I want to argue that another Calcutta—beyond architecture and

storytelling, but reliant on these—can be understood as the major metropolis of the early

colonial period, co-constituted in a global system with London, Paris and perhaps New York.

Calcutta as the first city of Empire, the site of so much surplus-value extraction, profit

accumulation, and dispatch of mercantile and industrial booty to the banking godowns of

Manchester, Liverpool, London. We do well to remember where the wealth of the subcontinent

flowed, through which silted port, as more than gold. A vast treasure-house, exceeding the

factories of the East India Company or the emporiums of latter-day traders, the Calcutta of the

colonial period was the site that made incomparable fortunes. And much was lost in the wealth

transfer that marks the name. Calcutta still is that international exchange hub, and perhaps

more so despite the years of Central Government investment constraint and the damaged

reputation yet to be fully thrown off. To ask what might change a view of the city that keeps

returning unchanged, despite change, misses the point that it is both.It may be that Calcutta

can be seen as the first city of empire, the grasping ambition of Clive, the East India Company

and the British Raj made it a ‘city of Palaces’—it is true Kipling and others had worse things to

say about the city. But to think of globalization from Bengal recognizes a primacy of the sites of

extraction that remains under-researched and insufficiently acknowledged. There is much to be

done to dislodge and complicate the Global Calcutta myth in the black hole of the mind.

Rethinking Empire is on the cards, but also ongoing revisionist cover for plunder and wealth

extraction. If the first globalization was subsumed labour power, appropriated labour in the

service of originary colonial accumulation, it is possible to see this accumulation still in its fixed

capital forms in the architecture of buildings, infrastructure and ideas that belong to the two

ends of the colonial encounter. A memorial will remind us of this, even at St John’s. But I see



them everywhere. Every mention of a black hole, without direct reference to Calcutta or

Calcutta, demands reassessment, as if the astronomical gravity that contracts and condenses

to infinity redraws all concerns. In London—second city of Empire in this rethinking—the

decorative pillars that hold up the canopy roof of the old London bridge railway station are

stylized opium bulbs. I see identical architecture in the buildings of Calcutta and Manchester,

remember the publishing history of the 1001 Nights—and recognize a negative weight in place

names and black hole associations—all to be read, in Gayatri Spivak’s choice phrase, from ‘the

other end’, as original accumulation in a mode of production that is continually reproduced in

the animation of fixed capital by living labour, subsumed more and more to the monopoly rent

of periphery and metropole.
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