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Tagore, Ray and Calcutta

Calcutta, apart from being Rabindranath Tagore's place of 
birth, saw the blossoming of his poetic ability and inspired 
his first surge of creativity in the spring of his life. Yet, in 
his later years he looked upon it as a "cage of bricks" and 
enjoyed his escapades to the countryside of Shilaidaha or 
Santiniketan where he could lose himself in the changing 
beauty of nature with every season or stumble upon his 
true self in the vastness of the Universe. At the same time 
he was not immune to the well-being of the city of his 
birth. It was reflected in his concern to evolve a proper 
system of street planning and house numbering or when 
he wished that it citizens should have access to health, 
nutrition, education and live in harmony. In this edition, we 
delve in Tagore's writings and letters to look at the city of 
joy through the eyes of the bard of Bengal.

Rabindranath Tagore is truly an enigma. A polymath, he 
excelled as a poet, novelist, painter, playwright, dramatist, 
and whatnot. He was also a nationalist, and a leader of the 
Brahmo Samaj. In addition, he inherited a keen sense of 
business wisdom from his extremely wealthy grandfather 
and father. In a two-part series, Dr. Rahul Ray reveals the 
keen business expertise of Rabindranath as reflected in 
many facets of his life. 

“On the seventh of August 1941, in the city of Calcutta, 
a man died. His mortal remains perished but he left 
behind him a heritage which no fire could consume. It 
is a heritage of words and music and poetry of ideas 
and of ideals. And it has the power to move us to inspire 
us today and in the days to come. We, who owe him so 
much, salute his memory."  Thus begins Satyajit Ray's 
commentary in his documentary, Rabindranath Tagore 
- his tribute to the poet on his centenary year in 1961. In 
this edition, we write about this unique rapport between 
Tagore and Ray who share their birth anniversaries in the 
same month.

Happy reading!

Joydip Sur
Editor
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We would love to hear from our readers. Please send your 
valued suggestions and views about Calcutta Chronicle to 
editorialchronicle@gmail.com. Best "Letter To The Editor" 
will be published in the forthcoming edition.
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SPOTLIGHT
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Anindita Mazumder

Tagore's
Calcutta

C alcutta, apart from being Rabindranath Tagore's place of birth, 
saw the blossoming of his poetic ability and inspired his first 

surge of creativity in the spring of his life. Yet, in his later years he 
looked upon it as a "cage of bricks" and enjoyed his escapades to 
the countryside of Shilaidaha or Santiniketan where he could lose 
himself in the changing beauty of nature with every season or stumble 
upon his true self in the vastness of the Universe.

At the same time he was not immune to the well-being 
of the city of his birth. It was reflected in his concern to 
evolve a proper system of street planning and house 
numbering or when he wished that it citizens should 
have access to health, nutrition, education and live in 
harmony. In this edition, we delve in Tagore's writings 
and letters to look at the city of joy through the eyes 
of the bard of Bengal.

In his memoirs, Chhelebela written for children, 
Tagore mentioned: "I was born in old (sekele) 
Calcutta." He reminisced the days when there were 
no trams, buses or motorcars, before the advent 
of either electricity or piped water; of a time 
when there was not much distinction between 
Calcutta and its neighbouring villages.

He described the city with hackneyed carriages being the 
fastest mode of transport although the sickly looking horses 
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were no better than skin and 
bone. The days were passed 
languidly without any element 
of rush. During the day, the 
men folk would proceed to their 
workplaces, often leisurely after 
a few smokes or chewing paan, 
travelling in shared carriages 
or in palanquins. The rich had 
their own carriages bearing their 
distinct insignia and partially 
shielded in leather covers. The 
coachman would sit in front and 
the sudden yells of two footmen 
at the back would leave the men 
on foot shocked and surprised.
 
His ancestral house at Jorasanko 
had a pond, coconut and other 
trees like banyan, a dhenki (a 
husking pedal) and a golabari (a 
circular granary to keep paddy). 
In a delightful analogy, Tagore 
said in earlier days the rural 
and urban forms of life were 
like young brothers and sisters 
with plenty of resemblances 
but nowadays it is difficult to 
discover any similarity between 
the siblings. 

There were neither gas lights 
nor electricity in the Calcutta 
of his yesteryears. Kerosene 
lamp, while making its debut 
dazzled the inhabitants with its 
illumination. Every evening the 
domestic help would come to 
every room of the large mansion-
like-house to light up oil lamps.
 
The city was yet to see the advent 
of piped water. Water carriers 
would carry drinking water in 
clay pots from the Ganges during 
months of February and March 
and fill up the large jars kept in 
a dark room on the ground floor 
for the consumption of the whole 
family, throughout the entire year. 
When piped water came in Tagore 
related his exuberance in beautiful 
language bordering on lyricism. 
"I would go up to Babamoshai's 
(his father) room on the second 
floor and enjoy the shower at 
that unearthly hour to my heart's 
content. It was not merely to 

soothe myself but to rein in my 
desire; on one hand there was 
liberty, on the other- restraint and 
taken together the company's flow 
of water would be like pleasurable 
pricks on my mind," he reminisced 
in Jeevan Smriti. 

There were canals along the 
streets through which water 
from the Ganges would enter 
the ponds during high tide and 
when the barricades were drawn 
it created a delightful cascade 
accompanied by the gurgling 
sounds of bubbling water. 
But one thing was common 
throughout his life - the problem 
of water logging at Jorasanko. 
Young Rabi would desperately 
wish during the monsoon that his 
tutor would not be able to wade 
through the waist deep water 
but often his hopes were dashed. 
Even when he was permanently 
residing in Santiniketan he would 
complain about the streets in the 
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neighbourhood of Jorasanko, 
submerged even after a brief 
shower.
  
He also gave a vivid description 
of the evenings in the city 
during his childhood; at that time 
Calcutta was hardly awake after 
sun down unlike the present 
when electricity dispels all 
darkness. "But nowadays (at his 
old age) there might be less work 
after dusk but there is no scope 
of respite; as if the wood in the 
earthen stoves had gone off but 
the coal was still smouldering. 
Oil factories and the whistles of 
the steamers have fallen silent, 
the labourers left the factory 
premises, and the oxen carrying 
jute are resting below tin sheds. 
Throughout the day the city 
endures diverse worries and 
tension that even at night its 
nerves still remain taut," the poet 
observed.

 "At our times the work left over 
would simply remain buried under 
covers beneath the shadows of 
the dark city. A hush would fall 
upon the evening sky sparsely 
broken only by the yells of the 
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footmen on horse carriages 
returning with those who had 
gone out for fresh air at Maidan," 
Tagore wrote in his memoirs.
 
In the hot season, the hawkers 
would call out "barif" carrying 
kulfi ice-cream in earthen pots 
and making the young poet's 
heart churn in desire for its cold 
sweetness. Another familiar voice 
called out "belphool" since in the 
summer evenings the women 
would wash themselves, put fresh 
clothes and deck their fashionably 
tied buns with garlands of fresh 
flowers. 

In a striking comparison on how 
the concept of entertainment 
changed over the years in the city, 
he once wrote, the older age was 
like a prince, his munificence to 
those around him was occasional 
but the new age is like a trader's 
son, always ready with his 
wares on display, his customers 
emerging both from the main 
thoroughfares and the narrow 
lanes.

The poet said, unlike today, 
the crowd hanging from  the 
footboards of trams, on their 

way back from work or college, 
would not head for Maidan to 

watch football matches 
or be seen in front 

of cinema halls. 
The sole 

entertainment would be limited 
to putting up Jatra shows by the 
youths of the well-to-do families 
who double up as women as well.
 
The women, in that age, were 
confined to the darkness of 
enclosed palanquins since 
travelling by carriages were 
considered to be a matter of 
shame. Umbrellas were not to be 
used either in the sun or during 
rain. If women wore "semij" (a 
long dress worn underneath a 
saree) or socks it was regarded as 
"memsahebi" indicating they had 
no sense of mortification. If one 
happened to meet a stranger all of 
a sudden, she would immediately 
cover her head till nose, stick out 
her tongue in embarrassment 
and promptly turn her back to 
the unknown male. Tagore's 
concern for the plight of woman 
is reflected when he observes: 
"The doors were closed upon them 
within the confines of the house 
as well as when they travelled 
in palanquins." The wives of the 
rich had an extra covering over 
and above the closed doors of 
the palanquin which appeared to 
him to be a "mobile graveyard". 
The women when they left home 
were escorted by the doorman, 
armed with brass covered lathis. 
Their tasks were primarily to sit 
at the front gate, scratch their 
beards, accompany the women 

 | 8Calcutta Chronicle |  May 2022



SPOTLIGHT
to the house of the relatives 
and on festive days, they would 
escort the lady of the house 
to the ghats where the entire 
palanquin, carrying her inside, 
would be dipped into the holy 
water of Ganges. 

 Tagore, in his youth, occupied a 
number houses in Sudder Street, 
Chowringhee near Circular Road 
at various occasions, putting 
up with the families of his 
brothers - Jyotirindranath and 
Satyendranath.
 
It was in a house at Sudder 
Street near the Indian Museum 
and overlooking the trees of the 
neighbouring Free School Street 
that Tagore first got a glimpse 
of the mystic through his poetic 
vision. He was gazing at the scene 
of the sun rising behind the row 
of trees and in his own words, 
"Suddenly it appeared that blinds 
were drawn off from my eyes. 
I saw the world lit up by an all-
pervasive halo where beauty and 
happiness flowed in abundance. 
The burst of this universal light 
had torn asunder the veil of many 
layered melancholia that gripped 
my soul and illuminated my 
inner being." Tagore penned his 
famous, Nirjharer Swapnobhango 
after this enlightenment of his 
poetic soul.

 But more delightful is his poem 
on Calcutta in Sahaj Path where 
he dreams that the city had 
suddenly turned mobile and 
everything - the Howrah Bridge 
akin to a giant scorpion or the 
Monument - was on the move. 
 
However, in later years of life, 
urbane Calcutta did not attract 
him anymore. But it did not deter 
his concern for the citizens of 
Calcutta. When Tagore turned 
seventy the Calcutta Municipal 
Corporation under the aegis of 
Mayor, Bidhan Chandra Roy chose 
to felicitate him on December 
27, 1931 in front of the Town Hall. 
In his reply, the bard said that 
earlier it was the king who took 
upon themselves the duty of 

honouring the poet since they 
knew that literary creations 
would far outlive their kingdoms. 
However, now the men of genius 
have no place in the courts of 
the kings of India since the poet's 
language and that of the ruler 
have not struck up any friendship 
and that is why the civic body 
had taken upon itself the task 
of honouring the poet which 
has "filled my heart with great 
delight."

He wrote on to say, "Let this 
Corporation make the city of my 
birth great in the amenities of 
life, health and sanitation, and 
dignity and self respect. Let 
painting, sculpture, music and 
arts grow under its auspices 
and make the dwellings of the 
citizens, abodes of joy. Let this 
city wipe out its blot of illiteracy 
with all its dirt and uncleanliness; 
let her citizens enjoy plenty, have 
strength of body and energy of 
mind and be inspired with civic 
spirit born of joy; let not the 
internecine strife pollute her life; 
let her citizens of all races and 
all sects and communities unite 
in goodwill and keep her fair 
name untarnished and her peace 
undisturbed - this is my prayer."
  
But much more interesting was 
the letter (November 8, 1928) 
which Tagore good-humouredly 
wrote to Amal Home, the Editor 
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of Municipal Gazette suggesting 
a change in the system of 
numbering the houses and 
street planning after failing to 
locate a house despite having its 
postal address. The police and 
neighbours failed too and after 
several journeys up and down 
the poet observed: "The present 
system of numbering houses 
and planning streets may be 
a splendid way of training the 
younger generation to become 
future Livingstones.  But the 
course is, perhaps, too difficult, 
and I sometimes wonder if 
Livingstone himself would 
not have found exploration in 
Darkest Africa easier than fruitful 
exploration in the City of Palaces."
 
He proposed hanging of 
enamelled plates bearing useful 
information from the lamp posts. 

 The board would display 
the numbers of houses in 
the street between two lamp 
posts on either side; an arrow 
would indicate whether the 
numbers are in the ascending or 
descending order.

 It should also bear the name of 
any street or lane opening out 
of the street and the number of 
such houses from which such 
street or lanes begins.

 The names of all public 
buildings or important places 
beside lamp posts should also be 
entered. 

The poet who was aware of 
the revenue shortfall faced by 
civic bodies suggested that the 
corporation may have a source of 
income in case private individual 
or bodies wished to have their 
names on the direction plates for 

publicity purpose.

He wrapped off saying: "But in 
any case the assistance to the 
public would be so great that any 
expenditure should be considered 
a legitimate charge on the 
municipal revenue." 

The poet also breathed his 
last in Calcutta, the metropolis 
which he had dreamt, instead 
of being just an Anglican city - a 
mere imitation of the cities of 
Europe - would  come of its own, 
turn a new page and reflect our 
"national culture and artistic 
sensibility".
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Tarun Goswami
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CONNOISSEURS CHOICE

THE ‘JAANS’ 
OF CAlCUTTA

A 14-year-old girl was 
performing solo at a musical 

programme in Mahajati Sadan in 
the early 1940s. Ustad Bade Gulam 
Ali Khan was accompanying her 
on the harmonium along with 
two illustrious musicians of that 
era, playing the sarengi and tabla. 
The audience was left spellbound 
when Gauhar Jaan, a noted singer 
of that period went to the stage 
and blessed the girl as the future 
queen of Ghazal. The girl was none 
other than Akhtari Bai, popularly 
known as Begum Akhtar.

Gauhur Jaan was an important 
figure in the music circle of 
Calcutta, the cultural capital of 
the country. She once sang a 
Rabindra Sangeet in presence 
of Tagore which was recorded 
by Megaphone Company. 
Tagore appreciated her style 
of rendition and pleasing 
personality.
 
The tawaif, also referred to as 
bai or jaan played a significant 
role in the prevalence of Indian 
classical music and dance. Many 
of them had worked during 
the days of silent movie. It 
had become a custom for the 
aristocrats to invite them to 
their mansions and watch them 
perform every evening. The 
palaces of the native kings had 
huge dancing rooms where 
the professional singers were 

invited to perform. They were 
accompanied by musicians and 
attendants and their troupe 
often had 10 to 15 members. It 
is also interesting to note that 
the tawaifs prepared leaflets, a 
sort of resume which contained 
personal details and that of 
their art. These were kept in 
the custody of the secretaries 
of the native rulers who would 
choose and invite a tawaif 
suited for the occasion.
  
When Nawab Wajed Ali Shah 
he came to stay at Metiabruz 
after the Sepoy Munity as a 
connoisseur of Indian classical 
music and dance, he used to 
patronise these tawaifs who 
excelled in music and dance 
particularly Kathak. Each 
tawaif performed mujras at 
their kothas which was bound 

by their own unwritten code 
of conduct and guests had to 
adhere to them. The tawaif 
community had 13 major sections 
and Calcutta was one of the 
sections along with places 
like Lahore or Lucknow. The 
popularity of the tawaifs can be 
easily gauged from the fact that 
the match box manufacturers 
from Austria, Sweden and Japan 
used their photographs to sell 
their products. Till 1910, these 
match boxes were imported 
from Germany or England 
which were quite costly while 
those from Japan, Austria, 
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Czechoslovakia and Sweden 
were relatively cheaper. A 
connoisseur of antique objects, 
Parimal Roy has in his collection 
45 match box labels and 18 such 
leaflets. Since it was a taboo 
to keep photographs of the 
professional singers, people 
often threw them away after 
use. Thus, significant part of 
social history has gone missing.

The photographs were taken by 
English photographers in their 
studios and then the photographs 
were sent to Austria or Sweden 
where local artists made their 
portrait which were later printed 
in lithograph or chromolithograph 
as labels of match boxes. 
Since common people had 
no opportunity to watch the 

tawaifs perform they were keen 
to buy the match boxes which 
had pictures of these beautiful 
professional singers and dancers. 
It was a marketing strategy of the 
manufacturers which proved to be 
very successful, Roy pointed out. 

Gauhar Jaan, was undoubtedly the 
most popular to feature on the 
matchboxes. She almost enjoyed 
a diva status and even performed 
in the Delhi Durbar before the 
king. She was followed by Oomrao 
Jan, Begum Jaan, Bachu Jaan and 
Sunder Jaan in the popularity list. 
Roy also has in his possession 18 
such leaflets featuring Mughal 
Jaan of Deli and Acchin Bai of 
Lucknow who were quite famous. 
The leaflets were printed in Urdu 
and contained a photograph of 

the tawaif while mentioning her 
age as well.

Though the tawaifs had played 
an important role in social history 
and even funded the freedom 
movement considering they were 
the first working women they are 
often mistaken to be prostitutes 
due to such portrayals in movies. 
It is most unfortunate since they 
had to lead a disciplined life 
while being tutored by trained 
musicians. They had to practice for 
hours together and were actually 
top performers said Roy. The 
basic difference between the Pots 
of Kalighat and the labels featuring 
the tawaifs in matchboxes is 
that the women in the Pots were 
imaginary while those on the 
match boxes were real.
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CITYSCAPE

Bidhan Sarani
Where History Stands In Silent Rows

Joydip Sur

A n American essayist, 
William Hazlitt had 

once remarked, “One 
of the most pleasant 
things in the world is to 
go on a journey. But, in 
order to catch the pulse 
of any city, you have to 
walk down its streets 
and alleys.”
 
Truly, if you want to feel 
the soul of any place, 
you have to explore that 
place on foot and interact 
with the locals. And this 
is exactly what we did. 
This month we went on 
a tour of Bidhan Sarani - 
one of the most popular 
thoroughfares of north 
Calcutta.

But long before this 
thoroughfare came to 
be renamed as Bidhan 
Sarani, it was known as 
Cornwallis Street named 
after Charles Cornwallis, 
second Earl and first 
Marquess Cornwallis.     

Charles Cornwallis was born in London on December 31, 1738 
and was educated at Eton and the Military Academy of Turin.

Cornwallis had an illustrious career in the military and won 
several laurels for his bravery and expertise in combat. He 
was instrumental in many a victory of the British over their 
enemies. He was made the Governor-General of Fort William 
in Bengal and Commander-in-Chief from 1780 to 1783 and 
again in 1805. In 1786 he was appointed as the Governor-
General of India and Commander-in-Chief. Cornwallis will be remembered not 
only for his memorable victory over Tipu Sultan, but for his relentless efforts to 
promote the welfare of the natives. He died at Ghazipur on October 5, 1805 at the 
age of 67.

The Corporation at its meeting held on Friday, May 3, 1963, resolved to rename 
Cornwallis Street as Bidhan Sarani to commemorate the contributions of 
Dr. Bidhan Chandra Roy. The resolution was implemented with effect from 
Thursday, May 9, 1963 as mentioned in page 12 of the Calcutta Municipal Gazette 
published on May 11, 1963.

A descendant of Maharaja Pratapaditya of bygone 
Bengal, Dr. Bidhan Chandra Roy was born on July 1, 1962. 
Quite apart from his unrivalled distinction as a physician 
and especially as a diagnostician, he was the Mayor of 
Calcutta from April 15, 1931 to April 28, 1933 and the Vice-
Chancellor of the Calcutta University from March 13, 1942 
to March 12, 1944. He also served as the Chief Minister of 
West Bengal from January 23, 1948 to July 1, 1962. West 
Bengal ranked as the foremost industrial state during 

the days of Dr. B. C. Roy who established steel plants and other industries. He 
died on July 1, 1962.
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Often referred to as the Park 
Street of the north, Bidhan Sarani 
is in the thick of things from 
start to finish. About a hundred 
metres northward from College 
Street and Mahatma Gandhi Road 
crossing brings us to Bidhan 
Sarani. As we start walking 
northward, on the right at 24, 
Bidhan Sarani stands the Pasteur 
Laboratories. The building it now 
occupies was once the home of 
Raja Kristo Dass Laha.

A few blocks away from this 
juncture, we find Bidhan Sarani's 
two very prominent landmarks 
Thanthania Kalibari (situated at 
Rajendra Deb Road and Bidhan 
Sarani crossing) and Laha Bari 
(situated at Bechu Chatterjee 
Street and Bidhan Sarani crossing). 
Thanthania Kalibari is frequented 
by hundreds of devotees each day. 
The number goes up significantly 
on Saturdays. The majority of the 
people who go past the temple 
pause for a split second to pay 
their homage to Maa Kali. Laha 
Bari is home to the Lahas (or 
Laws) - famous zaminders of 
north Calcutta.

A couple of hundred metres 
from here bring us to Sadharan 
Brahmo Samaj established by Raja 
Ram Mohan Roy. This is a classy 
structure with Doric columns on 
the exterior.
 
As we walk past the Bidhan Sarani 
and Vivekanada Road crossing, we 
reach the most popular landmark 
of this south north thoroughfare 
- Swami Vivekanada's Ancestral 
Home and Cultural Centre, an 
awe-inspiring structure aptly 
befitting the great philosopher 
and reformer.

Once we reach Bidhan Sarani and 
Hedua crossing, we are greeted 
with a charming little structure 
more popularly known as the 
Christ Church. Bang opposite this 

church is Azad Hind Baag home to 
Hedua Swimming Club.

It might interest you to know, that 
Bidhan Sarani is home to four 
academic institutions Vidyasagar 
College, Bethune College, Khudiram 
Bose Central College and Scottish 
Church Collegiate School.

Bidhan Sarani is also quite an 
entertainment hub with as many 
as five theatres - Star Theatre, 
Minerva Theatre, Bina Cinema Hall, 
Mitra Cinema Hall and Darpana 
Cinema Hall. Star and Minerva 
are of course the more popular 
addresses among movie-goers in 
north Calcutta.

And when entertainment is here, 
can food be far behind? 

Bidhan Sarani boasts of some of 
the big names that attract the food 
connoisseurs of the City of Joy. 
Chacha's Hotel situated opposite 
to Swami Vivekananda's home 
is a major crowd puller. Their 
kabiraji, cutlets, fish fry and rolls 
can romance your taste buds to 
orgasmic levels. 

But when popularity is the 
yardstick, can Kapila Ashram be 
ignored? 

Tucked away under a balcony 
within the vicinity of Vidyasagar 

College, this sherbet joint is an 
institution in itself. For the past 
century, this blink-and-miss 
counter has been producing the 
magical concoction which makes 
hundreds queue up for a glass full 
every day. We too had our share of 
the malai sherbet.

The sidewalks throughout the 
entire stretch of Bidhan Sarani is 
dotted with stores selling pretty 
much everything from machinery, 
clothes, grocery to telebhaja, 
phuchka and other knick-knacks. 

An interesting feature about Bidhan 
Sarani is its myriad old residential 
houses. Most of these houses now 
lie in dilapidated state due to years 
of neglect. But the few which have 
been maintained look charming 
enough to bedazzle us. 

After dark, this place takes on a 
whole new look. The hustle and 
bustle of Bidhan Sarani exudes a 
wave of energy that is immensely 
infectious. It is here where the 
exuberance and spirit of north 
Calcutta truly comes alive.

Our trail of Bidhan Sarani 
comes to an end when we reach 
Shyambazar five point crossing. 
As we board the tram on our 
journey back home, we feel happy 
about the time well spent while 
exploring the iconic Bidhan Sarani.
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CALCUTTA'S EDIFICE
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F or several decades, the Coffee House on College Street 
has been Calcutta's most venerable social institution for 

the city's intellectuals, a seminal salon from which ideas are 
debated or debunked. The adda sessions at Coffee House 
are casual, often serious, mostly impromptu and sometimes 
even planned.

A visit to College Street is deemed incomplete without a 
visit to the famous Coffee House (formerly known as Albert 
Hall). Situated on 15 Bankim Chatterjee Street opposite the 
Presidency College, Coffee House has been since time immortal 
a regular hang-out spot for students of the Presidency College, 
Calcutta University, Hare School, Sanskrit College and other 
institutions situated within the periphery of College Street.

Coffee 
House
A Sip of Heritage



CALCUTTA'S EDIFICE

 | 16Calcutta Chronicle |  May 2022

Historically, the Albert Hall's 
pedigree is impeccable. The Albert 
Hall was founded in the year 1876. 
It was named after Prince Albert 
Victor of Wales, Duke of Clarence 
and Avondale. On the incentive 
of the Indian Association in 1883, 
the first session of the Indian 
National Conference was held here 
and from that gathering came 
the organisation that led to the 
founding of the Indian National 
Congress in Bombay in 1885. 
Political meetings in the 1930s 
continued to be held here, some 
led by Netaji Subhas Chandra 
Bose, whose followers increased 
with every occasion.

Many years later, in 1942, it was 
decided by the Coffee Board to 
start a coffee joint from the Albert 
Hall. Finally in 1947, the Central 
Government changed the name to 
"Coffee House".

Coffee House was the ultimate 
pilgrimage for the aspiring 

writer, the budding poet, the 
young painters, playwrights 
and filmmakers or the radical in 
politics. It was a place where new 
ideas would be generated and 
exchanged, where young, creative, 
thinking people would congregate.

The popularity of the Coffee House 
witnessed a rise with frequent 
visits from eminent personalities 
— the likes of Jagadish Chandra 
Bose, Satyajit Ray, Manna Dey, 
Amartya Sen, Mrinal Sen, Ritwik 

Ghatak, Narayan Gangopadhyay, 
Sunil Gangopadhyay, Sanjeev 
Chattopadhyay, Samaresh 
Majumdar, Subhas Mukhopadhyay, 
Shakti Chattopadhyay and Aparna 
Sen to name a few.

Several noteworthy works 
of literature and art owes 
their origin to the inspiration 
from the adda sessions at this 
coffee house. Amid the cloud 
of cigarette smoke, editors of 
little magazines would prod 



CALCUTTA'S EDIFICE

 | 17Calcutta Chronicle |  May 2022

wannabe writers to submit their 
articles, while intricate cinematic 
aesthetics would be laid bare in 
discussions which eminent film 
makers would hold forth.

A visitor during the 1960s to that 
now almost mythical cradle of 
intellectual discourse, Samaresh 
Chatterjee recollects how the 
flow of creativity, intellectual 
excitement and free exchange 
of ideas always energised the 
place. "What made visits more 
memorable is the infusion (black 
coffee) and the delicious Fish 
Kabiraji", he adds.

Chandan Ganguly shared with us 
how his childhood friend Amal 
Ghosh used to often break out 
into a full-throated rendition of 
a Rabindra Sangeet, while he 
scribbled furiously on sheets of 
paper. He also fondly remembers 
sipping on those countless cups 
of coffee nibbling on chicken 
sandwiches and omlettes.

The coffee house at Calcutta's 
College Street was the place 
for intense adda, remembers a 
retired school teacher Sangeeta 
Bose who was found sipping on a 
glass of cold coffee over chit chat 
with some of her friends on a lazy 
Saturday afternoon. Interestingly, 
there were not too many women 
who frequented the place in the 
mid-1960s, recollects Bose.

"But people, who want to kill time, 
still occupy tables for hours on 
end and nobody really seems to 
mind", remarks Ayan Pakrasi who 
has been a regular at the Coffee 
House for the last decade. "I love 
the mutton cutlet they serve here. 
I always order for one every time 
I am here. It is very tasty", he adds 
pointing at his plate.

Coffee House has also undergone 
a makeover with a fresh coat of 
paint. New lamp shades and fans 
have also been installed. The 
toilets have finally been repaired 

after years of neglect. Although, 
this is a welcome change for most, 
however, some people wonder as 
to whether Coffee House is going 
to be the same again. But for those 
wishing to relive those moments 
gone by, there will always be room 
for more and lots of coffee.
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Kitchen of 
the Nawabs

Awadh or 
Oudh, which is 

present day Lucknow, was ruled by many 
kings over the years. It was during the reign of the 

Nawabs of Awadh that the quaint province transformed 
into a major centre of art, culture and learning, and most 

importantly, culinary art.

Owing to this contribution of the Nawabs, Lucknow today is also fondly known 
as the 'City of Nawabs' - upholding the rich legacy of Nawabi culture that the 

royals have left behind. It is the fine cuisine of Awadh that holds a prominent 
place in this royal Nawabi culture among other elements such as polite 

mannerisms or tehzeeb, art, music and Urdu poetry.

The erstwhile province of Awadh was famous for its high standards of 
gastronomic etiquette. Over the years, the Awadhi cuisine travelled far and 
wide, but the right concoction of secret ingredients and spices like zafran, 
cinnamon and cardamom, dried fruits and fragrant herbs is believed to be 

known to only a handful of chefs with royal Khansama lineage who can 
prepare authentic delicacies such as fragrant biriyanis and exotic kebabs fit 

for the royalty.

This culture is still preserved among the aristocracy of Lucknow; and 
of course the legacy of the rakabdars or the master cooks, who with 

tremendous discipline bordering on religious fervour, still follow the 
traditional style of cooking handed over to them by their ancestors.

Oudh 1590 - Period Dining Restaurant has shared two delicious recipes from the 
Kitchen of the Nawabs for our readers to try at home.
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Mutton Raan Biriyani
For the marinade

IngREdIEnTs
 Mutton whole leg (of a lamb kid) – 1
 Ginger garlic paste – 2 tbsp
 Red chili powder – 1 1/2tbsp.
 Turmeric powder – 1/4 tsp
 Lemon juice – 1 tbsp
 Yogurt – 1/2 cup
 Salt – to taste
 Oil – 3 tbsp

METhOd
Marinate the cleaned mutton leg with the remaining ingredients, 
except oil, overnight in the refrigerator.

Pre-heat the oven to 200 degree. Move the marinated mutton to 
a baking pan, drizzle oil all over, cover it with aluminum foil and 
cook it for about 1 hour turning the side after every 25 minutes 
(cooking time depends on the mutton you use).

Remove the aluminum foil and cook it in the oven for another 10 
– 15 minutes turning the sides to get the grilled effect. Remove 
from the oven and keep it aside.
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For the biryani masala

For the rice

For layering

INGREDIENTS
 Cardamom - 2
 Cloves -2
 Cinnamon - 1 small piece
 Onion – 5 (thinly sliced)
 Tomato – 2 (chopped)
 Ginger -2 piece
 Garlic - 10 - 12 cloves
 Green chili – 8 – 10 (according to your taste)
 Yoghurt – 1/4 cup
 Red chili powder - 1/2 tsp
 Turmeric powder - 1/4 tsp
 Garam masala powder – 1/4 tsp
 Lemon juice - 2 tbsp
 Coriander leave – 3 tbsp
 Salt - to taste
 Clarified butter/ ghee – 4 tbsp

INGREDIENTS
 Basmati rice - 3 cups
 Boiling water - 4 1/2 cups
 Saffron – 2 pinch (soaked in 3 tbsp hot milk)
 Salt - to taste
 Ghee- 2 tbsp
 Oil – 2 tbsp

INGREDIENTS
 Fried onion – 1/2 cup
 Fried cashew nuts and raisins – 1/4 cup
 Garam masala - just enough to sprinkle on ` 
   each layer
 Hard boiled egg - 3 (cut to two halves)

METhOd
Grind garlic, ginger and green chili with yoghurt and 
keep it ready.

Heat ghee in a deep pan, add cardamom, cloves and 
cinnamon to it. Add finely sliced onion and salt and 
saute till soft. Add the ground chili-garlic-ginger 
mixture and saute till the raw smell disappear.

To this add chopped tomatoes and saute till the 
tomato is cooked. Add chili powder, turmeric 
powder and garam masala to it and saute it till 
the raw smell disappears. Reduce the flame, add 
the mutton whole leg to this and coat it with the 
prepared onion masala. Top it with coriander leaves 
and cook covered for about 5 minutes. Remove 
from flame.

METhOd
Heat ghee and oil together in a deep pan. Add the 
washed basmati rice and enough salt and fry it 
for about 5 minutes stirring continuously. .Add 
the boiled water to it and cook the rice covered 
till done. Add the saffron with mix, combine and 
remove from flame.

METhOd
In the pan in which the mutton leg is cooked, 
make a layer with prepared rice. Sprinkle little 
garam masala powder, fried onion, cashews and 
raisins and coriander leaves. Now make a layer of 
prepared masala over the rice layer. Repeat the 
process.

Just before adding the last layer of rice, place 
the mutton whole leg, cover it with rice and top it 
with a pinch of garam masala powder, fried onion, 
cashews, raisins. egg halves and coriander leaves.

Cover it with aluminum foil and bake it for about 20 
minutes in the oven at 170 degree. Serve hot with 
raita, pickle and chutney.
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Nehari Khaas
For the marinade

INGREDIENTS
 1 kg mutton 
 500 gms onions
 20 gms garlic
 20 gms ginger paste
 1 tbsp turmeric powder
 1 tbsp red chili powder
 2 tbsp coriander powder
 3 gms cinnamon
 10 large cardamoms
 15 pepper corns
 10 gms cloves
 5 gms mace
 2 gms nutmeg
 1/2 tsp Shahi jeera
 Salt to taste
 125 gms curd
 100 gms roasted gram flour
 400 gms mustard oil
 1 tbsp maida

For Yakhni
 12 paye (trotters)
 200 gms onions
 10 pepper corns
 Bay leaf
 1/2 kg mutton
 3 large cups water

METhOd
Wash and clean the mutton and keep aside. For the yakhni, peel and chop 
the onions. In a pressure cooker or a deep vessel put all the ingredients for 
the yakhni, and add three cups of water. Cover and cook for 30 minutes 
or till the meat are very tender. Meanwhile, prepare the other spices as 
follows.

Peel and finely slice the onions. Grind the ginger to a paste. Extract the juice 
of garlic. Pound or dry grind the spices from cinnamon to shahi jeera. Then 
heat the mustard oil to a smoking point in a patili. Remove the patili from 
the fire and sprinkle the garlic juice in it. Be careful while doing so as the 
oil sputters. Put the vessel back on the flame and fry onions till golden and 
crisp. Remove with a slotted spoon, crush finely and keep aside. Reduce 
the quantity of the oil to half, and then add the mutton pieces, ginger 
paste, turmeric, coriander, chilli powder, curd, ground spices and salt. On 
a medium flame, keep stirring the ingredients till the meat is half done and 
the oil separates. Then add the crushed onions. Cover and keep aside.

Now prepare the yakhni by mashing the mutton and straining the stock 
which was prepared earlier. 

In a separate vessel heat the remaining oil and add the roasted gram flour 
and maida till it turns a light brown colour. Slowly add the yakhni stirring 
constantly. When the flour blends with the stock, add the half cooked 
mutton, and stir for 5 minutes. The cover and cook on a slow flame till the 
meat is tender. Simmer for 15 minutes.
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JORASANKO

Long ago, when Calcutta was little 
more than a trading outpost 

of the British, two channels from 
River Hooghly flowing between 
the dihis of Sutanuti, Kalikata 
and Gobindapur marked the 
geographical boundaries. The creek 
between Sutanuti and Kalikata 
flowed through Pathuriaghata, 
Jorasanko, Thanthane, to Sealdah 
and Beleghata and finally to the 
Salt Lakes. The creek between 
Kalikata and Gobindapur flowed 
from Chandpal Ghat to the present 
day Creek Row till Moulali. The 
presence of twin wooden bridges 
across the first one (Elliot Creek) 
led to the name 'Jorasanko'. The 
neighbourhood featured in the 
earliest list of 31 police stations 
prepared in 1785.

Most of the land in this area had 
belonged to the Seth and Bysacks. 
Neelmoni Tagore who left his 
ancestral house at Pathuriaghata 
to settle at Jorasanko was gifted 
this plot by Baisnab Charan Seth 
or Baisnab Das Seth of Jorabagan. 
Well-known for his integrity, 

Baisnab Charan used to supply the 
holy water of the River Ganges 
to the temples of Somnath and 
Dwarka. The pots filled with the 
sacred water bore his personal 
seal since his was considered to be 
a trustworthy name in business. 
Since Baishnab Charan was a 
non-Brahmin, a shudra by caste, 
Neelmoni could not accept the plot 
of land when he left his ancestral 
house at Pathuriaghata in 1784 
with wife Lalita, three sons and 
daughter, Kamalmoni. The plot 
was then gifted to his household 
deity, Laxmi –Janardan. His brother 
Darpanarayan continued to live at 
Pathuriaghata.  

There were other well-known 
families living in the same 
neighbourhood.  Kaliprasanna 
Singha's house and garden were 
located just east of Thakurbari 
at Jorasanko, popularly known 
as Singhi-r bagan. Ram Chandra 
Dutta of Hathkhola had initially 
settled in Jorasanko on Chitpore 
Road after shifting residence 
from Gobindapur following the 

Company's directive. But since the 
Pilgrim's Road was frequented by 
marching British soldiers during 
the Nawab's attack on Calcutta, he 
preferred to shift to Hathkhola near 
Nimtala Ghat. There was also the 
Roys of Posta; Ramchandra Roy, a 
merchant prince and descendent 
of Sukhomoy Roy constructed 
the majestic looking Jorasanko 
Rajbari, only a stone’s throw from 
the house of profligate Haren Sil 
which is now Lohia Matri Seva 
Sadan. It was home to the Pals 
(Krishnadas Pal) and the families 
of Diwan Baranasi Ghosh - son-
in-law of Santiram Singha and 
Chandramohan Chatterji. 

The Tagore family was, however, 
the most famous and influential 
and every element in the rise, the 
predominance, the lustre and the 
aspirations of Calcutta is said to be 
embodied in the fortunes of this 
family. It was the first to move to 
Sutanuti to make way for the new 
fort with suitable compensation, 
first to do business with Europeans 
- Carr; first to crack the Indian Civil 
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Service, first to break the barriers 
of purdah; of course first to be 
awarded Nobel Prize among Indians. 

The fortunes of Tagore family, 
however, rose with Dwarakanath; 
once a conservative Hindu Brahmin, 
as his business grew - following his 
proximity to the sahibs - he changed 
his lifestyle but inside the female 
quarters conservatism continued. 
His wife, Digambari a deeply 
religious woman did not appreciate 
Dwarakanath's  free mixing, free 
flowing alcohol and meat-eating-
ways and so he constructed his 
baithakkhana, popularly known as 
house number 5, to live his own 
life. Babudom made a firm entry 
to the quiet streets of Jorasanko 
with sparkling fountains, coloured 
tiles, beautiful gardens, dazzling 
chandeliers and western furniture 
keeping with his luxurious lifestyle. 
His housewarming party was an 
interesting item for the newspapers 
with feast, dances and European 
bands coupled with traditional 
songs. It was built in 1823 while he 
was the dewan of the Company. It 
had a separate bawarchikhana for 
cooking meat. Following his death, 
the widow of his son Girindranath, 
Jogamaya, shifted to this house 
with the deity, Laxmi-Janardan and 
her children after Debendranath 
chose to become a Brahmo. This 
family acted as the bridge between 
the Pathuriaghata branch and 
Debendranath's heirs since they 
were Hindus but intellectually and 
culturally closer to the denizens 
of house number 6 or Maharshi 
Bhawan. Art and culture flourished 
in Dwarkanath's baithakkhana under 
Tagore's two talented nephews, 
Gaganendranath and Abanindranath. 
Unfortunately, this beautiful house 
fell prey to the demolition axe. 
Despite Dwarkanath's Western 
lifestyle Jorasanko wore a rustic 
look like the rest of Calcutta till the 
turn of the century. Rabindranath 
Tagore sketched a fine picture of 

the surroundings of his childhood 
in Jeevan Smriti “At a distance 
at the edge of our garden one 
could see the pond through 
the row of coconut trees. The 
gayalani who supplied us milk 
had her cattle shed beside the 
pond.” Later Tagore's nephew 
Khitindranath also recorded the 
gradual urbanisation of Jorasanko. 
“The huge pond in Singhabagan, 
located beside our house belonged 
to Kaliprasanna Singha but later 
came to be owned by Pandit 
Sundarlal Mishra. “But the garden 
has made way for slums. The 
pond was located exactly east of 
Rajendra Mullick Street. It was just 

two steps away from the door in 
our backyard. But it was later filled 
up by the municipality,” wrote 
Khitindranath. There were quite a 
few addas of the Oriya palanquin 
bearers and the lane often 
reverberated with their cries.

The Thakurbari also had a pond 
within the premises.  Sitting at the 
window, a young Rabindranath 
Tagore spent hours watching 
the banyan tree on its eastern 
side. Row of coconut trees on 
its southern flank and the going-
ons by the pond. “In morning the 
neighbours would come to bathe 
in the pond. I knew the timings 
and was familiar with the habits 

and idiosyncrasies of each one 
while bathing. In the afternoon the 
ghat would be desolate with only 
the ducks and swans looking for 
food and preening their feathers,” 
wrote Tagore. The small ducts by 
the roads would bring in water from 
the River Hooghly during high tide, 
which would fill up the pond. But 
soon afterwards it was filled up with 
rubbish. A desolate Tagore wrote 
that the vanishing reflection of the 
verdant greens also wiped out the 
rustic look of the neighbourhood. 

Incidentally, Debendranath Tagore 
had founded Tattwaranjani Sabha 
by this pond which was later 
renamed as Tattwabodhoni Sabha. 
In his reminiscences he mentions 
that there was a small structure 
beside the pond where they had 
met to form the new association. 
Jorasanko thus became the cradle 
of the Bengali Renaissance, as 
attested by institutions like the 
Adi Brahmo Samaj, the Jorasanko 
Bharati Natya Samaj, the Kalikata 
Haribhakti Pradayini Sabha, Minerva 
Library and Oriental Seminary.    

In the latter half of 19th century, a 
number of roads were constructed 
in Jorasanko area by demolishing 
several bustees including 
Chorbagan Street, Sarkar Lane, 
Singhee Lane located between 
Baranasi Ghosh Street and 
Muktaram Babu Street. Jorasanko 
was home to Mathaghasha 
Gully where various spices and 
perfumeries for hair care were 
sold. According to Mahendranath 
Dutta since there were no soaps 
or shampoos in those days, 
women washed their hair on 
special occasions using various 
perfumeries. Flour and fresh cream 
were used as scrubbers as these 
left the skin smooth and soft.

Today, Jorasanko is one of the most 
congested areas with a large non-
Bengali population.  



 Rays Of TagORe
Satyajit

in

“On the seventh of August 1941, in the city of Calcutta, a man died. His mortal remains 
perished but he left behind him a heritage which no fire could consume. It is a heritage of 

words and music and poetry of ideas and of ideals. And it has the power to move us to inspire 
us today and in the days to come. We, who owe him so much, salute his memory."  Thus 
begins Satyajit Ray's commentary in his documentary, Rabindranath Tagore - his tribute 

to the poet on his centenary year in 1961. In this edition, we write about this unique rapport 
between Tagore and Ray who share their birth anniversaries in the same month.

s atyajit Ray's association 
with Tagore was not limited 

to the realms of creativity but 
the family's ties went back to 
the days of his grandfather, 
Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, 
a friend of the poet. The two 
shared a common interest in 

writing and publishing books for 
children; when Tagore wrote a 
long poem, Nadi, Upendrakishore 
did the sketches. The latter also 
named his first-borns, Hasi and 
Tata after the children in Tagore's 
work Rajarshi. Tata grew up to 
be Sukumar, Ray's father whom 

Tagore referred to as his "young 
friend". Sukumar and his friends 
started a movement among the 
young Brahmos for including 
Tagore as an honorary member 
in Sadharon Brahmo Samaj and 
despite the opposition of the 
more conservative members the 
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younger generation succeeded 
after a referendum. Tagore was 
present during his marriage 
to Suprabha. Then came the 
tragic news of Sukumar's fatal 
illness. The poet who visited him 
on August 29, 1923, before the 
final end, sung two songs at his 
request- "Aache dukkho, aache 
mrityu" and another "Dukkho e nai, 
sukh nahe go"- the second one - 
twice, on Sukumar's request.

  The family continued visiting 
Santiniketan often during 
vacations. Ray remembered how 
Tagore had written a short poem 
in his autograph book when he 
was ten. It described how the poet 
had wandered far off and wide in 
foreign lands but failed to step out 
and watch the beauty of a solitary 
dewdrop on the tip of a rice grain 
in his own country. One wonders 
while watching the scenes of Apu 
and Durga caught in the rain or 
running across fields overgrown 
with kash in Pather Panchali, Ray's 
first film, whether it was Tagore 
who unfolded the young boy's 
inner eye.

And his interests in Japanese 
martial art began after he 
witnessed students practising 
in Santinikatan and he himself 
started learning the art after his 
return to Kolkata. Remember, 

Feluda indulges in the art in 
Ray's detective novel, Bombaier 
Bombete? After Ray completed 
his graduation he was sent to 
Kalabhavan in Visva Bharati to 
study art but returned after the 
death of Tagore.

Although Ray began his 
filmmaking career with the 
literary works of Bibhuti Bhusan 
Bandopadhyay, time and again 
he came back to Tagore for 
plots and music, moved by 
their eternal appeal. Apart from 
the documentary on the Nobel 
laureate, Ray made a series of 
films based on Tagore's short 
stories and novels including 
Charulata (Nostoneer), Ghare 
Baire, Teen Kanya (Postmaster, 
Monihaara and Samapti).  
Another documentary on Binod 
Bihari Mukherjee - his teacher at 
Kalabhavan, reflected Ray's deep 
association with the place of 
learning which he had left long 
back.

Incidentally, Ray began composing 
music with Teen Kanya, based on 
Tagore's short stories although 
he had earlier chosen to leave 
the task of composing music 
to maestros like Ravi Shankar, 
Vilayat Khan and Ali Akbar 
Khan. Hailing from a family of 
Brahmos, Ray grew up in an 
environment of music, particularly 

Tagore's compositions sung 
during upasana. His maternal 
aunt, Kanak Das was a famous 
Rabindrasangeet exponent and his 
mother and later, his wife, Bijoya 
were also good singers.
  
Ray also took recourse to 
Rabindrasangeet to express the 
state of mind of his characters 
in films. In Monihara he used the 
song, "Baje karun sure" to impart 
the deep sense of loneliness 
and insecurity that the central 
character felt. In his own words: 
"It is a very ornate, very lonely 
song that absolutely suited the 
mood. It is not that the words 
actually reflect her situation - they 
are not important here - it's the 
time."  Again in Agantuk we find 
Sudhindra humming Sandhyabela 
chameli go... ("Ami pathbhola ek 
pathik esechi") the final words 
"Amai cheno ki" are unspoken but 
resonate the unasked question 
in Sudhindra's sceptical mind 
about Monomohan's identity. In 
Charulata , Ray uses those songs 
of Tagore which were inspired by 
Western melodies including "Ami 
chini go chini tomare" and "Phule 
phule, dhole dhole" to reflect 
the mingling of the oriental and 
occidental cultures in Bhupati's 
house-hold. Apart from songs the 
maestro had also paid his tribute 
to the bard in using his melodies 
in the background score with 
great effect.
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Tagore & Swamiji
A  B o n d  H i t h e r to  U n k n ow n

The Dutta-household at Simla Street and Tagore's ancestral residence at Jorasanko were 
within a short distance but the two illustrious personalities – Rabindranath and Swami 

Vivekananda - despite growing up in such close proximity, seem to be far away from each 
other's influence. Over the years, there has been a growing perception that there existed a 
deliberate and polite distance between the Bard of Bengal and the Charismatic Monk who 

heralded his country's eminence despite its bondage at the Parliament of Religions in Chicago. 
Yet, despite the obvious silence and the different paths chosen to serve their country, Tagore 

and Swami Vivekananda had immense influence upon each other.

O n 28 January, 1898, Sister 
Nivedita had organised a 

tea party at her residence at 
Bosepara Lane in north Calcutta 
which was to be attended by 
Rabindranath Tagore and her guru, 
Swami Vivekananda. Nivedita 
was excited about the party as 
she wanted Vivekananda to meet 

Tagore. Previously, she had come 
in contact with the Tagores, a 
Brahmo family and found them 
to be educated and liberal. It was 
a small tea party - Nivedita being 
very selective about her guests. 
Swamiji was accompanied by 
Dr Mahendralal Sirkar, a well 
known physician of the time. 

Rabindranath had reached early 
and intermingled with the guests. 
Though the poet and the ascetic 
had conversed, we have very little 
written evidence since Nivedita 
did not follow their exchange in 
Bengali. But a letter written by 
Nivedita to Josephine Macleod, 
one of Swamiji's disciples reveals 
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that he had delivered a brief speech 
at the gathering while Tagore sung 
a few songs. 

It is often believed despite being 
contemporaries (Tagore was 
older by two years) the two were 
not close to each other. But an in 
depth study reveals that both had 
profound respect for each other 
though they met only once at 
the tea party after Swamiji came 
back from the West in 1897. In 
fact Swamiji had been moved by 
Tagore's compositions and on many 
occasions sung them. 

For instance, in 1888, Vivekananda 
still a householder,  had sung a 
song composed by Tagore on the 
occasion of Maghotsava, a Brahmo 
festival held annually on Magh 11. 
Tagore was present and the song 
which Narendranath had sung 
was Satyamangalo Premomaya 
Tumi. Naren had taken lessons 
in Indian vocal classical music 
from Benimadhab Sarbadhikari 
popularly known as Beni Ustad. 
Benimadhab was the music 
director of Chaitanyalila, a drama 
directed by Girish Chandra Ghose. 
Sri Ramakrishna had gone into 
trance after watching the drama 
on September 21, 1884 and blessed 
Binodini who had acted as Nemai. 

Even after coming under the 
influence of Ramakrishna, Naren 
continued to pursue his musical 
interest, singing songs for his 
guru. Three of his favourite 
Tagore's songs - Ei Ki Shundoro 
Sobha, Mahasinghasane Boshi 
and Tomarei Koriachi Jibonero 
Dhrubotara were rendered in front 
of Sri Ramakrishna who went into 
trance after listening to them. Sri 
Ramakrishna preferred devotional 
songs and Swamiji had sung 
compositions of famous composers 
like Ramprosad, Kamalakanta and 
Dashorathi Roy.  The musical as well 

as philosophical appeal of Tagore's 
creations moved Swamiji. The 
poet had learnt Upanishad from 
his father, Mahorshi Debendranath 
which was reflected in his songs.

Naren along with his friend 
Baisnabcharan Basak had published 
Sangeetkalpataru - a book 
containing 672 songs composed 
by great poets like Bidyapati, 
Chandidas and even Tansen. Twelve 
songs of Tagore, who was barely 25 
years of age at that time, featured 
in the book when Naren had gone 
to Jorasanko to get his permission 
for including the songs. In the 
preface he had also praised Tagore 
for composing songs with deep 
spiritual philosophy. 

On an earlier occasion he had also 
rehearsed a few songs under the 
guidance of Tagore. The poet had 
composed two songs, Dui Hridayer 
Nodi and Subhodine Esecho Dohe 
on the occasion of the marriage 
of Lilabati, daughter of Rajnarayan 
Basu with Krishnakumar Mitra. On 
July 29, 1881, the marriage function 
was held at Sadharan Bramho 
Samaj Hall. Besides, Narendranath, 
the lead singer, there were three 
others, Nagen Chatterjee, Chunilal 
and Dr Sundari Mohan Das who 
rendered the two songs before the 
gathering.

After Sri Ramakrishna's death, his 
monastic disciples went to reside 
in an old dilapidated house in 
Baranagore. The youths faced acute 
financial problems and hostility 
from locals. Also, there was 
immense pressure from the elders 
to return home after giving up 
monastic life. Despite poverty, the 
youths were busy reading books 
on various subjects and quite often 
Naren used to sing songs to dispel 
despair including those of Tagore.

Again in Varanasi, in 1888, Naren 

met Kshitimohan Sen who 
requested him to sing a song. It was 
Mori Lo Mori, a song composed 
by Tagore on the occasion of 
Maghotsava.  In 1895 in England one 
finds Swamiji singing a song of 
Tagore, Jal Jal Chita and translated 
the song in English for his Western 
admirers who were present there.

But it is not music that connected 
the two; both Tagore and Swamiji 
believed that despite her bondage 
India's deep spiritual and cultural 
inheritance would be the country's 
contribution to the world at large. 
In Chicago while addressing the 
World Parliament of Religions 
in September, 1893, Swamiji 
highlighted the philosophy of 
acceptance and universality 
outlined in the Upanishads. In 1921 
Tagore delivered his Nobel Prize 
Acceptance Speech and spoke 
about uniting the East and West. 

Both went on to set up 
organisations to realise their 
ideals; while Swamiji founded 
Ramakrishna Mission to serve 
the poor and needy and extend 
the spiritualism of the east to 
the western world, Tagore's 
aptly named the institution ‘Visva 
Bharati’ to achieve the same 
cultural and spiritual interface 
with the world at large. However, 
while they kept their faces turned 
towards the world, their hearts 
had beaten in unison for their 
poor and weak brethren. True, 
Tagore, rocked by a series of 
deaths in the family including 
that of his wife, father, youngest 
son Shami and daughter Renuka, 
remained silent after the death of 
the young Swami in 1902. Years 
later, it was indeed profound 
respect for that luminous 
personality that made Tagore 
advise Romain Rolland to study 
Vivekananda if he truly wanted to 
know India. 
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I t was in late 1960, that I, 
accompanied by my aunt visited 

Rabitirtha - the Rabindra Sangeet 
music academy founded by late 
Suchitra Mitra on Beadon Street 
in north Calcutta. In those days 
Rathinda, Umadi and Sumitradi 
conducted our classes. Often we 
would see Suchitradi coming in 
and out of the academy in her 
usual brisk pace and rustling past 
us. I never spoke to her and in fact 
was quite scared of her.  I had 
heard from senior students that 
she was very strict about music - 
one should be able to pronounce 
lyrics clear and distinctly, strictly 
adhere to transcribed swaralipi 

and have a good understanding 
of taal and loy as well.  But I 
thoroughly enjoyed her open, bold, 
yet mellifluous voice wafting in 
from the next class-room.

When Suchitradi started taking our 
classes from third year whatever 
I heard through the grapevine 
turned out to be true to the letter 
T.  Rathinda never scolded us 
for any mistakes.  But Suchitradi 
was his opposite.  She scolded us 
quite a lot if we erred in following 
the swaralipi, and there was no 
reprieve till we learned the songs 
to her satisfaction.  After that she 
only allowed closed-book sessions.  

She paid particular attention 
to pronunciation.  Once, a new 
girl had joined the class and 
Suchitradi, as was her custom, 
asked her name. The girl replied 
in a very Anglicized fashion “Arna 
Chatterjee’.  Suchitradi asked 
her again.  After the same reply 
Suchitradi bluntly said “Your name 
is Arna Chattopadhyay.  If you are 
to learn Rabindrasangeet you must 
pronounce correctly, starting with 
your name.”

She was a strict disciplinarian and 
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a hard task-master, yet at times 
we could discern her finer humane 
feelings. Since my cousin sister 
was in the same class and of the 
same age we talked incessantly. 
Suchitradi made us sit separately 
yet we kept on winking and 
smiling at each other even from 
a distance.  Each time she caught 
us red-handed she changed our 
seats. As it happened my cousin 
sister eloped and got married to 
the dismay of her parents. Due 
to this turmoil she did not attend 
class for almost four months. 
When she re-appeared, Suchitradi 
made us sit side-by-side and said: 
“I know your parents won’t let you 
interact but in class you can talk 
to each other in a very subdued 
voice. But be careful and don’t 
ever think of speaking to each 
other outside class”. 

Suchitradi absolutely disliked 
flattery. Once, after her recital 
at Rabindra Sadan one of her 
students approached her in the 
greenroom for an autograph.  In 
the next class Suchitradi severely 
scolded her: “So, you wanted to 
show off that you take lessons 
from Suchitra Mitra! Don’t ever 
think of doing it again”. 

After graduating from Rabitirtha 
I decided to attend special classes 
which used to be held at Parasar 
Road in south Calcutta.  At that 
time I lived in Howrah, attended 
M.Sc. classes at the Science 
College in central Calcutta and 
took music lessons in the south.  
As a result I, along with my aunt 
crisscrossed the city, riding bus 
no. 8B almost all day long.  During 
this time I had grown closer terms 
to Suchitradi, and eventually she 
became my ‘Didi’. That did not 
mean she stopped scolding during 
music-training. She appreciated 
when I sang well, and scolded 
me if I didn’t practice. Since I was 
out of the house all day she fed 
me two sandesh every day after 
the class was over. One day Didi 

confided to my aunt apologetically 
that she was not carrying any cash. 
Would she be kind enough to buy 
sandesh for her? 

Soon after I got married and 
moved to America with my 
husband. Both of us were working 
as researchers at MIT subsisting 
on very meager stipends and 
eking out a hand-to-mouth 
existence in a subsidised rental 
apartment in North Cambridge.  
One day we heard that the local 
Bengali association had invited 
Suchitradi for a concert. I was 
overjoyed and decided to put her 
up in our Spartan apartment. When 
it dawned on me  that Suchitra 
Mitra, the doyen of Rabindra 
Sangeet is coming to stay with 
us I just went wild - stitched 
new curtains, new bed-spread, 
decorated our entire one-bedroom 
apartment with alpana and cooked 
Bengali delicacies like singara and 
various sweets despite my poorly-
honed culinary expertise. But in 
the back of my mind the thought 
reverberated – “Does she still 
remember me?”

On June 17, 1983 Didi arrived at 
our place, escorted by Rahul, 
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my husband. It was a very 
pleasant surprise to her. After 
settling down she went around 
our apartment and thoroughly 
examined everything and greatly 
appreciated all my handiwork.  
Rahul joked “This has been a 
Suchitra Mitra week. Think what I 
had to put up with”. In the concert 
that evening, Didi requested me to 
sit by her side on the stage to my 
great amazement. I remembered 
the incident about her student 
requesting her autograph. After 
coming home we stayed up 
very late and Didi spontaneously 
narrated tales of her life, some 
bitter others full of joy.  Before 
going to bed Didi requested a 
piece of paper and a pen.  We 
were too tired to look for a writing 
paper, instead handed her a pen 
and a volume of Rabindranath’s 
Bichitraa. During next morning 
breakfast Didi asked me to bring 
the book and to our utter surprise 
and joy we found that she had 
written a poem on a blank page of 
the book. 

This was the only time I met Didi 
in America. Instead during our 
trips to Calcutta I started visiting 
her at her Gariahat apartment. In 
the mean time I had become the 
mother of two sons - Arjun and 

Karna. They both play music and 
write poetry.  Didi became a big 
fan of Arjun’s poetry and started 
sending him books on rhymes 
and poetry penned by her. In later 
years she got into clay-modeling 
and painting. She insisted quite 
a number of times that I took 
some of her creations with me. 
I politely declined, but now that 
she is no more I repent that I 
missed an opportunity.

On a later trip to Calcutta I took my 
younger son Karna to a felicitation 
programme for Didi and V. Balsara 
at Rabindra Sadan.  Didi was in 
tears when I handed her Arjun’s 
book of poetry. She was also 

happy to meet Karna, whom she 
hadn’t met before.  Karna played 
cello and was fascinated that 
Balsara-saheb was a musician 
and confided that he can play 
certain Bengali songs, like ‘Purano 
sei diner kotha’ on his cello.  Didi 
declined to sing due to a bad voice. 
Instead she recited a poem, the 
one she wrote in the back our 
copy of Bichitraa many years ago!  
There was even a bigger surprise. 
Balsara-saheb convinced Didi to 
sing, and they sang and played 
together - ‘Puranosei diner kotha’.  

More recently, I brought another 
child to this world, my music 
school, Swaralipi.  Before starting 
I requested Didi’s blessing, and 
she said in a firm voice – “Do 
not ever compromise with the 
swaralipi of Rabindra Sangeet.” 
When I met Didi in February of 
2010, I showed her a Christmas 
card presented to me by my 
students with their wishes and 
signatures scribbled on. Didi 
looked attentively and asked about 
their ages.  Upon my answer- “four 
to fifty four”, she pondered for 
a while and said something to 
my utter astonishment – “Don’t 
be such a stickler for swaralipi. 
Spread Rabindra Sangeet among 
these youngsters, spread it 
everywhere.”! I was speechless! 
The same Didi! 

I met Didi for last time in August 
of 2010.  She looked frail and 
feeble. I chattered away many 
things in her ear, but she looked 
at me with a blank stare, and 
often groaned to her attendant: 
“Babu, amay shutay niye chol 
(Babu, carry me to the bed)”. I 
beseeched her – “Speak to me 
and Rahul. We have come from 
far-off”.  She didn’t respond.  
May be she was waiting 
anxiously for the eternal call 
to join her idol, Rabindranath 
Tagore. 
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Rabindranath Tagore, 
The Astute Businessman - Part I

Dr. Rahul Ray

Rabindranath Tagore is truly 
an enigma. A polymath, he 

excelled as a poet, novelist, 
painter, playwright, dramatist, and 
whatnot. He was also a nationalist, 
and a leader of the Brahmo 
Samaj. In addition, he inherited a 
keen sense of business wisdom 
from his extremely wealthy 
grandfather and father.  The goal 

of this two-part article is to reveal 
the keen business expertise of 
Rabindranath as reflected in many 
facets of his life.  

Acharya Prafulla Chandra Roy, 
the famous nationalist leader, 
a chemist, and the founder of 
the Bengal Chemicals industries 
repeatedly encouraged Bengalis to 
immerse themselves in business 
enterprises as a remedy to their 
economic stagnation. Bengalis, in 
general, did not heed Acharya’s 
call to arms and have continued 
to work for others and devote 
their leisure time to music, poetry, 
literature, and the like.

As a Bengali, it is entirely my 
opinion that Rabindranath Tagore 
is almost solely responsible for 
our tendency to cling onto cultural 
aspects of life, ever so non-

economically viable callings. Rabi 
Thakur, as we call him was born 
among us, and from our midst, 
he won the first Nobel Prize in 
literature from Asia. In essence, he 
is our lodestar, our torchbearer.  
Therefore, why would we not 
follow him?  However, in this 
assessment, we conveniently 
forget that he displayed a keen 
sense of entrepreneurship 
throughout his life and work. 

Rabindranath, with his chiseled 
face, silvery mane, and flowing 
beard, clad in a long dress cater 
perfectly to our imagery of a 
saintly person. In tune with this 
image, during his visit to Romania 
in 1926 people in a meeting 
lurched towards him screaming 
‘Our Christ is bleeding’ after 
they noticed a red mark on his 
cheek. It turned out to be a lipstick 
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imprint from a kiss by a woman, 
in line with the local tradition. 
Photographs of Rabindranath at 
his early ages without long hair 
and beard are easily available, but 
his saintly image is stuck in our 
minds. Thereby, Rabindranath, 
the man has become our God-like 
person. 

The problem is how can we drag 
a saint into the mundane walks of 
everyday life? Particularly, how 
can we accept him as a common 
businessman? A businessman 

Maharshi Debendranath Tagore of 
Calcutta. Rabindranath was home-
schooled. And schooled he was! 
He learned about world history 
and science, various languages 
and their literature, Indian and 
Western classical music, and even 
gymnastics and wrestling.  He had 
reputed scholars of all kinds, and 
champion gymnasts and wrestlers 
as teachers. He also studied Vedas 
and Upanishads at the feet of his 
illustrious father.
 
Therefore, he could have become 

in a Bengali mindset, in general, 
is full of cunning and meanness, 
much like Shylock the Jew in the 
Shakespeare play The Merchant of 
Venice, who does not mind taking 
a pound of flesh from a debtor. 
There is no doubt that this view is 
skewed, but people’s opinions do 
not always follow logic. Therefore, 
some Rabindranath devotes 
may accuse me of character 
assassination, for dragging a 
saintly person into the muddied 
arena of a common shopkeeper or 
a cunning entrepreneur. However, 
in all accounts, Rabindranath 
was an astute and consummate 
businessman, as deliberated in 
this article.
       
Rabindranath was the youngest 
of fourteen children of the mighty 
Zamindar, and the leader of the 
then powerful Brahmo-Samaj, 

a man of literature, a scientist*, 
an ace musician, or a champion 
athlete. Instead, as he crossed 
the age of sixteen, he wrote 
Bhanusingher Padabali, a long 
poetry in Vaishnavite tradition 
using a mystical language and a 
pen name.
 
I am certain that the hallowed halls 
of the Jorasanko palace in Calcutta 

reverberated with apprehension. 
Brothers Satyendranath and 
Hemendrnath were the first 
British-trained Civil Servant in 
India, and a writer of scientific 
articles in Bengali, respectively, 
Swarnakumari Debi, the sister 
was a writer of fame, and 
Jyotirindranath, another brother 
was a poet and a playwright par 
excellence. Could young Rabi 
match the talent of his siblings? 
How far could he go writing 
poems?
      

Rabindranath’s father, 
Debendranath, after the sudden 
death of his father Dwarakanath 
Tagore, the business tycoon and 
the founder of Brahmo Samaj 
Dwarakanath Tagore saved the 
huge Tagore estate from going 
bankrupt.  As a result, large 
properties in Silaidaha, Patisar, 
and Sajadpur in the then East 
Bengal were left for the family to 
manage.  In addition, there were 
large estates in Balia and Pandua in 
Odhisha.

Debendrnath singlehandedly 
took care of all the properties, 
but soon became heavily 
involved in various religious 
activities. Therefore, he was 
forced to assign trusted people 
to oversee these estates.   At 
various times Debendranath’s 
eldest son Dwijendranath and 
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his son Dwipendranath, the fifth 
son Jyotirindrnath and his son-
in-law Sardaprasad and his son 
Satyaprasad took care of the 
properties.

In the end, Debendranath assigned 
his youngest son, Rabindranath to 
take the reins. It was not a job for 
the faint in heart. The manager 
had to maintain the general good 
health of the properties including 
collecting taxes regularly, 
maintaining a cordial relationship 
with the subjects, and making 
sure that they were healthy and 
happy.  The task also required 
that the person stays for months 
in huge mansions situated in the 
properties or in a large family 
houseboat, the Padma that was 
moored on the River Padma.  
Following the order from his 
father, Rabindranath, the youngest 
of the siblings left the cushy and 
urban lifestyle of the Jorasanko 
palace in the then capital city of 
Calcutta to oversee the family 
properties in absolutely rural and 
poor Bengal countryside.  His 
only credential was that he wrote 
poetry.  

In record, Rabindranath took 
care of these estates for 31 long 
years, from 1889 through 1920 as 
a very modestly paid employee 
of the Tagore estate even 

after the death of his father in 
1905.  He assumed ownership 
of the Zamindari in 1920 and 
took care of it till his death in 
1941.  The question is how well 
did Rabindranath fare as the 
manager of his family estate, 
and which business principle or 
models did he follow?
     
Now let me change gear and 
discuss the present-day business 
environment.  Today, the high-
tech, and biotech businesses 
reign supreme in the business 
world. Therefore, it is appropriate 
to discuss what policies these 
industries are putting in place to 
make them thrive.

These industries have determined 
that the creation of a positive work 
environment for their employees 

contributes enormously towards 
increasing their productivity and 
ultimately benefitting the company.  
For example, this business model 
includes equal opportunity for all 
workers irrespective of colour, 
creed, sex, or religion.  There 
are also somewhat mundane and 
practical incentives, such as free 
food and babysitting, mandatory 
gym, etc.

Now, what ideas and efforts 
did Rabindranath, as an agent 
of Debendranath, the Zamindar 
put in place to benefit the family 
business? 
   
An overwhelming majority of the 
subjects in Tagore estates were 
Muslims while the Zamindar and 
his agent were Hindus.  To make 
things worse there were social 
rules and customs that divided the 
two communities. For example, 
at the court of the Zamindars, 
there were separate hookahs and 
even separate smoking places for 
Hindus and Muslims. They also had 
separate places to sit.

After arriving at the properties 
Rabindranath’s first act was to 
eliminate such socially restrictive 
customs. He mandated that all 
people, irrespective of their religion 
and caste have the same hookah 
to smoke from and sit in the same 
smoking area.  He also made 
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everyone be seated in the same 
courtyard when he held the court.

Traditionally collection of taxes was 
often done by force, and defaulters 
frequently faced forced eviction. 
Other heinous acts like setting fire 
to their huts or raping their women 
were also common. In contrast, 
Rabindranath set aside one day in a 
year, called Punyaho for collecting 
taxes. On that day he met personally 
with everyone and listened to 
their problems and tried to settle 
amicably. As a result, forced eviction 
became a thing of the past in the 
estates managed by him.

tractor to help the farmers to 
obtain better and multiple crops 
at the farmlands in Patisar. 

Rabindranath was also keenly 
aware of the importance of other 
professions in helping the local 
economy aside from farming.  He 
was highly enthusiastic about 
setting up small-scale industries 
involving weavers, potters, 
handicraftsmen etc.  In tune with 
that thought, he established 
Sreeniketan, a small village at the 
outskirt of Shantiniketan, the seat 
of the Viswa Bharati University 
where artisans, potters, and 
weavers continue to live and 
produce their wares today.

It is especially noteworthy that 
Rabindranath was a workhorse.  He 
carried on his incessant writing 
habit, frequently traveled the 
world over, and established Viswa 
Bharati, a university to propagate 
his ideas. Yet he did not neglect his 
estates and the people. 

Records show that during 31 
years under Rabindranath’s 
supervision tax collection and 
general health of the Tagore 
estate remained very robust 
attesting to the business acumen 
of Rabindranath. Furthermore, 
Rabindranath’s thinking was at 
least one hundred years ahead 
of his time as confirmed by the 
awarding of the Nobel Prize 
to Dr. Muhammad Yunus of 
Bangladesh for his contribution 
towards the upliftment of poor 
people via Grameen Bank and 
small credit loans.
 
*Rabindranath was attracted to 
science from his childhood days.  
He wrote an article entitled ‘The 
planets are the abode of life’ in 
the Tatwabodhini magazine when 
he was only 13 years of age. He 
remained keen on science all 
his life. His novel 'Laboratory' 
is an attestation of that. He 
was regularly in contact with 
scientists from all over the globe 
such as Jagadish Chandra Bose, 
Meghnad Saha, C.V. Raman, 
Werner Heisenberg, Wilhelm 
Sommerfeld, Albert Einstein, and 
others. In addition, he was one of 
the prime supporters of Indian 
science. Rabindranath’s Thoughts 
on science, sisir K. Majumdar, 
Frontier, vol 44, 2011.

In addition, Rabindranath adopted 
several means of benefitting 
his subjects. He employed 
resources to clean up ponds and 
waterways from which people 
drew water for domestic use 
and drinking. He started schools 
to educate girls and women, 
and free homeopathic clinics 
in which he was the doctor. He 
also established Grameen Banks 
to offer low-interest loans to 
farmers. It is to be noted that he 
deposited huge sums of money 
from his Nobel Prize-winning into 
Patisar Grameen Bank in one of 
his estates.

He sent his son, Rathindranath 
to the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign   to learn 
Agricultural engineering. Upon 
return to India, the son applied 
his knowledge to the benefit of 
the local economy. The father 
and son duo bought high-yielding 
seeds, established a soil-testing 
laboratory, and even bought a 
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Fresh Veggies At

Koley Market
L ocated adjacent to the flyover at Sealdah, Koley Market is the city’s leading wholesale 

bazaar for vegetables. Though you will have to buy vegetables in bulk, however, the 
cost of purchase would be lesser than what your neighbourhood grocer charges. Walk by 
the dingy lane that goes straight under the flyover and then enter the first left and you 
will find Koley Market on your left, congested with traders, wholesalers 
and suppliers.

The bazaar is housed under a shed occupied by countless vendors on 
both sides of the narrow alley. You will be greeted by fresh green leafy 
vegetables, which would tempt you to buy in bulk and at a great price. 
You will be taken aback to learn that the vendor selling vegetables next 
door charges you at least three to four times extra after sourcing it 
really cheap from this wholesale market.
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History
Koley Market is said to be 
nearly 89 years old. Started as a 
commercial venture under Koley 
Properties Pvt Ltd, the idea was 
to establish a market for traders 
from rural areas who would 
come, sell their products and 
return home. According to Bablu 
Koley, the present Director of 
Koley Properties Pvt Ltd, since 
Sealdah Station is one of the most 
important rail-head terminals 
linking the suburbs with the city, 
Koley Market was set up in 1933 in 
its vicinity to allow easy access to 
the traders. Since then the market 
flourished as a key wholesale 
vegetable bazaar which supplies to 
other smaller markets in the city. 

“The market was started by two of 
my great grandfathers Bhootnath 
Koley and Surendranath Koley. 
Also known as Nafur Babur Bazaar, 
the market was named after my 
great-great grandfather Nafur 
Koley, who used to lend money 

to vegetable traders for their 
business. Thereafter, the market 
flourished as vegetables procured 
from it by smaller traders and 
retailers were sold all over the 
city”, said Bablu Koley.

It was due to its close proximity 
to Sealdah Station that business 
grew as traders and farmers 
from neighbouring districts, 
towns and states found it easy to 
reach this hub.  Over the years, 
business steadily grew to make it 
the biggest wholesale vegetable 
bazaar in the city.

tHe Market
Koley market is one of the oldest 
and thriving wholesale markets of 
Calcutta. Apart from all varieties 
of vegetables, you will also find 
meat, fish, fruits, tea, cereals and 
spices. Various products arrive 
here from rural areas of West 
Bengal, before being distributed 
to smaller, local markets within 
the city and its outskirts. 

The wooden gate carved with 
“Koley Properties Pvt. Ltd” will 
greet you when you walk into the 
dingy lane stacked with vegetables 
from floor to ceiling. Just outside 
the market gate, you will find huge 
trucks and tempos loading and off-
loading heavy sacks of vegetables 
and along with the roadside 
hawkers, together they contribute 
to an endless chaos in the lane. 

UsP of tHe Market
The USP of this wholesale market 
is its sheer variety of fresh 
vegetables available at low prices. 
The ‘wow factor’ will urge you to 
buy more and more vegetables 
even if you really don’t need 
them. And it is not the sight of 
fresh vegetables that propels 
you but the vast price difference 
between Koley Market and retail 
markets which encourages your 
buying spree.

As you venture deep inside the 
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market, you will find large stocks 
of vegetables stuffed in huge 
sacks ready to be transported to 
the local markets.
 
There are separate sections 
for onions, potatoes, chillies, 
pumpkins and seasonal vegetables 
such as cabbages, cauliflowers 
and salad greens. Choc-a-bloc with 
buyers, the floor of the market is 
slippery with rotting vegetables 
thrown around. As you navigate 
through the narrow rows of stalls, 
dodging vendors, buyers and 
sellers, you will get lost in a world 
of colours, accompanied by the 
sweet aroma of lemons and fresh 
corianders. The sights, sounds 
and smell are unique in this 
wholesale market.

The administrative office of Koley 
Market is located upstairs along 
with chambers of Director and 
other officials who keep a check 
on the daily business and chores 
carried on in the market. 
 
sellers
Kamal Dey, Public Relation Officer, 
Koley Market said: “There are 
thousands of sellers in the market. 
More than fifteen thousand people 
enter the market daily and trade 

for a huge volume of vegetables at 
a go, making it almost impossible 
to trace the exact number of 
traders in the bazaar.”

Traders are mainly from the rural 
areas who come to this market to 
sell vegetables daily. “However, 
traders have to pay a certain fee 
for entering the market which 
is calculated on the basis of the 
quantity of goods they bring in for 
sale”, claimed Mr Dey.

“The market is always swarming 
with both buyers and sellers at any 
point of the day. It is overcrowded 

particularly during the morning 
hours, from 4 AM to 7:30 AM and 
4 PM to 7:30 PM,” said Yusuf, a 
vendor sitting in front of a pile of 
onions. “There is no respite. We 
sleep in dormitories in the first 
floors of the warehouses just 
above our workplace. The ruckus 
created early in the morning by 
the arrival of trucks cannot be 
avoided and serves as our alarm 
clock. We wake up, rush down and 
start our work,” said a worker, 
busy putting ridged gourds in a 
sack, his hands never pausing for 
a moment.

ProdUcts
The vast variety of products 
available at such low prices in 
these inflationary days leaves one 
astounded. Being a wholesale 
market, retailers buy vegetables 
from here at wholesale rates. 
One has to buy a minimum of five 
kilos of each variety of vegetable 
and 40 kilos in case of potatoes 
and onions.

“The market price depends 
upon the supply of vegetables. 
A customer has to buy in a unit 
of 'palla' measuring five kilos 
depending upon the rate for the 
day,” added Mr Dey.
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MARKET BUZZ

Market econoMics
“The profit margin is kept at a 
minimum and at times it is hardly 
profitable”, said a vendor. Dey 
added: “The sellers who know how 
to carry on their business or how 
to sell which product at what price 
during the day, earn the maximum 
profit. Basically it depends upon 
the seller, how cleverly one can 
sell all his products. In a month, a 
seller may earn a huge profit for 
around 20 days and incur losses on 
the rest of the days." 

Traders from West Bengal and 
other states as well as those 
from all the 320 haats across 
the state come to this market. 
Prices are less by almost 50 per 
cent compared to other local 
vegetable markets. “Although 
we buy vegetables at wholesale 
rates and sell at retail prices, 
we do not earn much profit as 
we have other expenses like 
transportation costs, coolie, rent 
and others which hardly leave 
us with a profit margin,” said 
Satyen Majhi, a retail vegetable 
seller. After paying all these 
charges, their profit margin 
comes to around 5–10 per cent 
per day depending upon sale, as 
per Majhi.

soUrce of ProdUct
Products are sourced from all 
over West Bengal and other 
states. About 80 per cent of the 
products sold here are from 
West Bengal while the 20 per 
cent is sourced from outside. 
Districts including South 24 
Paraganas, Hooghly, Nadia, 
Medinipur, Malda, Birbhum etc 
transport vegetables to this 
market. Places like Bengaluru, 
Chennai, Hyderabad, Delhi, 
Mumbai, Uttar Pradesh, Odisha 
and others also send vegetables 
to this market. Vegetables are 

mainly transported by rail or road 
including trucks, tempos and vans. 

Market trend
With demand of vegetables 
soaring, prices are sky high and 
business is booming. More people 
tend to visit the wholesale market 
to buy vegetables in bulk at a really 
reasonable rate. The bazaar is thus 
a thriving one with sale increasing 
almost every day. So whenever 
you need to buy veggies or fruits 
in bulk for any celebrations at 
home, head for Koley Market for a 
good bargain.

Fast Facts: Koley Market 
Location:           Sealdah
Open:            All days
Timings:           24 hours
Nearest Car Park:   Sealdah Station
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