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ABSTRACT 

The p a p e r p r e s e n t s o u r f i n d i n g s about a s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y , 
v i z . Gobindapur R a i l Colony Gate N o . l , which i s l o c a t e d on 
t h e l a n d s b e s i d e t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s t o t h e e a s t and w e s t o f 
t h e Dhakur ia Overhead B r i d g e . I t i s one o f t h e numerous 
s q u a t t p r s ' s e t t l e m e n t s c o v e r i n g a l ong s t r e t c h of l a n d s 
a d j a c e n t t o t h e r a i l w a y l i n e s which run from B a l l y g u n g e t o 
Budge Budge. While we have a l r e a d y r e p o r t e d i n two p a r t s 
on a c a s e - s t u d y o f t h e b i n d e r y workers o f D a f t a r i p a r a 
( O c c a s i o n a l Paper N o s . 127 and 1 2 8 ) , t h e p r e s e n t e n q u i r y i s 
c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e n a t u r e o f l i f e and l a b o u r among t h e dwe-
l l e r s o f a p a r t i c u l a r h a b i t a t . 

The p a p e r h a s two p a r t s . The f i r s t p a r t p r e s e n t s a 
g e n e r a l r e v i e w i n terms of a resume o f t h e c o n d i t i o n s t h a t 
we can d e r i v e from t h e v a r i o u s s o u r c e s o f i n f o r m a t i o n c o n -
s i s t i n g o f b o t h s t r u c t u r e d f a m i l y r e c o r d s and u n s t r u c t u r e d 
i n d i v i d u a l n a r r a t i v e s . T h i s r e v i e w r e l a t e s t o t h e l o c a t i o n 
and c o v e r a g e , e a r l y h i s t o r y , work and e a r n i n g s , d w e l l i n g and 
l i v i n g , t h e work ing o f a v o l u n t a r y community o r g a n i s a t i o n by 
name Jana Kalyan S a m i t i and a c e n t r e o f t h e I n t e g r a t e d C h i l d 
D e v e l o p m e n t Scheme. 

The s econd p a r t makes f u l l e r u s e o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l 
l i f e - s t o r i e s n a r r a t e d by a number o f d w e l l e r s of t h e c o l o n y . 
I t t u m s i n t o a medley o f many v o i c e s s p e a k i n g about t h e 
background o f t h e p a r t i c u l a r s u b j e c t s , t h e i r work h i s t o r y , 
e a r n i n g s and l i v i n g , and a r t i c u l a t i n g t h e t r a c e s o f commu-
n i t y , c u l t u r e and p o l i t i c s i n t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . 

i 



L i f e and Labour i n a S q u a t t e r s ' Co lony 

1. A G e n e r a l Review 

T h i s p a p e r p r e s e n t s t h e f i n d i n g s of our e n q u i r y a b o u t 
t h e p e o p l e l i v i n g i n a segment of t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s 
which are l o c a t e d i n l a n d s a d j a c e n t t o t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s on 
t h e w e s t o f t h e Dhakuria s t a t i o n . While we have a l r e a d y 
r e p o r t e d on a c a s e - s t u d y a b o u t l a b o u r i n g p e o p l e engaged i n 
one s p e c i f i c a c t i v i t y o f l o n g s t a n d i n g (Sen 1991) , t h i s 
e n q u i r y f o c u s e s on t h e n a t u r e o f l i v i n g and range of a c t i v i -
t i e s among t h e l a b o u r e r s o f a p a r t i c u l a r h a b i t a t . 

I t was n o t o u r aim t o f o r m u l a t e an a g g r e g a t i v e v i e w 
o f t h e v a s t l a b o u r i n g m a s s e s which work i n t h e s o - c a l l e d 
i n f o r m a l s e c t o r o f C a l c u t t a ' s economy. We t r i e d more t o 
know, i n f r a g m e n t s , t h e i r s p e c i f i c s o c i o - e c o n o m i c and c u l t u r -
a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s and a l s o about any b e a r i n g which t h e o r g a -
n i s e d s e c t o r s may have on such p a r t i c u l a r forms of s o c i a l -
e x i s t e n c e o f l a b o u r . 

An a g g l o m e r a t i o n of s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s c o v e r s a 
l o n g s t r e t c h o f l a n d s a d j a c e n t t o t h e r a i l w a y l i n e s which 
run from B a l l y g u n g e t o Budge Budge. The s e t t l e m e n t s p r e p o n -
d e r a t e i n t h e a r e a s c l o s e t o t h e t r a c k s b e t w e e n Dhakuria and 
K a l i g h a t s t a t i o n s . The t o t a l p o p u l a t i o n o f s q u a t t e r s ' 
c o l o n i e s i n t h e D h a k u r i a - K a l i g h a t s t r e t c h amounts t o a b o u t 
t h i r t y t h o u s a n d . The s e t t l e m e n t s are e q u a l l y dense on t h e 
n o r t h e r n and s o u t h e r n v i c i n i t i e s of t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s . 
However, on t h e w e s t o f Dhakur ia Overhead B r i d g e , t h e d e n -
s i t y i s more pronounced on t h e s o u t h e r n s i d e . 
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L o c a t i o n .̂nd Coverage 

The segment of s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s , where our c a s e -
s t u d y was c o n d u c t e d , s p r e a d s from t h e e a s t o f t h e l e v e l c r o -
s s i n g (Gate 1) t o i t s w e s t a l m o s t upto t h e n e x t l e v e l c r o s s i n g 
(Gate 2) . Gate l i s t h e f i r s t l e v e l c r o s s i n g on t h e w e s t of 
Dhakuria Overhead 3 r i d g e . I t i s v e r y C l o s e t o t h e b r i d g e . 
S tand ing a t Gate 1 we can s e e an unending row o f s h a c k s b o t h 
on i t s e a s t and w e s t . The segment s e l e c t e d f o r our c a s e - s t u d y 
c c c u p i e s a l e n g t h of about two f u r l o n g s a l o n g t h i s row o f 
s h a c k s . I t c o v e r s a p a r t o f t h e s e t t l e m e n t s known as Gobinda-
pur R a i l Co lony . A.11 t h e s h a c k s are r a i s e d on l a n d s which are 
t h e p r o p e r t y o f t h e r a i l w a y s . 

The ground l e v e l road on t h e s o u t h - w e s t s i d e o f t h e 
b r i d g e i s t h e southern approach t o t h e l e v e l c r o s s i n g a t Gate 
1 . The Dakshinapan supermarket , the b i g m u l t i s t o r i e d I n d i a n 
O i l Bhavah and t h e Lake P o l i c e S t a t i o n are a l l s i t u a t e d on 
t h e w e s t e r n s i d e o f t h i s road which s t r e t c h e s t o t h e s o u t h e r n 
end o f Gate 1. O p p o s i t e t h e I n d i a n O i l 3havan, a r i g h t d e v i a -
t i o n o f t h i s road l e a d s t o t h e main e n t r a n c e of t h e b i g m u l t i -
s t o r i e d house (Manjusha B u i l d i n g ) which i s s i t u a t e d v e r y c l o s e 
t o t h e s o u t h - w e s t e r n p r e c i n c t s o f the b r i d g e . The road then 
g o e s underneath t h e b r i d g e and c o n s t i t u t e s an e a s t e r n e x t e n -
s i o n o f t h e G a r i a h a t Road South . 

Dhakuria S t a t i o n Road meets t h i s p a r t of t h e G a r i a h a t 
Road South a t t h e p o i n t i t p r o j e c t s e a s t w a r d s from b e n e a t h 
t h e b r i d g e . The former s t r e t c h e s from s o u t h t o n o r t h on t h e 
s o u t h - e a s t e r n s i d e of t h e b r i d g e . There are a l a r g e number 
o f b u i l d i n g s b o t h on t h e n o r t h e r n and s o u t h e r n s i d e s of t h i s 
segment o f t h e G a r i a h a t Road South . Most of them appear t o 
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have been c o n s t r u c t e d d u r i n g t h e r e c e n t d e c a d e s . A l l a l o n g 
t h e s m a l l s t r i p s o f l a n d s l y i n g between t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s 
and t h e n o r t h e r n s i d e o f t h i s segment o f t h e G a r i a h a t Road 
South c o n t i n u e s t h e row o f s h a c k s which form a p a r t o f t h e 
s q u a t t e r s 1 c o l o n y . 

The area known as P a n c h a n a n t a l a l i e s t o t h e n o r t h -
e a s t o f t h e b r i d g e and t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . P a n c h a n a n t a l a 
Road runs e a s t from t h e G a r i a h a t Road and then c u r v e s towards 
t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s on t h e s o u t h . P a r a l l e l t o t h e Dhakur ia 
Overhead B r i d g e on i t s e a s t , t h e r e are a number o f l a r g e 
b u i l d i n g s ( e . g . Niramay P o l y c l i n i c , C h i l d r e n ' s L i t t l e T h e a t r e , 
t h e m u l t i s t o r i e d r e s i d e n t i a l b u i l d i n g by name S i v n a t h 
B h a v a n ) . The s h o r t roadway, which p r o v i d e s a c c e s s t o t h e s e 
b u i l d i n g s , ends up a g a i n i n t h e s h a c k s o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' 
c o l o n y b e s i d e t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s . P a n c h a n a n t a l a p r e s e n t s a 
mix of o l d and new b u i l d i n g s i n c l u d i n g some m u l t i s t o r i e d 
h o u s e s o f r e c e n t c o n s t r u c t i o n , s lums and a l s o shacks o f t h e 
s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y on i t s p e r i p h e r y . 

On t h e n o r t h - w e s t e r n s i d e o f t h e b r i d g e and t h e s q u a -
t t e r s ' c o l o n y are l o c a t e d t h e Dhakur ia Lake (Rabindra Sarobar) , 
Southern Avenue and South End Park. As we go s o u t h a l o n g t h e 
G a r i a h a t Road beyond t h e Gol Park, South End Park i s found t o 
s p r e a d from Southern Avenue on t h e w e s t . --It mee t s G a r i a h a t 
Road a t t h e p o i n t Dhakur ia B r i d g e g o e s up f o r t h e o v e r h e a d 
c r o s s i n g above t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s . South End Park t u r n s 
s o u t h and p a s s e s b e n e a t h t h e n o r t h - w e s t e r n p r e c i n c t s o f t h e 
b r i d g e . I t t e r m i n a t e s a t t h e n o r t h e r n s i d e o f t h e l e v e l 
c r o s s i n g a t Gate 1. A l l a l o n g t h e w e s t e r n s i d e o f t h i s r o a d -
way p a r a l l e l t o t h e b r i d g e , t h e r e are good many m o d e r a t e l y 
l a r g e b u i l d i n g s . 

i 
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As we go from n o r t h t o south and c r o s s t h e r a i l w a y 
t r a c k s a t t h e southern end o f Gate 1, t h e s econd hutment (21 
G a r i a h a t Road West) on our l e f t i s t h e o f f i c e o f t h e Jana 
Kalyan S a m i t i ( i . e . P e o p l e ' s Wel fare S o c i e t y ) . I t i s a v o l u n -
t a r y community "welfare o r g a n i s a t i o n formed and run by t h e 
i n h a b i t a n t s of t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y which was t h e a r e a of 
o u r e n q u i r y . A l l t h e f a m i l i e s of t h i s c o l o n y are c o v e r e d by 
t h e I n t e g r a t e d C h i l d Deve lopment Scheme (ICDS) C e n t r e n o . 4 4 . 
I t s o f f i c e i s a l s o l o c a t e d i n t h e hutment of t h e Jana Kalyan 
S a m i t i . We s h a l l d e s c r i b e i n a s e p a r a t e s e c t i o n t h e a c t i v i -
t i e s o f t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i and t h e ICDS C e n t r e . 

TO t h e south o f Jana Kalyan S a m i t i t h e r e are t h e I4an-
j u s h a B u i l d i n g , Lake P o l i c e S t a t i o n , I n d i a n O i l Bhavan and 
Dakshinapan Supermarket which have a l r e a d y been i n d i c a t e d i n 
o u r d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e s o u t h e r n approach t o Gate 1 . J u s t 
o p p o s i t e t h e o f f i c e o f Jana Kalyan Sami t i i s a s h r i n e o f t h e 
Hindu g o d d e s s S i t a l a , t h e p r e s i d i n g d e i t y o f s m a l l - p o x , 
c h i c k e n - p o x , m e a s l e s and o t h e r e p i d e m i c d i s e a s e s . 

P a r a l l e l t o t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s , a s m a l l l a n e s t r e t -
c h e s f o r l e s s than a f u r l o n g t o t h e w e s t of t h e o f f i c e o f 
Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . The ,row o f shacks c o n t i n u e s on t h e n o r t h 
o f t h i s l a n e b e s i d e t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s . There are a number 
o f t w o / t h r e e s t o r i e d r e s i d e n t i a l b u i l d i n g s on t h e l a n e ' s 
s o u t h . Thus, t h e ne ighbourhood of t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s on t h e 
d i f f e r e n t s i d e s o f t h e . b r i d g e shows t h a t t h e Gobindapur 
S q u a t t e r s ' Colony Gate 1 i s l o c a t e d 0 o n t h e marg ins o f an 
expand ing m e t r o p o l i s w i t h i t s s i g n s of r e c e n t c o n s t r u c t i o n s , 
newly b u i l t supermarkets and m u l t i s t o r i e d s t r u c t u r e s . 

Our e n q u i r y used no s c h e d u l e f o r a s t r u c t u r e d 
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i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f f a m i l i e s i n t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . I t aimed 
more a t t h e c o l l e c t i o n o f l i f e - s t o r i e s n a r r a t e d by a good many 
p e r s o n s o f t h e c o l o n y . Such n a r r a t i v e s y i e l d i n f o r m a t i o n 
a b o u t s e v e r a l e x p e r i e n c e s o f t h e s e t t l e m e n t , t h e d i v e r s i t i e s 
of work and e a r n i n g , and v a r i o u s a l i g n m e n t s o f f a m i l y , s o c i a l 
l i v i n g and c u l t u r e . 

In a d d i t i o n , we c o u l d have some d a t a from t h e ICDS 
r e c o r d s a b o u t t h e f a m i l i e s l i v i n g i n i t s C e n t r e 44 . Every 
ICDS u n i t h a s t o m a i n t a i n a r e c o r d o f a l l f a m i l i e s coming 
w i t h i n i t s p u r v i e w . The r e c o r d s f o r C e n t r e 44, which we u s e d , 
were updated t i l l December 1990 and c o n t a i n e d i n f o r m a t i o n 
about t h e number o f f a m i l i e s , t h e i r age and s e x c o m p o s i t i o n , 
s o u r c e s o f l i v e l i h o o d and l e v e l s o f e a r n i n g . 

We took a c c o u n t o f 153 f a m i l i e s i n ICDS r e c o r d s . 
T h e i r t o t a l p e r s o n s amounted t o 633 . The a v e r a g e f a m i l y s i z e 
was a b o u t 4 . 5 . The m a l e s ( b o t h a d u l t and c h i l d r e n ) c o n s t i -
t u t e d n e a r l y 53 p e r c e n t o f t h e p o p u l a t i o n . Those b e l o w f i f -
t e e n y e a r s o f age were a b o u t 42 p e r c e n t o f t h e p o p u l a t i o n ; 
among them t h e r a t i o o f ma le s t o f e m a l e s was 1 . 1 0 . A l l f u r t h e r 
i n f o r m a t i o n i n t h e ICDS r e c o r d s and t h e n a r r a t i v e s c o l l e c t e d 
by us w i l l b e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e c o u r s e o f t h i s r e p o r t . We may 
now d e a l w i t h some a s p e c t s o f t h e o r i g i n and growth o f t h e 
s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s i n t h e Gobindapur Gate 1 s egment . 

E a r l y H i s t o r y 

The l a n d s a d j a c e n t t o t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s had o n l y 
some s m a l l f r a g m e n t s o f human h a b i t a t i o n b e f o r e t h e c o n s t r u c -
t i o n o f t h e Dhakuria Overhead B r i d g e . The G a r i a h a t Road t e r -
minated a t t h e n o r t h e r n g a t e o f t h e l e v e l c r o s s i n g . The road 
on t h e s o u t h of t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s i s known as G a r i a h a t Road 

* 
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South . The l e v e l c r o s s i n g was t h e landmark between t h e c i t y 
o f C a l c u t t a and i t s -south suburban a r e a s l i k e Dhakuria , 
Jadavpur and so on. 

The s p e c i f i c a t i o n s of land a c q u i s i t i o n p r o v i d e a f a i r 
a c c o u n t o f what had t o be a l t e r e d f o r t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n of t h e 
b r i d g e . Such s p e c i f i c a t i o n s were made by t h e then Chairman 
c f the C a l c u t t a Improvement T r u s t in h i s l e t t e r o f 25th Novem-
b e r 1959 t o t h e 1st. Land A c q u i s i t i o n C o l l e c t o r , C a l c u t t a . 
L e t me q u o t e from, t h e l e t t e r (CIT F i l e LXIV-18-LXXII) : 

The l a n d s t o t h e w e s t o f t h e e x i s t i n g 
G a r i a h a t Road should n o t p r e s e n t any d i -
f f i c u l t y . In v i e w of a p r e - e x i s t i n g Cor-
p o r a t i o n Al ignment a l l t h e b u i l d i n g s on 
t h a t s i d e had been s e t back and t h e s t r i p s 
we propose t o a c q u i r e are a l m o s t w h o l l y 
v a c a n t 

To t h e e a s t o f G a r i a h a t Road t h e r e are 
one o r two pucca s t r u c t u r e s , b u t t h e b u l k 
o f t h e land w i t h i n our a c q u i s i t i o n l i m i t 
c o n s i s t s o f a b i g t i m b e r y a r d s t a n d i n g on 
p r e m i s e s No. 31. The f r o n t b e l t o f t h a t 
l a n d i s e s s e n t i a l f o r t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f 
our h i g h l e v e l and lov* l e v e l r o a d s . . . 

South o f t h e r a i l w a y l i n e t h e l a n d s 
are a l m o s t v a c a n t and should n o t p r e s e n t 
any d i f f i c u l t y . 

Numerous c o m p l a i n t s and c l a i m s were r a i s e d by o w n e r s / 
o c c u p i e r s of t h e l a n d s s p e c i f i e d f o r a c q u i s i t i o n . There was 
a v e r y s t r o n g though t e m p e r a t e l y worded o b j e c t i o n from a l a r g e 
number of p e o p l e who had been o c c u p y i n g t h e t i m b e r y a r d . 
They were d i s p l a c e d p e o p l e from E a s t P a k i s t a n (now E a n g l a 
Desh) and had taken l e a s e of marshy l a n d s , f i l l e d up and 
r e c l a i m e d i t , and e s t a b l i s h e d a l a r g e t i m b e r y a r d . Of t h e 
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f i f t y - e i g h t o b j e c t o r s as many a s t h i r t y - t h r e e had s t a r t e d 
t i m b e r o r c a r p e n t r y b u s i n e s s w h i l e t h e r e s t ran m i s c e l l a n e o u s 
s m a l l - s c a l e i n d u s t r i e s o r t r a d e , such a s g r o c e r y , s t a t i o n e r y , 
s m i t h y , c l a y m o d e l l i n g , t a i l o r i n g , t r a n s p o r t , t e a h o u s e s and 
even c o a c h i n g c l a s s e s f o r s c h o o l s t u d e n t s . 

I t a p p e a r s t h a t even i n t h o s e days t h e r a i l w a y l a n d s 
were n o t e n t i r e l y f r e e from t h e encroachment of p r i v a t e s t r u c -
t u r e s . F o r example , t h e p r e s e n c e of t w e l v e h u t s w i t h i n t h e 
f e n c i n g around t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k i n t e r f e r e d w i t h t h e c o n s -
t r u c t i o n o f t h e b r i d g e . T h i s was r e p o r t e d by t h e C h i e f V a l u e r 
of t h e C a l c u t t a Improvement T r u s t i n September , 1961 . F o u r 
o f t h o s e h u t s b e l o n g e d t o f a m i l i e s d i s p l a c e d from E a s t P a k i s -
t a n . As f o r t h e r e s t , i t a p p e a r s t h a t t h e h u t s were i n h a b i -
t e d by m i g r a n t s from w i t h i n N e s t B e n g a l , m o s t l y from t h e 
v i l l a g e s o f s o u t h 24 P a r g a n a s . Thus, t h e b e g i n n i n g o f s q u a -
t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t s by t h e s i d e of t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s can be 
t r a c e d t o y e a r s p r i o r t o t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n of t h e o v e r h e a d 
r a i l w a y b r i d g e . 

However, t h e p o p u l a t i o n s e t t l e d around t h e r a i l w a y 
t r a c k s was q u i t e s m a l l a t t h a t t i m e . We have i n f o r m a t i o n 
from some e a r l i e s t i n h a b i t a n t s o f t h e l o c a l i t y where now 
s p r e a d s t h e d e n s e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y of our c a s e - s t u d y . T h e i r 
a c c o u n t s g i v e us s e v e r a l c l u e s t o t h e mode of f o r m a t i o n o f 
t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . Some e l e m e n t s of o r g a n i z e d promot ion and 
p o l i t i c a l i n i t i a t i v e can be read i n t h o s e n a r r a t i v e s o f t h e 
e a r l i e s t s e t t l e r s . 

Gobinda H a l d a r m i g r a t e d to C a l c u t t a from a v i l l a g e 
i n t h e Diamond Harbour s u b - d i v i s i o n of 24 P a r g a n a s . He came 
w i t h h i s f a m i l y i n t h e l a t e f o r t i e s . Gobinda was pushed o u t 

% 
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o f h i s v i l l a g e i n s e a r c h of a l i v e l i h o o d and r e q u e s t e d Abani 
MandaI, h i s u n c l e - i n - l a w , t o f i n d f o r him some g a i n f u l work 
and a p l a c e where he c o u l d l i v e w i th h i s f a m i l y . Abani 
arranged f o r Gobinda a shack a t a monthly r e n t of R s . 1 0 / - . 
Abani was a l r e a d y h o l d i n g a number of such shacks t h a t were 
l o c a t e d on t h e s i t e where now s t a n d s t h e Manjusha 3 u i l d i n g . 
He had a shop i n Gar ia t o do t h e b u s i n e s s o f r e c y c l i n g o l d 
and used up g l a s s b o t t l e s and p h i a l s . 

I t appears t h a t Abani Mandal i n i t i a t e d t h e s e t t l e m e n t 
o f m i g r a n t s i n t h i s a r e a . He persuaded t h e e a r l i e s t s e t t l e r s 
t o r e n t t h e shacks and hutments which he had a l r e a d y r a i s e d 
on r a i l w a y l a n d s . H i s son Adhir Mandal was a l s o a l e a d i n g 
f i g u r e i n the s u b s e q u e n t s t a g e s of deve lopment of t h e Gobinda-
pur R a i l Co lony . 

Gobinda Haldar t e l l s us Of t h e p e r i o d when v e r y f ew 
f a m i l i e s had s e t t l e d i n t h i s l o c a l i t y . He can r e c a l l t h a t 
t h e e n t i r e Jodhpur ( i . e . Jodhpur Park) a r e a had been p r a c t i -
c a l l y v a c a n t . Gobinda a l s o remembers t h e b i g t i m b e r y a r d 
which had c a u g h t f i r e and was s u b s e q u e n t l y d e m o l i s h e d t o 
e n a b l e t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n of t h e " b r i d g e . There were some h u t -
ments i n t h e area v e r g i n g on t h e boundary of Gate 2 . 

In c o u r s e of h i s n a r r a t i v e , Gobinda Haldar t e l l s us 
o f Haran Manna. Haran Manna and f i f t e e n o t h e r s formed a 
commit tee t o o r g a n i s e t h e p r o c e s s o f s e t t l e m e n t i n t h e a r e a . 
They a l s o took up t h e t a s k o f managing t h e a f f a i r s o f t h e 
growing c o l o n y which, n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g i t s s p a r s e p o p u l a t i o n 
o f t h o s e days , had p r o c e e d e d t o e x t e n d i t s encroachment on 
t h e r a i l w a y l a n d s . Adhir Mandal, whom we have a l r e a d y men-
t i o n e d as a promoter o f e a r l y s e t t l e m e n t s , worked i n t h e 
group o f Haran Manna. 

f 
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Gooinda Haldar remerrbers t h a t Haran Manna had t o l d 
him t o r a i s e h i s hutment i n one p a r t o f t h e empty s p a c e s 
a d j a c e n t to t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s . Haran measured up t h e p l o t 
o f land a l l o t t e d to Gobinda f o r h i s h u t m e n t . A s i t e r e n t of 
Rs. 10 p e r month was c h a r g e d t o Gobinda H a l d a r . Haran Manna 
had a key r o l e i n promot ing and e n c o u r a g i n g t h e growth of 
t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t on r a i l w a y l a n d s . A c c o r d i n g t o 
Gobinda, Haran and h i s a s s o c i a t e s had p o l i t i c a l t i e s w i t h t h e 
Communist P a r t y . Haran j o i n e d t h e CPI (M) a f t e r t h e p a r t y 

s p l i t . We a r e i n f o r m e d by Gobinda H a l d a r t h a t many a s s o c i a -
/ 

t e s o f Haran e v e n t u a l l y s e c u r e d a f a i r amount o f m a t e r i a l 
s u c c e s s i n t h e i r l a t e r l i f e . Some o f them moved t o d i f f e r e n t 
midd le c l a s s a r e a s and c o n s t r u c t e d t h e i r own h o u s e s . 

We i n t e r v i e w e d Ashu Das who had come t o t h i s l o c a l i t y 
i n t h e e a r l y f i f t i e s . He was then m e r e l y a boy o f s e v e n o r 
e i g h t . Ashu was accompanied by h i s mother and y o u n g e r b r o -
t h e r s and s i s t e r s . They a l l l i v e d i n a hutment r e n t e d from 
A d h i r Mandal a t Rs.10 p e r month. A d h i r ' s n a t i v e v i l l a g e was 
a d j a c e n t t o t h a t o f Ashu i n Diamond Harbour. A s h u ' s f a t h e r 
l i v e d i n B e l u r where he worked i n a j u t e m i l l . L a t e r , he 
j o i n e d h i s f a m i l y ai.d became a r e s i d e n t o f t h i s l o c a l i t y . 
The j u t e m i l l where he had been working was s u d d e n l y c l o s e d 
down. 

The s i t e o f A s h u ' s hutment f e l l w i t h i n t h e purv iew 
o f a c q u i s i t i o n n e c e s s a r y t o c o n s t r u c t t h e b r i d g e . Ashu rem-
embers t h e f i r e which d e s t r o y e d a l a r g e p a r t of t h e b i g tirrfoer 
y a r d . S i n c e t h e i r hutment had t o b e d e m o l i s h e d f o r t h e c o n s -
t r u c t i o n o f t h e b r i d g e , A s h u ' s mother r e c e i v e d a c o m p e n s a t i o n 
o f Rs .7000 / - from t h e C a l c u t t a Improvement T r u s t . She b u i l t 
a new hutment a t Sel irnpur. A l l this happened i n t h e e a r l y 
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s i x t i e s . Ashu d id n o t accompany h i s mother t o Selirnpur and 
d e c i d e d t o s t a y i n the l o c a l i t y where he had been l i v i n g 
from h i s e a r l y boyhood. 

A l o c a l communist (CPI) l e a d e r of v e r y l ong s t a n d i n g 
t o l d u s t h a t Haran Manna, Adhir Mandal and a few more o f 
t h e i r t y p e c o u l d be i d e n t i f i e d as ' l o c a l v e s t e d i n t e r e s t s ' 
o f t h e Gobindapur R a i l Co lony . F u r t h e r , t h e l o c a l l e a d e r 
o b s e r v e d , 'While b e i n g w i t h u s (he means t h e p o l i t i c a l a f f i -
l i a t i o n ) t h e y a l s o behaved l i k e b u l l i e s i n t h e s q u a t t e r s ' 
s e t t l e m e n t and were i n v o l v e d i n v a r i o u s a c t s of p e t t y g r a f t . 
Adhir was v e r y c l e v e r . He d i e d young around t h e age of t h i r t y 
f i v e . Haran Manna o f t e n s t o l e a p a r t of t h e f u n d s r a i s e d by 
him f o r t h e p a r t y . We o v e r l o o k e d many such d e f a u l t s i n c e i t 
would be d i f f i c u l t t o f i n d h i s r ep lacement as a g r a s s r o o t s 
l e a d e r and o r g a n i s e r o f the s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . How c o u l d 
we f i n d i n t h e r a i l c o l o n y a f u l l y h o n e s t person w i t h Haran' s 
d r i v e and i n i t i a t i v e ? ' 

The e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s had b e e n 
a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e p r o c e s s of s e t t l e m e n t of d i s p l a c e d p e r -
sons from E a s t P a k i s t a n (now 3 a n g l a Desh) . Dur ing t h e l a t e 
f o r t i e s and t h e e a r l y f i f t i e s West Benga l f a c e d a m a s s i v e 
i n f l u x o f p e r s o n s from E a s t P a k i s t a n . The Hindus o f E a s t 
Bengal migra ted i n l a r g e number. They were d e s p a i r e d o f 
communal v i o l e n c e and i n s e c u r i t y i n E a s t P a k i s t a n . 

3 e i n g n o t w e l l prepared f o r m e e t i n g such a c a l a m i t y , 
t h e p r o v i s i o n s made by government f o r t h e r e h a b i l i t a t i o n of 
d i s p l a c e d p e r s o n s were poor i n q u a l i t y and q u a n t i t y . Very 
soon l a r g e nurrfoer o f m i g r a n t s s t a r t e d u n a u t h o r i z e d o c c u p a t i o n 
o f v a c a n t l a n d s owned by government o r p r i v a t e l a n d l o r d s . 

f 



11 

Thus began ' t h i s p r o c e s s o f t h e s e t t l p m ^ n t o f r e f u g e e s i n 
C a l c u t t a and i t s suburbs and e l s e w h e r e in West Benga l by f o u n d -
i n g what came t o b e known a s s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s . ' (Chakrabar t i 
1990, p. 35) . 

The s o u t h e r n suburbs o f C a l c u t t a s p r e a d i n g o v e r t h e 
e n t i r e a r e a from Dhakur ia l e v e l c r o s s i n g to G a r i a and a l s o 
from t h e T o l l y g u n g e tram d e p o t t o i t s south e a s t e r n and w e s t -
ern d i r e c t i o n s had l a r g e s t r e t c h e s o f v a c a n t l a n d s . The r i c h 
l a n d s p e c u l a t o r s had t h e i r own p l a n s o f d e v e l o p i n g t h e s o u t h -
ern suburbs i n a c c o r d a n c e w i t h t h e d i r e c t i o n s a l o n g which t h e 
c i t y would t a k e i t s c o u r s e o f e x p a n s i o n . I t was among such 
l a n d s t h a t t h e m a s s e s o f E a s t B e n g a l m i g r a n t s found t h e s i t e s 
s u i t a b l e f o r t h e i r s e t t l e m e n t . The p r o x i m i t y o f t h o s e l a n d s 
t o t h e c i t y of C a l c u t t a r a i s e d h o p e s t h a t t h e s e t t l e r s were 
l i k e l y t o f i n d some means o f l i v i n g . The main d i f f i c u l t y was 
s e t by t h e i r l a c k o f money t o p u r c h a s e such l a n d s . The e s t a b -
l i s h m e n t o f s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s was a d e v i c e t o o b v i a t e t h i s 
prob lem. 

The u r g e n c y o f f i n d i n g some s h e l t e r drove t h e r e f u g e e s 
' u n d e r t h e i r r e s i s t i b l e p r e s s u r e o f c i r c u m s t a n c e s a l o n g a 
c o u r s e which was n o t l e g i t i m a t e b u t n e c e s s a r y - u n a u t h o r i z e d 
o c c u p a t i o n o f t h e s e l a n d s . V i j a y g a r h was t h e f i r s t example 
o f such a c o l o n y . I t had n o t t h e s a n c t i o n of law .beh ind i t . ' 
( C h a k r a b a r t i 1990, pp. 3 6 - 3 7 ) . Many s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s had 
t h e t a c i t s u p p o r t o f Government, though w i t h o u t any w r i t t e n 
document o f a u t h o r i z a t i o n . I n d e e d , though n o t known t o t h e 
s e t t l e r s , t h e o r g a n i s e r s o f t h e V i j a y g a r h s e t t l e m e n t had 
r e c e i v e d some k i n d o f p r i o r government approva l o f t h e i r 
o c c u p a t i o n o f l a n d s f o r e s t a b l i s h i n g t h e r e f u g e e c o l o n y . 

i 
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The urge f o r e s t a b l i s h i n g s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s became 
a w i d e s p r e a d phenomenon i n t h e s u b s e q u e n t d e c a d e s . Many such 
s e t t l e m e n t s were founded i n t h e s o u t h e r n suburbs o f t h e c i t y . 
In c o u r s e o f t ime most o f them were t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o town-
s h i p s w i t h a mixed p o p u l a t i o n o f v a r i o u s l e v e l s o f t h e m i d d l e 
c l a s s and working p e o p l e . The p e r s p e c t i v e of the land 
s p e c u l a t o r s a l s o m a t e r i a l i z e d i n many a r e a s o f more p r o s p e r -
o u s b u i l d i n g s and t h e i r r e s i d e n t s . A l l t h i s i n d i c a t e s t h e 
mixed p a t t e r n of deve lopment o f t h e c i t y ' s s o u t h e r n s u b u r b s . 

The V i j a y g a r h c o l o n y i s s i t u a t e d a t a d i s t a n c e o f 
about t h r e e k i l o m e t e r s from t h e Dhakuria l e v e l c r o s s i n g . As 
a l r e a d y n o t e d , s i n c e t h e l a t e f o r t i e s a l a r g e number o f 
s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t s had grown up a l o n g t h e a r e a s s p r e a d i n g 
from Dhakuria t o G a r i a . The p i o n e e r s ( e . g . Haran Manna, 
Abani Mandal, Ad h i r Mandal and some o t h e r s ) o f t h e Gobindapur 
R a i l Colony must have been i n f l u e n c e d by t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f 
such growth of s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s . They were swayed by t h e 
i d e a o f s e i z i n g l a n d s t o f i n d s h e l t e r f o r h o m e l e s s p e o p l e . 
A l s o , t h e r e was scope f o r p e r s o n a l g a i n s which c o u l d b e d e -
r i v e d from t h e s e t t l e r s whom t h e y h e l p e d and m o b i l i s e d i n 
t h e p r o c e s s o f r a i s i n g t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . 

I t i s e v i d e n t from t h e c o m p o s i t i o n of t h e Gobindapur 
R a i l Colony t h a t t h e s e t t l e m e n t was n o t r e s t r i c t e d t o d i s -
p l a c e d p e r s o n s from E a s t B e n g a l . The s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y a t 
Gate 1 c o n s i s t s l a r g e l y of p e r s o n s from s o u t h 2 4 - P a r g a n a s , 
who had been pushed o u t o f t h e i r n a t i v e v i l l a g e s i n s e a r c h 
o f l i v e l i h o o d . The p i o n e e r s o f t h i s s e t t l e m e n t were c o n n e c -
t e d w i t h t h e p o l i t i c s o f t h e l e f t . The n a t u r e o f p o l i t i c a l 
a f f i l i a t i o n was s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f t h e w i d e r movement f o r 
t h e r e h a b i l i t a t i o n o f E a s t Benga l r e f u g e e s . In c o u r s e o f t h e 
d e c a d e s a f t e r 1950, t h e Communist Par ty l o d g e d i t s e l f i n t h e 
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l e a d e r s h i p o f t h e r e f u g e e movement i n West B e n g a l . 

B e i n g s i t u a t e d on l a n d s e x t r e m e l y c l o s e t o t h e r a i l -
way t r a c k s , t h e Gobindapur R a i l Colony i n v o l v e d v i o l a t i o n o f 
t h e r a i l w a y r e g u l a t i o n s and p r e s e n t e d complex problems o f 
c o n t r o l and management f o r t h e r a i l w a y a u t h o r i t i e s . L e t us 
t a k e n o t e of t h e v a r i o u s a t t e m p t s by t h e r a i l w a y a u t h o r i t i e s 
t o do away w i t h t h e s e u n a u t h o r i z e d s e t t l e m e n t s . Anadi Bera 
t h e p r e s e n t l e a d e r o f t h e R a i l Co lony , c o u l d n o t t e l l u s much 
about t h e a s s a u l t s i n t h e m i d - s i x t i e s by the r a i l w a y a u t h o r i -
t i e s and o f t h e r e s i s t a n c e put up by t h e p e o p l e of t h e 
c o l o n y . He h a s been a r e s i d e n t of t h e R a i l Colony s i n c e t h e 
e a r l y s e v e n t i e s . 

E a r l i e r Anadi Bera l i v e d i n n e i g h b o u r i n g Panchanan-
t a l a . He s t a r t e d a s c h o o l f o r c h i l d r e n . From then on he 
h a s been known i n t h e e n t i r e l o c a l i t y a s 'mastermashay'* 
H i s own e d u c a t i o n was a l i t t l e above t h e primary l e v e l . 
A n a d i ' s main i n t e r e s t was i n p r o d u c i n g t h e a t r e and o p e r a 
( y a t r a ) shows . He t o o k p a r t i n a c t i n g . A l l t h i s made him 
p o p u l a r and w e l l - k n o w n i n t h e a r e a . The p e o p l e o f t h e r a i l 
c o l o n y i n d u c t e d Anadi and h i s f a m i l y i n t o a hutment o f t h e i r 
a r e a . 

Anadi Bera s t a r t e d community work a s a f o l l o w e r o f 
Adhir Mandal. H i s a l l round a b i l i t y and o r g a n i s a t i o n a l powers 
c a u g h t t h e a t t e n t i o n o f l o c a l CPI l e a d e r s . Anadi became a 
member o f t h e CPI. He e n j o y s t h e r e s p e c t and f o l l o w i n g o f 
t h e p e o p l e o f R a i l Colony Gate 1 . A f u l l e r i d e a o f h i s own 
e x p e r i e n c e and work w i l l b e i n c l u d e d among t h e a c c o u n t s o f 
v a r i o u s a c t i v i t i e s which we s h a l l p r e s e n t i n a s e p a r a t e 
s e c t i o n . At p r e s e n t we can draw on h i s n a r r a t i v e t o know 
t h e e x p e r i e n c e of s e v e r a l s t r u g g l e s f o r t h e p r o t e c t i o n of 

A 
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t h e c o l o n y a g a i n s t t h e a t t a c k s f o r e v i c t i o n . 

A r o u n d 1965 -che Rai lway a u t h o r i t i e s moved t o b u i l d 
a w a l l t h a t would e n c i r c l e t h e c o l o n y . 3uch e n c i r c l e m e n t 
would r e s u l t i n t h e c o l o n y ' s e x t i n c t i o n . Anadi 3 e r a had n o t 
y e t been a r e s i d e n t of t h i s c o l o n y . The p e o p l e o f t h e c o l o n y 
s u c c e e d e d i n t h w a r t i n g t h e a t t a c k . 

The most r e s o l u t e a c t i o n a g a i n s t t h e c o l o n i e s had 
been a f o o t dur ing t h e p e r i o d of t h e Emergency i n 1975. I t 
had t h e o b j e c t o f c o m p l e t e d e m o l i t i o n o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o -
n i e s s i t u a t e d on t h e r a i l w a y l a n d s i n t h i s r e g i o n . The o p e -
r a t i o n had i t s b e g i n n i n g i n s o u t h Bhakur ia . The p o l i c e f o r c e 
d e s t r o y e d a l l t h e hutments on r a i l w a y l a n d s i n t h e a r e a 
s t r e t c h i n g from t h e south of Dhakuria s t a t i o n t o S e l i m p u r 
l e v e l c r o s s i n g . They were then g e t t i n g ready to p r o c e e d t o -
wards t h e Gobindapur R a i l Co lony . 

A v e r y l a r g e mass of p e o p l e o f t h e R a i l Colony c o u l d 
be m o b i l i z e d t o assemble a t the S e l i m p u r l e v e l c r o s s i n g . 
Those p e o p l e c o n f r o n t e d t h e p o l i c e f o r c e and were ready t o 
f a c e t h e i r b u l l e t s i r c a s e o f f i r i n g . The p e o p l e ' s r e s i s t a n c e 
r e c e i v e d s u p p o r t from b o t h t h e Congress and t h e CPI. Somenath 
L a h i r i , t h e wel l -known CPI l e a d e r , was then t h e MLA from t h i s 
c o n s t i t u e n c y ; S iddhartha Sankar Ray was t h e s t a t e ' s C h i e f 
M i n i s t e r and h i s w i f e an M.P. in D e l h i . The p o l i c e a c t i o n 
s t o p p e d a f t e r Somenath L a h i r i had t a l k e d w i t h t h e C h i e f M i n i s -
t e r about the s e r i o u s c o n s e q u e n c e s o f an e v i c t i o n d r i v e on 
such a l a r g e s c a l e . 

The move by t h e Rai lways was abandoned a t t h e i n t e r -
v e n t i o n o f t h e S t a t e Government. A d e l e g a t i o n r e p r e s e n t i n g 
t h e p e o p l e o f t h e R a i l Colony was a s s u r e d by t h e Ch ie f 
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M i n i s t e r t h a t some measures would c e r t a i n l y b e taken f o r 
t h e i r r e h a b i l i t a t i o n a t a s u i t a b l e p l a c e . The then I n s p e c -
t o r G e n e r a l o f P o l i c e was a s s i g n e d t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r 
s p o t t i n g an a l t e r n a t i v e s i t e where t h e c o l o n y ' s p e o p l e c o u l d 
b e r e s e t t l e d . A, b i g p l o t o f land b e h i n d t h e 3agha J a t i n 
r a i l s t a t i o n was p r o p o s e d as a s u i t a b l e s i t e . 

A c o m m i t t e e c o n s i s t i n g o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s from t h e 
p o l i c e , p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s and l o c a l i n t e r e s t s was s e t up t o 
e v o l v e f u r t h e r p l a n s f o r r e h a b i l i t a t i o n . Anadi 3 e r a t o l d us 
t h a t t h e p l a n d id n o t m a t e r i a l i z e b e c a u s e o f t h e i n d i f f e r e n c e 
and w o r t h l e s s n e s s o f t h e p o l i t i c a l l e a d e r s h i p . A prominent 
CPI l e a d e r o f t h e l o c a l i t y e x p l a i n e d t o us t h a t h i s p a r t y 
l a c k e d i n t e r e s t and i n i t i a t i v e i n t h e m a t t e r . T h i s was due 
t o t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s t h a t t h e p r o p o s e d s i t e f e l l i n an a r e a 
where t h e CPI had no p o l i t i c a l i n f l u e n c e o r f o l l o w i n g . 

The r a i l w a y a u t h o r i t i e s made a move i n 1933 t o p u t 
up b a r b e d w i r e f e n c i n g b e t w e e n t h e l a n d o c c u p i e d by t h e 
s q u a t t e r s and t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s . O b v i o u s l y , t o m i n i m i z e 
t h e i r o p e r a t i o n a l h a z a r d s , t h e R a i l w a y s were keen t o f i x some 
l i m i t s t o f u r t h e r e n c r o a c h m e n t s and a l s o t o r e s t r i c t movements 
by men, women and c h i l d r e n a c r o s s t h e t r a c k s . However, such 
f e n c i n g would p l a c e o b s t r u c t i o n s a t t h e e n t r y and e x i t p o i n t s 
o f most o f t h e s h a c k s and h u t m e n t s . The p e o p l e o f t h e c o l o n y 
were t h e r e f o r e o p p o s e d t o t h e p r o p o s a l f o r t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n 
o f b a r b e d w i r e f e n c i n g . 

A f t e r t h e y had p u t up f e n c i n g a t t h e A.T. C h a t t e r j e e 
Road and N o r t h Dhakur ia r a i l c o l o n i e s , t h e R a i l w a y s men p r o -
c e e d e d towards t h e Gobindapur segment . Anadi Bera t o l d us 
t h a t t h e y v i s i t e d a l l t h e r e l e v a n t o f f i c e s o f t h e R a i l w a y s 
t o e x p l a i n t h e i r d i f f i c u l t i e s . A. P r e s s C o n f e r e n c e was 
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convened w i t h t h e aim o f i n f o r m i n g and i n f l u e n c i n g p u b l i c 
o p i n i o n . Th« p e o p l e o f the*- Colony moved in a p r o c e s s i o n t o 
t h e S t a t e A s s e m b l y f o r e x p r e s s i n g t h e i r g r i e v a n c e s . The l e a -
d e r s o f t h e l o c a l and d i s t r i c t commit t ee s of t h e CPI gave them 
a l l s u p p o r t . A d e p u t a t i o n met t h e Chief M i n i s t e r and d i s -
c u s s e d t h e m a t t e r w i t h him. 

At t h e i n t e r v e n t i o n of t h e Chief M i n i s t e r , t h e R a i l -
ways abandoned, t h e i r move t o c o n s t r u c t barbed w i r e f e n c i n g . 
Anadi Bera and many o t h e r p e o p l e of the Gobindapur R a i l Co lony 
Gate 1 are e x t r e m e l y unhappy about t h e a b s e n c e o f any g o v e r n -
ment measure f o r t h e i r s u i t a b l e r e h a b i l i t a t i o n . Whether i n 
1975 o r i n 1983, when t h e r e i s a c r i s i s and c o n f r o n t a t i o n , 
t h e y are a s s u r e d a t t h e h i g h e s t l e v e l o f a s e r i o u s e n d e a v o u r 
f o r t h e r e s e t t l e m e n t o f t h e p e o p l e o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s . 
The p lan f o r t h e sy s t em of c i r c u l a r r a i l w a y s around C a l c u t t a 
h a s o f t e n been c a u g h t up i n r e f l e c t i o n s on t h e problem o f 
s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t s i n t h e p r o x i m i t y o f r a i l w a y t r a c k s . 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y , t h e o r g a n i s a t i o n s , m e e t i n g s and r e s o -
l u t i o n s of t h e c o l o n i e s s p r e a d i n g a c r o s s t h e v i c i n i t y o f t h e 
r a i l w a y t r a c k s have r e i t e r a t e d one key p o i n t s i n c e t h e mid-
s e v e n t i e s . On t h i s p o i n t t h e y d e c l a r e t h e m s e l v e s t o b e i n 
f u l l accord w i t h t h e r e s t o f t h e p e o p l e o f t h e m e t r o p o l i s . 
The p o i n t r e l a t e s t o t h e p r i o r i t y o f the n e e d f o r c i r c u l a r 
r a i l w a y s and q u i c k e r and b e t t e r t r a n s p o r t f a c i l i t i e s . The 
d w e l l e r s o f t h e r a i l c o l o n i e s h e l p l e s s l y c o n t i n u e t o l i v e i n 
inhuman m i s e r y and d i s t r e s s ; t h e c o l o n i e s a l s o o b s t r u c t t h e 
i n t r o d u c t i o n o f c i r c u l a r r a i l w a y s . Thus, i n t h e s u b m i s s i o n 
o f demands by t h e p e o p l e of t h e r a i l c o l o n i e s , t h e urgency o f 
t h e i r s u i t a b l e r e h a b i l i t a t i o n i s i n s e p a r a b l y c o n n e c t e d w i t h 
t h e o v e r a l l p r i o r i t y o f improv ing t h e m e t r o p o l i t a n t r a n s p o r t 
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s y s t e m . 

The a c c o u n t o f p r o t e s t s and movements, which we p r e -
s e n t above , i s c o n s t r u c t e d to p r o v i d e t h e m a t e r i a l s n e c e s s a r y 
f o r an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e e a r l i e r h i s t o r y of t h i s p a r t i c u l a r 
s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . Many o t h e r e l e m e n t s o f p e r s o n a l and 
c o l l e c t i v e r e a c t i o n s , t h e i r s e n s e of d i s s e n t and a c c e p t a n c e 
may be r e v e a l e d i n due c o u r s e when we s h a l l f o c u s on t h e 
l i f e - s t o r i e s o f a number o f i n h a b i t a n t s , i n c l u d i n g t h a t o f 
Anadi Bera and Ashu Das. 

Work and E a r n i n g s 

The d a t a on 15 3 f a m i l i e s and t h e i r p o p u l a t i o n of 6 85 
p e r s o n s were a v a i l a b l e from t h e r e c o r d s o f t h e I n t e g r a t e d 
C h i l d Deve lopment C e n t r e which works i n t h e l o c a l i t y o f 
Gobindapur R a i l Colony Gate 1. These i n f o r m a t i o n r e l a t e t o 
December 1590. The c o v e r a g e amounted t o a l a r g e p a r t o f t h e 
p a r t i c u l a r s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y whose t o t a l p o p u l a t i o n would b e 
around 150C. The ICDS r e c o r d s f u r n i s h e d d e t a i l s of age and 
c o m p o s i t i o n o f f a m i l y members, about t h e o c c u p a t i o n s and 
e a r n i n g s o f workers , and about t h e h e a l t h and e d u c a t i o n o f 
t h e c h i l d r e n . 

T h i s s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y i s l a r g e l y i n h a b i t e d by t h e 
v e r y p o o r . I t s h o u l d b e h e l p f u l t o t a k e up t h e i n d i c a t o r of 
a p o v e r t y l i r . e f o r u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e economic c o n d i t i o n s o f 
t h e c o l o n y and t h e range o f d i f f e r e n c e s i n e a r n i n g s among 
i t s i n h a b i t a n t s . C o n s i d e r i n g some r e l a t e d f i n d i n g s (Urban 
P o v e r t y 1989 , Minhas e t a l 1991) we f i n d t h a t a p o v e r t y l i n e 
o f 170 p e r c a p i t a p e r month may b e a p p r o p r i a t e f o r t h e c i t y 
of C a l c u t t a i n .1989-90. 
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We c o u l d c o n s t r u c t e s t i m a t e s of f a m i l y income and 
p e r c a p i t a f a m i l y income f o r 148 f a m i l i e s . They had a popu-
l a t i o n of 652 person Mo s u f f i c i e n t i n f o r m a t i o n was a v a i l -
a b l e f o r f i v e f a m i l i e s w i t h a p o p u l a t i o n o f 33 p e r s o n s . 
Thus o u r f i n d i n g s about p o v e r t y and income r e l a t e t o 148 
f a m i l i e s and t h e i r members. 

S i n c e we had no i n f o r m a t i o n about f a m i l y e x p e n d i t u r e , 
t h e p o p u l a t i o n b e l o w and above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e was e s t i m a -
t e d i n terms of i t s e a r n i n g s . The p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g s 
o f 456 p e r s o n s b e l o n g i n g t o 98 f a m i l i e s were found t o b e 
b e l o w t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . They had an a v e r a g e f a m i l y s i z e o f 
4 . 6 5 . The remain ing 50 f a m i l i e s had a p o p u l a t i o n of 196 p e r -
s o n s and t h e i r p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g s were above t h e 
p o v e r t y l i n e . The a v e r a g e s i z e o f such f a m i l i e s was 3 . 9 2 . 
L e t u s p r e s e n t t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n i n t h e f o l l o w i n g summary form. 

F a m i l i e s Below and Above t h e P o v e r t y L i n e 

No. o f No . o f Average Fami-
F a m i l i e s P .C. P e r s o n s P .C. l y S i z e 

Be low t h e PL 98 6 6 . 2 2 456 6 9 . 9 4 4 . 6 5 
Above t h e PL 50 3 3 . 7 8 196 3 0 . 0 6 3 . 9 2 

T o t a l 148 100 652 100 4 . 4 0 

The e x t e n t o f d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n was q u i t e pronounced 
even among t h e p e o p l e b e l o w t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . The l o w e s t 
p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g among t h e p e r s o n s of f a m i l i e s i n 
t h i s group was Rs. 30 and t h e h i g h e s t was Rs. 167. L e t u s b r e a k 
up t h e f a m i l i e s b e l o w t h e p o v e r t y l i n e i n t o two g r o u p s . I n 
t h e p ° r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g l e v e l upto Rs. 100, t h e r e were 
more than 55 p e r c e n t of f a m i l i e s w i t h about 59 p e r c e n t o f 
p e r s o n s b e l o w t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . T h e i r a v e r a g e p e r c a p i t a 



- : 19 : -

monthly income was about Rs.7 2. F o r t h e 45 p e r c e n t f a m i l i e s 
i n t h e p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g s l e v e l above Rs. 100 and 
b e l o w Rs. 170, t h e s h a r e of a l l p e r s o n s b e l o w t h e p o v e r t y l i n e 
was 41 p e r c e n t . T h e i r p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g s amounted 
t o Rs. 135 . - _ 

F o r p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g l e v e l s upto Rs. 100 t h e 
number o f e a r n e r s i n t h e 54 f a m i l i e s were 91, w h i l e t h e y had 
t o t a l p e r s o n s amounting t o 268 . Thus t h e a v e r a g e number o f 
d e p e n d e n t s p e r e a r n e r were n e a r l y two. F o r f a m i l i e s b e t w e e n 
p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g l e v e l s g r e a t e r than Rs. 100 and l e s s 
than Rs. 170, t h e number of d e p e n d e n t s p e r e a r n e r amounted t o 
1 . 4 3 on t h e a v e r a g e . There were 40 f e m a l e e a r n e r s i n t h e 
former group o f 54 f a m i l i e s . Such women were a l l employed 
as d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s and m o s t l y e a r n e d b e t w e e n Rs. 100 and 
RS. 150 p e r month. About s e v e n f a m i l i e s i n t h e group had no 
male e a r n e r s . T h i s was c a u s e d e i t h e r by o l d age , i l l h e a l t h 
o r by t h e a b s e n c e o f j o b o p p o r t u n i t i e s . In one f a m i l y , a 
woman d e s e r t e d by h e r husband, had b e e n l i v i n g w i t h h e r two 
c h i l d r e n , s o n s aged t h r e e and two y e a r s . 

Among t h e f a m i l i e s i n t h e h i g h e r range ( i . e . w i t h 
p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g s b e t w e e n Rs. 101 and Rs. 170) 10 f a -
m i l i e s had no f e m a l e e a r n e r s . The remain ing 34 f a m i l i e s had 
37 f e m a l e e a r n e r s . One f a m i l y c o n s i s t e d o f a woman and h i s 
two d a u g h t e r s . Hence" i t had no male e a r n e r s . The woman's 
husband had l e f t t h i s p l a c e abandoning h i s w i f e and c h i l d r e n . 
A l l f e m a l e e a r n e r s worked as d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s . T h e i r range 
o f monthly e a r n i n g s had a s p r e a d from Rs.50 t o Rs.300. Such 
v a r i a t i o n depended on t h e number o f h o u s e h o l d s i n which a 
m a i d - s e r v a n t worked through a day and a l s o on t h e n a t u r e o f 
work done by a p e r s o n . F o r example t h o s e engaged i n c o o k i n g 
s e c u r e d a h i g h e r pay than t h o s e wash ing c l o t h e s and u t e n s i l s , 



- : 20 

s w e e p i n g and c l e a n i n g rooms. 

The p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g s f o r p e r s o n s i n t h e 
f a m i l i e s above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e was Rs. 324 on t h e a v e r a g e . 
There were 92 e a r n e r s among t h e t o t a l number of 196 p e r s o n s . 
There were t w e n t y - t w o f e m a l e e a r n e r s i n an e q u a l number of 
f a m i l i e s . While 21 women workers had been d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s , 
t h e r e was one c a s e o f a young g i r l working as a p r i v a t e t u t o r . 
She i s an unmarried g i r l o f t w e n t y - t w o whose monthly e a r n i n g s 
of Rs.100 supplement t h e income o f h e r f a t h e r . He works as 
a l a b o u r e r i n a u n i t m a n u f a c t u r i n g p a r t s o f s e w i n g machine . 
The g i r l c o u l d n o t c o n t i n u e h e r own s c h o o l s t u d i e s above 
C l a s s IX. 

Some f a m i l i e s above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e were found t o 
d e r i v e e a r n i n g s from house r e n t . F i v e such f a m i l i e s r e p o r t -
ed t o t a l r e n t a l e a r n i n g s of Rs.7 300 as f o l l o w s : 

R e c e i p t of Renta l Income 

s i . ; 
N O . ; 

F a m i l y 
S i z e 

J R e c i p i e n t 
! (monthly) 
I 
I 

I • 
I 
T 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Other E a r n i n g s 
(monthly) 

;Per C a p i t a 
J Monthly 
j E a m i n g s 
: ( R S . ) 

l . 4 Mother - Rs. 2000 2 Sons-Rs. 2100 1025 

2 . 4 Husband -
Wife 

Rs. 
Rs. 

1000 
2000 N i l 750 

3. 5 F a t h e r - Rs. 500 2 Sons-Rs. 1800 460 
4 . 3 Mother - Rs. 600 N i l 200 
5 . 1 Woman -

o f S i x t y 
Rs. 200 N i l 200 

Such r e n t a l income i s o b t a i n e d from h u t m e n t s w i t h i n 
t h e c o l o n y . The p i o n e e r s of t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t had 



r a i s e d shacks... and h u t m e n t s on r a i l w a y l a n d s and r e n t e d them 
o u t t o a g r o w i n g number o f p o p u l a t i o n who were i n d e s p e r a t e 
s e a r c h f o r some s h e l t e r . T h i s i s how a de f a c t o p a t t e r n o f 
land c o n t r o l and r e n t e a r n i n g s emerged as a s u b s t r a t u m of 
t h e i l l e g a l s e i z u r e of r a i l w a y l a n d s . Some b e n e f i c i a r i e s 
o f t h i s i n s t i t u t i o n a l l e g a c y are r e f l e c t e d i n t h e t a b l e above 
In an i m p o r t a n t s e n s e a l l t h i s has no w i d e r l e g a l s a n c t i o n s . 
I t i s a p r a c t i c e s t a n d i n g on t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f t h e s q u a t t e r s 
c o l o n y -From t h e days o f i t s f i r s t i n c e p t i o n . 

Some s i g n s of c a r r y i n g o v e r such t e n u o u s r i g h t s o f 
r e n t e a r n i n g c o u l d b e found among a f ew f a m i l i e s b e l o w t h e 
p o v e r t y l i n e . A f a m i l y o f f i v e c o n s i s t i n g o f a widowed mo-
t h e r and h e r f i v e c h i l d r e n r e p o r t e d a r e n t a l income o f Rs.145 
p e r month. They were l i v i n g i n a b j e c t p o v e r t y i n t h e a b s e n c e 
o f any o t h e r e a r n i n g s . A n o t h e r f a m i l y of husband, w i f e , two 
s o n s and two d a u g h t e r s , r e p o r t e d t h a t t h e h u s b a n d ' s monthly 
e a r n i n g s were d e r i v e d from work as a h e l p e r i n v a r i o u s j o b s . 
He a l s o had some income from h o u s e r e n t . The t o t a l monthly 
e a r n i n g s o f t h e f a m i l y amounted t o Rs.700. T h i s i n c l u d e s t h e 
w i f e ' s e a r n i n g o f Rs..100 from d o m e s t i c work. The p e r c a p i t a 
monthly e a r n i n g s o f t h e f a m i l y was l e s s than Rs. 120. 

The d e s c r i p t i o n of o c c u p a t i o n s as s t a t e d i n t h e ICDS 
r e c o r d s i n d i c a t e d t h e d i v e r s i t y of s o u r c e s o f e a r n i n g s . I t 
i s a p p a r e n t t h a t a l a r g e number of e a r n e r s have no s t a b l e 
employment. Most o f them are n o t p a r t i c u l a r l y s k i l l e d f o r 
any s p e c i f i c work. I n d e e d , t h e o c c u p a t i o n s do n o t imply 
c a t e g o r i e s which are a p p l i c a b l e t o e a r n e r s f o r o n l y c o n s i -
d e r a b l e d u r a t i o n of a s p e c i f i c employment and income. A l l 
t h i s i s , i n t h e main, wage-work a s s i g n e d on a d a i l y b a s i s 
and h o l d s no a s s u r a n c e o f c o n t i n u i t y i n one f i x e d j o b . We 
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make an aCtempt be low t o enumerate the o c c u p a t i o n s i n t h i s 
s e n s e o f b r o a d i n c o ae o p p o r t u n i t i e s a v a i l e d by t h e workers 
of t h e s q u a c c e r s 1 c o l o n y . 

s i . 
N O . 

I 
1 O c c u p a t i o n -

• 

| Number o f Workers 
I 

. 1. J o g a i ( h e l p e r s ) 80 

2 . C y c l e Rickshaw P u l l e r s 12 
3. Motor D r i v e r s 11 
4 . 3 u s Conductors 7 
5. S k i l l e d Labourers 13 
6 . Mechanics 6 
7 . Watchmen 5 
8. P e d d l e r s and Shopkeepers 8 
9 . O t h e r s 20 

10. D o m e s t i c S e r v a n t s 98 

A l l 260 

Note : T h i s l i s t l e a v e s o u t the p e r s o n s whose e n t i r e 
income i s d e r i v e d from h o u s e r e n t . There 
are s i x such women and t h r e e men. 

The prominence of h e l p e r s ( j o g a r ) among a l l w o r k e r s 
b e a r s o u t t h e l a r g e e x t e n t o f c a s u a l work as i t p r e v a i l e d 
i n t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . Leav ing o u t t h e 98 d o m e s t i c 
s e r v a n t s who were a l l f e m a l e , t h e r e s t of t h e workers number-
ed 162. The h e l p e r s c o n s t i t u t e d h a l f o f such w o r k e r s . They 
were s p r e a d o v e r a wide range o f a c t i v i t i e s l i k e b u i l d i n g 
c o n s t r u c t i o n , h o u s e p a i n t i n g , pandal making and d e c o r a t i o n , 
shop hands and h e l p e r s i n m i n i b u s e s . Whi le t h e h e l p e r s i n 
t h o s e a c t i v i t i e s were s u b j e c t t o c h r o n i c i n s e c u r i t y o f income 
and work, more than 40 p e r c e n t of a l l h e l p e r s c o u l d n o t e v e n 
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s p e c i f y a p a r t i c u l a r area o f work. They were c o n s t a n t l y in 
a p o s i t i o n t o h i r e t h e m s e l v e s o u t f o r any work which would 
f e t c h them some e a r n i n g . 

\ s a l r e a d y n o t e d many women of t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y 
worked a s d o m e s t i c hands t o s e c u r e some e a r n i n g s f o r t h e i r 
f a m i l i e s . The e x t r e m e l y c a s u a l n a t u r e of t h e work done by so 
many male s made a l l t h e more n e c e s s a r y t h e women's e a r n i n g s 
o f a more r e g u l a r k i n d . The s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y i s l o c a t e d i n 
t h e p r o x i m i t y o f growing m i d d l e c l a s s r e s i d e n t i a l a r e a s which 
r a i s e the demand f o r l a b o u r t o do h o u s e h o l d c h o r e s o f v a r i o u s 
k i n d s . T h i s i s where t h e women o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y f i n d 
scope f o r work a s d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s . 

Per c a p i t a month-
l y income 

! No. of 
! f a m i l i e s 
I 
I • 
I 

I 
; N O . o f 
! f e m a l e s 
I • 
* I 

• 

| No. of women 
! working as 
,' d o m e s t i c s e r -
| van t s 

Upto Rs. 100 54 125 40 

Rs. 101 - Rs. 169 44 86 37 
Rs. 170 and above 50 92 21 

A l l 148 203 98 

In t h e group u p t o a p e r c a p i t a income o f Rs.100, 36 
f a m i l i e s had a t l e a s t one f e m a l e member working as d o m e s t i c 
s e r v a n t . There were f o u r f a m i l i e s which had two of t h e i r 
members i n t h e p a r t i c u l a r o c c u p a t i o n . Of t h e 44 f a m i l i e s 
i n t h e income group Rs. 1 0 1 - 1 6 9 , 34 s u p p l i e d d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s 
from among t h e i r members. One o f them accounted f o r t h r e e 
such workers , and a n o t h e r two. The remain ing 3^ f a m i l i e s 
had one member each i n t h e t o t a l s u p p l y o f d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s 

A 
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from t h e group . Among t h e f a m i l i e s above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e , 
21 p r o v i d e d one member each f o r d o m e s t i c work. 

I t appears t h a t t h e p r a c t i c e of work as d o m e s t i c 
s e r v a n t s i s much l e s s among t h e women o f f a m i l i e s above t h e 
p o v e r t y l i n e . F o r t h e f a m i l i e s b e l o w the p o v e r t y l i n e , t h e 
p e r c e n t a g e of t h o s e s u p p l y i n g d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s was more 
than 7 1 . The same p r o p o r t i o n was o n l y 44 p e r c e n t f o r f a m i -
l i e s above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . In a l l income groups most of 
t h e d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s were above t h e age o f t w e n t y . Among 
t h e f a m i l i e s whose ICDS r e c o r d s were a v a i l a b l e f o r our exami -
n a t i o n , we found one g i r l of- 12 working as a d o m e s t i c s e r -
v a n t . There were f o u r o t h e r s be tween t h e age o f 16 and 18. 

The wages p a i d t o d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s were v e r y low. 
The monthly e a r n i n g s o f about 70 p e r c e n t o f d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s 
were b e l o w t h e p o v e r t y l i n e ( i . e . Rs. 170) . Of t h e 98 p e r s o n s 
engaged as d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s t h e r e were o n l y t h r e e who had 
monthly e a r n i n g s be tween Rs. 300 and 350. I n d e e d , an amount-of 
Rs. 340 would b e b a r e l y s u f f i c i e n t t o k e e p a f a m i l y o f two j u s t 
above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . 

O b v i o u s l y , women working as d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s c o u l d 
p r o v i d e a meagre c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e ma in tenance of t h e m s e l -
v e s and t h e i r f a m i l i e s . On t h e o t h e r hand, t h e r e c u r r e n t 
c o n t i n g e n c y o f unemployment of t h e ma le s i n t h e i r c a s u a l work 
o f t e n pushed f a m i l i e s t o l i v e , i n s o l e dependence on t h e 
e a r n i n g s of f e m a l e s who were d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s . We have 
n o t e d t h i s s i t u a t i o n f o r a f a i r number o f f a m i l i e s i n t h e 
a v a i l a b l e r e c o r d s . The c o n d i t i o n s o f a b j e c t p o v e r t y are 
e v i d e n t from our f i n d i n g t h a t 37 p e r c e n t of a l l f a m i l i e s 
l i s t e d i n t h e ICDS r e c o r d s and 41 p e r c e n t o f p e r s o n s had 
p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g s w i t h i n Rs. 100 . The f a m i l i e s 
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b e l o w t h e o o v e r t y l i n e c o n s t i t u t e d 66 p e r c e n t o f a l l and 
t h e y a c c o u n t e d f o r 70 p e r c e n t o f t o t a l p e r s o n s . 

We i n t e r v i e w e d t h e women workers i n c h a r g e o f t h r e e 
ICDS c e n t r e s i n t h e Gobindapur R a i l Co lony . The n a t u r e o f 
t h e i r work r e q u i r e d c l o s e f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h t h e f a m i l i e s u n d e r 
t h e i r c a r e , p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h i t s women and c h i l d r e n . The 
segment s t u d i e d by us i n d e t a i l came under t h e purv iew of 
Centre 44. A l l of them a g r e e d on t h e p o i n t t h a t t h e women 
shared more r e s p o n s i b i l i t y than men i n t h e ma in tenance o f 
t h e i r f a m i l i e s . The men were more prone t o d o i n g no work. 
In some c a s e s , such a s i t u a t i o n happened on a c c o u n t of a d d i c -
t i o n t o drugs o r a l c o h o l . The women made f u l l Use of t h e 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s a v a i l a b l e f o r work as d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s . 

L e t u s t h e n look a t some f e a t u r e s of t h e 50 f a m i l i e s 
c o n s i s t i n g o f 196 p e r s o n s who were above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . 
We f i n d f o u r f a m i l i e s i n t h i s group who had p e r c a p i t a monthly 
e a r n i n g s i n t h e range o f Rs .750-1025. One of t h e s e f a m i l i e s 
c o n s i s t e d o f a mother and h i s t h r e e s o n s . One son was a m i n i -
bus d r i v e r and a n o t h e r a m i n i b u s h e l p e r . T h e i r mother had a 
r e n t income of Rs. 2000 p e r month. A n o t h e r son aged 13 was n o t 
y e t i n t h e work f o r c e . There was a f a m i l y o f f o u r c o n s i s t i n g 
o f husband, w i f e and two c h i l d r e n . A l l income of t h i s f a m i l y 
was from h o u s e r e n t amounting t o Rs. 3000 p e r month. Two 
f a m i l i e s o f f o u r and t h r e e members r e s p e c t i v e l y had an i d e n -
t i c a l income of Rs. 3000 p e r month from t h e combined, b u s i n e s s 
of c o n f e c t i o n a r y and c l o t h s e l l i n g . In terms o f p e r c a p i t a 
income, t h e s e f o u r f a m i l i e s are a t t h e t o p o f t h e l i s t o b s e r -
ved by u s . 

Another t w e n t y - f i v e f a m i l i e s above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e 
had a t o t a l f a m i l y income o f Rs. 1000 and above . T h e i r p e r 
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c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g s were spread o v e r a range from Us. 250 
t o Rs.7 50. The p r i n c i p a l e a r n e r s of thes'^ f a m i l i e s were 
s k i l l e d c o n s t r u c t i o n w o r k e r s , d r i v e r s o f p r i v a t e l y owned o r 
o f f i c e c a r s and a l s o o f m i n i b u s e s , watchmen, and C l a s s IV 
workers i n some government e s t a b l i s h m e n t s . A f e w c a s e s were 
found where t h e p r i n c i p a l e a r n e r s were n o t r e s i d e n t i n t h e 
s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . They s e n t r e m i t t a n c e s to t h e i r f a m i l i e s 
who were d w e l l e r s o f t h e c o l o n y . 

.Probably , even f o r f a m i l i e s w i t h r e l a t i v e l y h i g h e r 
l e v e l o f e a r n i n g s above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e , i t i s n o t f e a s i b l e 
t o move o u t o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y due t o t h e v e r y h i g h 
r e n t a l s of a l t e r n a t i v e h o u s i n g accommodation. Moreover , t h e 
few f a m i l i e s , which l i v e on s u b s t a n t i a l house r e n t from t h e 
hutments o f t h e c o l o n y , may f a c e d i f f i c u l t i e s i n r e a l i z i n g 
t h e i r r e n t a l c l a i m s i f t h e y q u i t t h e i r own t r a d i t i o n a l 
h a b i t a t . Such problems are i n h e r e n t i n t h e v e r y n a t u r e of 
t h e i r s o - c a l l e d r i g h t s o v e r l a n d s which are l e g a l l y t h e 
p r o p e r t y o f t h e r a i l w a y s . 

L e t us sum up t h e r e l e v a n t p o i n t s of t h i s r e v i e w o f 
work and e a r n i n g s . 'he v a s t . m a j o r i t y of p e o p l e i n t h e 
Gobindapur R a i l Colony Gate 1 have v e r y low l e v e l s o f e a r n -
i n g s . However, some i n e q u a l i t i e s are o b s e r v e d even i n t h e 
m i d s t o f such a b s o l u t e p o v e r t y . A v e r y s m a l l number o f 
f a m i l i e s d e r i v e r e l a t i v e l y l a r g e r e n t a l income from t h e h u t -
ments of t h e c o l o n y . Some p e r s o n s e n j o y b e t t e r j o b s and 
e a r n i n g s . 

But f o r t h e i r d i s t i n c t and d i f f e r e n t i a t e d p o s i t i o n s , 
t h e s i g n s of i n e q u a l i t y t h a t we f i n d i n t h e a v a i l a b l e r e c o r d s 
are symptomat ic o f t h e l i m i t e d employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s a f f -
l i c t i n g t h e c o r e and t h e p e r i p h e r i e s o f t h e economy. Such 

* ' 



o p p o r t u n i t i e s f a l l f a r s h o r t o f p r o v i d i n g g a i n f u l work f o r 
t h e numerous i n d e s p e r a t e s e a r c h f o r a l i v e l i h o o d . T h i s i s 
t h e s i t u a t i o n of s t r u c t u r a l e x c e s s s u p p l y of l a b o u r . Even 
a t t h e p e r i p h e r y t h e c h a n c e s and c o n t i n g e n c i e s <~f c a s u a l work 
g e n e r a t e a d e g r e e o f i n e q u a l i t y among t h e a b s o l u t e l y p o o r a t 
any p a r t i c u l a r moment. 

F u r t h e r / t h e q u e s t i o n o f m a r g i n a l i t y o f t h e s q u a t t e r s 
s e t t l e m e n t i s n o t mere ly a m a t t e r o f dependence on c a s u a l and 
opaque work o p p o r t u n i t i e s . The p o i n t about h a b i t a t i s c r i t i -
c a l l y r e l e v a n t . We f i n d t h a t most of t h e d w e l l e r s o f t h e 
Gobindapur R a i l Colony Gate 1 had been pushed o u t o f t h e i r 
v i l l a g e s i n South 24 Parganas t o l ook f o r a l i v e l i h o o d i n t h e 
c i t y o f C a l c i a t t a . Though much l e s s i n number, t h e r e had b e e n 
such i n f l u x a l s o from t h e v i l l a g e s of Med in ipur , Haora and 
H u g l i . 

Urban m a r g i n a l i t y i s then t r u e i n mere than one s e n s e 
The w o r k f o r c e a t t h e m a r g i n a l p o l e i s n o t r e g u l a r l y a b s o r b e d 
i n t h e o r g a n i s e d s e c t o r of t h e c i t y ' s economy. A l s o t h e v e r y 
n a t u r e o f t h e i r s h e l t e r and t h e p a u c i t y o f urban s e r v i c e s 
which surround t h e i - d a y - t o - d a y l i v i n g r e p r e s e n t a n o t h e r c o -
o r d i n a t e of m a r g i n a l e x i s t e n c e . Thus, urban m a r g i n a l i t y 
i n c l u d e s among i t s f e a t u r e s t h e i n a b i l i t y o f t h e market e c o -
nomy, o r o f s t a t e p o l i c i e s t o p r o v i d e adequate s h e l t e r and 
c i v i c s e r v i c e s t o a g r o w i n g number of c i t y d w e l l e r s . 

D w e l l i n g and L i v i n g 

Our i n i t i a l d e s c r i p t i o n of t h e c o l o n y p o i n t s t o t h e 
rows o f s h a c k s on t h e n o r t h and s o u t h of t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s 
running from e a s t t o w e s t . A shack h a s t i l e d r o o f , w a l l s o f 
mat ted b a m b o o - s l i p s and e a r t h e n f l o o r . In s e v e r a l s h a c k s t h e 
f l o o r s are made o f b r i c k and cement . There are one o r two 



2 8 

windows which a.ro o p e n i n g s c u t through t h e w a l l s o f bamboo-
s l i p s . \ f e w s h a c k s have b r i c k w a l l s . We found t h r e e such 
u n i t s among the 148 f a m i l i e s which were o b s e r v e d i n t h e 
r e c o r d s of t h e ICDS c e n t r e . -Two of them b e l o n g e d t o t h o s e 
who had s u b s t a n t i a l r e n t income from t h e s h a c k s which t h e y 

• c o u l d l e t o u t ; t h e o t h e r one i s i n h a b i t e d by a woman w i t h 
h e r two c h i l d r e n . . Her husband i s employed i n m i l i t a r y s e r -
v i c e and has t o s t a y away f o r l o n g p e r i o d s . 

Most o f t h e s h a c k s have no s p a c e i n a d d i t i o n t o a 
s i n g l e room. There i s u s u a l l y a cheap wooden c o t w i t h t h e 
b e d d i n g k e p t on i t . One o r two r o p e - s t r i n g s are f i x e d 
a c r o s s t h e room on one s i d e . The c l o t h i n g s o f t h e f a m i l y 
are hung on t h e s e r o p e s . The u t e n s i l s are l e f t on t h e f l o o r . 
The v a s t m a j o r i t y o f f a m i l i e s do t h e i r c o o k i n g i n t h e same 
room, and a t t i m e s under t h e c o t . A small ' s u i t c a s e o r a 
trunk was found i n most o f t h e s h a c k s . Some rrore f u r n i t u r e 
was r a r e l y p o s s e s s e d by a f a m i l y . On a rough i m p r e s s i o n , i t 
appeared t h a t about 10 t o 15 p e r c e n t of f a m i l i e s had a 
watch and a t r a n s i s t o r r a d i o . In o u r l o t o f 148 f a m i l i e s , 
we c o u l d f i n d o n l y two u n i t s which had a s e p a r a t e k i t c h e n 
s p a c e and a wooden s h e l d f o r k e e p i n g u t e n s i l s . A c a l e n d a r 
w i t h t h e p i c t u r e of g o d s / g o d d e s s e s and h a n g i n g a l o n g t h e w a l l 
o f t h e shack was a common s i g h t . 

The s o u r c e s of w a t e r - s u p p l y f o r t h e c o l o n y c o n s i s t 
o f two tub-=wel ls and a s t r e e t t a p o f t h e C a l c u t t a C o r p o r a -
t i o n . The s u p p l y from t h e l a t t e r i s r e s t r i c t e d t o s c h e d u l e d 
h o u r s . The s h a c k - d w e l l e r s s e c u r e ' w a t e r from t h e s e s o u r c e s 
f o r d r i n k i n g , c o o k i n g and, a s f a r as p o s s i b l e , f o r w a s h i n g 
of u t e n s i l s . While some can u s e t h e same s o u r c e s f o r b a t h -
i n g , t h e p r e s s u r e of numbers f o r c e s many t o u s e t h e Dhakur ia 
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Lake (Rabindra Sarobar) f o r t h ^ i r b a t h , washing o f c l o t h e s , 
and, as and when un v o i d a b l e , wash ing o^ u t e n s i l s . F o r many 
y e a r s , t h e s o u t h e r n s i d e o f t h e l a k e h a s come t o b e w i d e l y 
used by t h e ' i n h a b i t a n t s o f t h e R a i l Co lony . 

The CMDA h a s b u i l t a complex o f s a n i t a r y l a t r i n e s 
f o r Gobindapur R a i l Co lony Gate 1. The a d u l t m a l e s and f e -
males can make u s e o f t h e s e p r o v i s i o n s . The p r e s s u r e o f 
e x c e s s numbers i s a l s o f e l t i n t h i s r e g a r d . Thus t h e u s e of 
open s p a c e s n e a r t h e Dhakur ia Lake i s s t i l l i n vogue f o r a t 
l e a s t a p a r t of the a d u l t p o p u l a t i o n . The c h i l d r e n are q u i t e 
o f t e n found t o d e f e c a t e on t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s . 

F o r t h e v a s t m a j o r i t y o f t h e shacks no e l e c t r i c power 
i s a v a i l a b l e . Nor are t h e p e o p l e c a p a b l e o f g o i n g f o r such 
consumpt ion . However, i n t h e area s t r e t c h i n g from t h e e a s t 
of Gate 1 t o Gate 3, t h e r e are i n s t a n c e s of i l l e g a l c o n n e c -
t i o n s from t h e r a i l w a y s s u p p l y l i n e t o a few h u t m e n t s . Such 
e l e c t r i c power i s u s e d f o r l i g h t i n g and a l s o p l a y i n g t a p e -
r e c o r d e r s 

Thus, t h e s h a c k s and t h e i r a l l i e d i n f r a s t r u c t u r e p r o -
v i d e p o o r human l i v i n g i n b i t s of s p a c e w i t h i n a d e q u a t e v e n -
t i l a t i o n and e x p o s e d e q u a l l y t o t h e h a z a r d s of h e a t , c o l d and 
r a i n s . The p r o x i m i t y o f t h i s s e t t l e m e n t t o t h e newly d e v e -
l o p e d posh middle c l a s s a r e a s i n t h e s o u t h o f t h e c i t y may 
have prompted some c i v i c e f f o r t s t o improve w a t e r s u p p l y and 
s a n i t a r y arrangements o f t h e a r e a . S^me i n i t i a t i v e on t h e 
p a r t of a community o r g a n i s a t i o n l i k e t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i 
and t h e ICDS c e n t r e i s a l s o n o t e w o r t h y . The d e t a i l s about 
t h e s e o r g a n i s a t i o n s and t h e i r b e a r i n g on t h e c o l o n y ' s l i f e 
and t h e p e o p l e w i l l b e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e n e x t s e c t i o n . 

5 
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N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g such e f f o r t s and i n i t i a t i v e , t h e c o n -
d i t i o n s o f t h i s s e t t l e m e n t a r e f a r from m e e t i n g t h e b a r e r e -
q u i r e m e n t s o f minimum human l i v i n g . There o b t a i n s a k i n d o f 
s t a l e m a t e b e c a u s e o f t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s , l e g a l and o t h e r w i s e , 
i n d e v e l o p i n g a s e t t l e m e n t so d a n g e r o u s l y c l o s e t o t h e r a i l -
way t r a c k s . We have a l r e a d y n o t e d t h e w i d e s p r e a d m a r g i n a l i t y 
of o c c u p a t i o n s among t h e p e o p l e o f t h i s s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . 
However i l l - p a i d and c a s u a l t h e i r work may b e , some ( e . g . 
d o m e s t i c s e n / a n t s , c y c l e r i c k s h a w p u l l e r s , h e l p e r s i n c o n s -
t r u c t i o n work) do p r o v i d e e s s e n t i a l s e r v i c e s t o t h e e v e r -
e x t e n d i n g m e t r o p o l i s around t h e s e t t l e m e n t . Thus, t h e y do 
menia l t a s k s which k e e p t h e c i t y g o i n g b u t which p r o v i d e them 
t h e meanest o f incomes and h a b i t a t . 

Most a d u l t males and f e m a l e s go o u t f o r work i n t h e 
morning. They have r i c e cooked o v e r n i g h t and s t e e p e d i n 
w a t e r . The c h i l d r e n a l s o e a t t h e same f o o d i n t h e morning . 
Those c h i l d r e n , who come t o t h e ICDS c e n t r e , can e a t a drop 
o f c o m - s o y a b l e n d . The c e n t r e k e e p s f r e e p r o v i s i o n of t h i s 
h i g h p r o t e i n f o o d f o r a l l c h i l d r e n who a t t e n d i t s scheme. 
The women r e t u r n by midday. The c h i l d r e n s h a r e any f o o d whi«h 
t h e i r mothers may b r i n g from t h e work p l a c e . I t i s a b o u t 3 
o r 4 i n t h e a f t e r n o o n t h a t t h e y a l l have t h e i r d a y ' s mea l . 
The male members, who s t a y o u t of t h e i r homes f o r work, have 
some f o o d w i t h i n t h e i r means a t midday. In some f a m i l i e s no 
f u l l meal i s prepared f o r t h e day . I t i s e v e n i n g c o o k i n g 
and o n l y one f u l l meal f o r a l l i s p r o v i d e d a t n i g h t a f t e r t h e 
r e t u r n o f t h e ma le s from work. Wheat i s n o t a t a l l p o p u l a r 
among t h e s e f a m i l i e s . R i c e i s a l m o s t a l w a y s t h e p r i n c i p a l 
f o o d . 

C o n s i d e r i n g t h e low l e v e l s o f e x p e n d i t u r e and l i v -
i n g , t h e f a m i l i e s have l i t t l e s c o p e f o r p u r c h a s e s from t h e 
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market . Some shacks a r r a n g e c r e e p e r s t o grow from ground 
a l o n g t h ^ i r t i l e d r o o f . They p r o v i d e pumpkins, b o t t l e - g o u r d 
( lau) and e d i b l e h e r b s . P u l s e s , b e i n g v e r y d e a r , are n o t 
i n c l u d e d i n t h e i r f o o d . I t i s a common p r a c t i c e t o buy v e r y 
c h e a p f i s h e s o f i n f e r i o r q u a l i t y from t h e markets a t Pancha-
n a n t a l a and Dhakuria s t a t i o n . Coal i s t h e common f u e l u s e d 
i n k i t c h e n . No doubt t h e n a t u r e and t h e amount of f o o d c o n -
sumption which a f a m i l y can a f f o r d i s c o n d i t i o n e d by i t s 
c u r r e n t e a r n i n g s . There are p l e n t y of i n s t a n c e s when a 
f a m i l y can do no c o o k i n g f o r d a y s . They t r y t o s u b s i s t on 
t h e f o o d t h a t t h e women d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s may o b t a i n from 
t h e i r w o r k - p l a c e s and on a f e w p i e c e s o f l o a f which can b e 
purchased w i t h t h e i r meagre means. 

Many o f t h e d w e l l e r s had t h e i r own r a t i o n c a r d s 
which c o u l d b e o b t a i n e d through t h e recommendation o f t h e 
l o c a l M.L.A. o r t h e C o r p o r a t i o n C o u n c i l l o r . The extreme 
p o v e r t y o f t h e numerous d i s s u a d e s some o f them from e n t e r i n g 
t h e f o r m a l i t i e s of s e c u r i n g r a t i o n c a r d s . F o r weeks some 
f a m i l i e s have no means t o p u r c h a s e t h e i r r a t i o n s . I n d e e d , 
we o b s e r v e d c a s e s where t h e same r a t i o n card was u s e d by 
d i f f e r e n t p e r s o n s f i o m one week t o a n o t h e r . 

Amidst t h e p e r p e t u a l s t a t e o f want and s q u a l o r , no 
c l e a r i d e a s can b e d i r e c t l y f o r m u l a t e d about t h e c u l t u r a l 
f e a t u r e s o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . I t may b e p o s s i b l e 
t o g a t h e r v a r i o u s f r a g m e n t s from t h e p a t t e r n s o f o c c u p a t i o n , 
e a r n i n g s , d w e l l i n g and l i v i n g . Moreover, t h e e x p e r i e n c e of 
J ana Kalyan S a m i t i , o f i t s i n i t i a t i v e e f f o r t s , o r g a n i s a t i o n 
and l e a d e r s h i p s h o u l d m a n i f e s t some a p t i t u d e and p r e f e r e n -
c e s o f t h e s e t t l e r s i n t h i s c o l o n y . The i n t i v i d u a l n a r r a -
r i v e s may a l s o c o n t r i b u t e i n p i e c e s t o t h e same u n d e r s t a n d -
i n g . 
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T. h i l e d e f e r r i n g a f u l l e r v iew o f t h e s e t t l e m e n t t i l l 
we p r e s e n t a l l t h o s e m a t e r i a l s , one moment o f l e i s u r e i n t h e 
l i f e o f the s e t t l e m e n t can a p p r o p r i a t e l y be n o t e d t o c o n c l u d e 
t h i s s e c t i o n . We have a l r e a d y n o t e d t h a t e v e r y d a y i n t h e 
h o u r be tween t h r e e and f o u r i n t h e l a t e a f t e r n o o n many f a m i -
l i e s ( p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e women and c h i l d r e n ) have t h e i r m e a l . 
The meal i s cooked by women a f t e r t h e y r e t u r n from t h e i r 
morning s h i f t o f work a s d o m e s t i c hands . 3y 4 P.M. t h e 
e n t i r e a r e a a l o n g t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s on t h e e a s t and w e s t 
o f Gate 1 i s f u l l o f women and c h i l d r e n of t h e c o l o n y . 

•An o b s e r v e r i s s t r u c k by t h e mood o f r e l a x a t i o n i n 
a l l o f them. I t i s as i f t h e r a i l t r a c k s d o u b l y r e p r e s e n t 
a d o m e s t i c compound and a p u b l i c e n s e m b l e . The women t a l k 
among t h e m s e l v e s s i t t i n g on t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s . Some o f them 
can b e s e e n combing t h e i r h a i r w h i l e t a l k i n g m e r r i l y w i t h one 
a n o t h e r . On t h e o t h e r hand, a number o f v e n d o r s t h r o n g t h e 
area d u r i n g t h e s e h o u r s . T h i s i s how t h e t r a c k s t u r n i n t o a 
promenade f o r t h e c h i l d r e n , some o f whom are e n a b l e d by t h e i r 
mothers t o have t i t b i t s l i k e v e r y c h e a p i c e - c r e a m , k u l f i , 
f r i e d c h i c k - p e a , monkey-nuts and t h i n g s l i k e t h a t . 

Jana Kalyan S a m i t i 

We have a l r e a d y i n d i c a t e d t h e l o c a t i o n of t h e J a n a 
Kalyan S a m i t i . I t i s an o r g a n i s a t i o n founded and d e v e l o p e d 
by t h e p e o p l e o f t h e Gobindapur R a i l Colony Gate 1. Ashu 
Das , a r e s i d e n t o f t h e a r e a s i n c e t h e f i f t i e s , s a y s t h a t 
t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i had i t s b e g i n n i n g d u r i n g t h e l a t e 
s i x t i e s and took a d e f i n i t e shape by t h e m i d - s e v e n t i e s . 
Ashu r e c a l l s t h e r o l e o f P r a v a t Sangha, an e a r l i e r c l u b o f 
t h e l o c a l p e o p l e , a s t h e p r e c u r s o r of a community o r g a n i s a -
t i o n l i k e t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . 

5 



e In t h e e a r l i e s t s t a g e o f t h e s e t t l e m e n t men l i k e 
Adhir Mandal and Haran Manna were t h e u n d i s p u t e d l e a d e r s o f 
t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . Adhir Mandal owned about 200 s h a c k s 
i n t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . They were b u i l t a t a t ime when most of 
t h e l a n d s around t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s had been l y i n g v a c a n t . 
Adhir had done s o m e t h i n g b o t h i n terms o^ money and o r g a n i -
s a t i o n t o p r o v i d e b u i l d i n g m a t e r i a l s t o t h o s e who came t o 
s e t t l e i n t h i s a r e a . Thus , Adhir and h i s a s s o c i a t e s were 
' a l l i n a l l ' ( a s s a i d by Ashu Das) in each and e v e r y m a t t e r 

• f t h i s s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . 

Amidst such a s t a t e « f t h i n g ? , a c l u b l i k e P r a v a t 
Sangha r e p r e s e n t e d some e l e m e n t s o f b r o a d e r i n i t i a t i v e and 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n . I t s main i n t e r e s t was i n t h e f i e l d o f e n t e r -
t a i n m e n t . P r a v a t Sangha wanted t o p r e s e n t o p e r a s ( y a t r a ) 

. b e f o r e t h e p e o p l e o f t h e l o c a l i t y . Such • p e r a s / t h e a t r e 
shows were p r e s e n t e d d u r i n g t h e S a r a s w a t i and K a l i P u j a s 
which t h e P r a v a t Sangha o r g a n i s e d on a Community b a s i s . 

,Anadi Bera was a t f i r s t an i n h a b i t a n t o f Panchanan-
t a l a . He had p a r t i c u l a r a p t i t u d e f o r p r o d u c i n g o p e r a s and 
t h e a t r e shows. Anadi was a l s o p o p u l a r i n h i s o c c u p a t i o n a s 
a t e a c h e r (mastermashay) o f t h e l o c a l c h i l d r e n . H i s p e r f o r -
mance as an a c t o r and d i r e c t o r o f a t h e a t r e show i m p r e s s e d 
t h e y o u n g e r p e o p l e o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t and a l s o s*me 
l o c a l p o l i t i c a l l e a d e r s of t h e l e f t . S*me o f them i n t e n d e d 
t o i n v o l v e Anadi more i n t h e d a y - t o - d a y s o c i a l work o f t h e 
c o l o n y . ^ * 

There was a move t o i n d u c t Anadi as a d w e l l e r o f 
t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . He was i n d i f f i c u l t i e s o f c l e a r -
i n g r e n t a l du^s f o r h i s hutment i n F a n c h a n a n t a l a . A l l t h i s 
l e d t o h i s s h i f t i n g from P a n c h a n a n t a l a t o a s h e l t e r arranged 
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by some young e n t h u s i a s t s . He c o n t i n u e d t e a c h i n g , » p e r a / 
t h e a t r e p r o d u c t i o n , and s o c i a l work. Anadi 3 e r a was a p r o -
minent l e a d e r o f t h e r e s i s t a n c e a g a i n s t t h e s t r o n g move by 
t h e r a i l w a y a u t h o r i t i e s t o e l i m i n a t e t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e -
ments d u r i n g t h e p e r i o d of emergency. We have a l r e a d y n o t e d 
t h e e v e n t i n a p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n on ' E a r l y H i s t o r y ' . 

Such were t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s l e a d i n g towards t h e d e -
v e l o p m e n t o f t h e Jana Kalyan Samit i as an o r g a n i z a t i o n o f 
l o c a l i n i t i a t i v e and e f f o r t . P r e v i o u s l y , i n s o c i a l and p o -
l i t i c a l m a t t e r s a f f e c t i n g t h e s e t t l e m e n t , Anadi Bera u s e d t o 
work a s a f o l l o w e r o f Adhir Man da 1 . But w i t h c h a n g e s a l r e a d y 
ment ioned and a l s o a f t e r A d h i r ' s u n t i m e l y d e a t h a t an e a r l y 
age , we can a s s o c i a t e Anadi Bera w i th t h e i n c e p t i o n o f a new 
l e a d e r s h i p and i t s d i s t i n c t d i r e c t i o n s . Anadi r e c a l l s 1981 
a s t h e y e a r when he had s t a r t e d d w e l l i n g i n a p a r t o f t h e 
hutment o f Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . 

* 

The f o l l o w i n g 'Appea l ' s i g n e d by Anadi Bera as t h e 
S e c r e t a r y o f t h e Jana Kalyan Samit i ;;nd c i r c u l a t e d i n 
e a r l y 1986 g i v e s some i d e a s about t h - n a t u r e and mode 5 f w e l -
f a r e work sponsored by t h e S a m i t i . T'r.e 'Appea l ' was i n 
B e n g a l i . 

» On b e h a l f o f t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i we 
are p l a n n i n g t o open a f r e e homeopathic d i s -
p e n s a r y and a l i b r a r y i n t h e C^bindapur R a i l 
Colony Gate 1, a t t h e j u n c t i o n o f t h e G a r i a -
h a t Riad South and G a r i a h a t Rrad West . 

There w i l l b e a mee t ing -,c d i s c u s s t h i s 
m a t t e r . The C o u n c i l l o r s o f Wards 91 and 92 , 
t h e O f f i c e r - i n Charge o f t h e Leke P o l i c e 
S t a t i o n , p o l i t i c a l p a r t y l e a d e r s , and some 
prominent p e r s o n s o f t h e l o c a l i t y w i l l b e 
p r e s e n t a t t h i s m e e t i n g on 7 . 2 . 3 6 a t 7 i n 

£ 
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t h e e v e n i n g . I r e q u e s t you a l l t o make 
t h i s d i s c u s s i o n m e e t i n g a s u c c e s s w i th 
y o u r k ind p r e s e n c e and p a r t i c i p a t i o n . 

I t appears t h a t t h e room of t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i 
had become t h e venue f o r m e e t i n g s t o d i s c u s s such i s s u e s 
and t o d e c i d e upon m a t t e r s o f g e n e r a l i n t e r e s t f o r t h e c o l o -
ny . A l s o t h e e n t i r e a p p e a l p o i n t s t o t h e p a r t i c i p a t o r y mode 
o f d e c i s i o n making. I t e n t r e a t s t h e p e o p l e o f t h e c o l o n y t o 
j o i n t h e mee t ing and t o e x p r e s s t h e i r p o s i t i o n and v i e w s . 

Thus, some k i n d o f a g e n e r a l o p i n i o n o f t h e c o l o n y 
i s b e i n g c o n s i d e r e d f o r t a k i n g d e c i s i o n s i n m a t t e r s o f common 
i n t e r e s t . T h i s i s a s t r i v i n g t o a r t i c u l a t e t h e i d e n t i t y o f 
t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t a s a community. F u r t h e r , t h e 
a s s u r a n c e of a t t e n d a n c e by t h e Ward C o u n c i l l o r s , p o l i t i c a l 
l e a d e r s , prominent c i t i z e n s and t h e l o c a l p o l i c e head i s 
s i g n i f i c a n t . Whi le moving t o r e p r e s e n t t h e s e t t l e m e n t as 
a community, i t s o r g a n i s a t i o n admit s t h e need t o s e c u r e 
s u p p o r t from t h e w i d e r domain o f p o l i t i c s , o r d e r and c i v i c 
a l i g n m e n t . A l l t h i s was e q u a l l y i m p o r t a n t f o r g e t t i n g 
t h i n g s done . 

In t h e n a r r a t i v e s o f p e r s o n a l l i v e s c o l l e c t e d by u s , 
t h e r e i s f r e q u e n t ment ion o f t h e new d i r e c t i o n s o f t h e Jana 
Kalyan S a m i t i s i n c e t h e m i d - s e v e n t i e s . Le t us p r e s e n t t h e 
s e q u e n c e o f e v e n t s as n a r r a t e d by Ashu Das , who h a s a l w a y s 
been an a c t i v e worker of t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . Ashu 
b e g i n s by t e l l i n g us o f t h o s e days when men l i k e A d h i r Mandal 
and Haran Manna were i n l e a d i n g command o^ t h e s q u a t t e r s ' 
s e t t l e m e n t . They were c o n n e c t e d w i t h l e f t p o l i t i c s . But 
b o t h i n terms o f h i s huge o w n e r s h i p o f shacks and h i s 
m o d a l i t i e s o f o p e r a t i o n , 'Adhir Mandal c o n s i d e r e d t h e 
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s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t t o be under h i s s u r v e i l l a n c e and c o n -
t r o l . The p e o p l e o f t h e c o l o n y had l i t t l e room f o r t h e i r 
own i n i t i a t i v e and e f f o r t to r e s o l v e any p r o b l e m s . 

Ashu Das c o n t r a s t s t h i s s t a t e o f t h i n g s w i t h what 
had happened a l o n g w i t h t h e deve lopment o f t h e Jana Kalyan 
S a m i t i . We may q u o t e from h i s r ecorded n a r r a t i v e . 

G r a d u a l l y we were more f a m i l i a r and 
i n t i m a t e w i t h mastermashay. He showed us 
d i f f e r e n t ways of d o i n g t h i n g s . -Master-
mashay a d v i s e d a l l c o n c e r n e d t o exchange 
v i e w s among t h e m s e l v e s and t o t a k e p o s i -
t i o n s on l o c a l i s s u e s . He t o l d us o f t e n 
'I can d e c i d e t o a t t e m p t t h i n g s o n l y a f t e r 
l i s t e n i n g t o what you t h i n k about t h e 
m a t t e r . I t i s my v i e w t h a t such a c o u r s e 
i s d e s i r a b l e f o r any d e c i s i o n about what 
t o do f o r t h e improvement of l i v i n g c o n -
d i t i o n s i n t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . ' 

The S a m i t i had then been s h a p i n g a s 
a p l a c e where p e o p l e a t l a r g e would come 
f o r a r b i t r a t i o n i n l o c a l d i s p u t e s , o r f o r 
h e l p and a d v i c e i n c a s e s o f i l l n e s s , o r 
w i t h t h e appea l f o r e s t a b l i s h i n g a c h a r i -
t a b l e d i s p e n s a r y , o r f o r an i n t e r v e n t i o n i n 
somebody's f a m i l y q u a r r e l and so on and s o 
forth . ' 

Anadi 3 e r a ' s i d e a s and s t y l e of work evoked a new 
s e n s e o f r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and p a r t i c i p a t i o n among t h e p e o p l e 
o f t h e c o l o n y . Anadi ' s own r e c o l l e c t i o n s o f A d h i r Mandal' s 
s t y l e o f work g i v e some meaningful , i n d i c a t i o n s . 

Adhir Mandal d id n o t b e l o n g t o any 
p a r t y . L a t e r Adhir ta lked, o f h i s a f f i l i a t i o n 
w i t h t h e CPM. T h i s was mere t a l k . I c o u l d 
s e e h i s o p p o r t u n i s t i c t e n d e n c i e s as he a l w a y s 
s i d e d w i t h t h o s e a p p e a r i n g t o be more power-
f u l . Adhir Mandal was known as t h e zemindar o f 
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t h e R a i l J o l o n y . He had a b o u t two hun-
dred s h a c k s . There were o n l y a few who 
would q u e s t i o n any of h i s a c t i o n s . I was 
one o f t h e n . He t r i e d t o app a s e such 
d i s s i d e n t s by f e e d i n g them muri, r o s o g o l l a 
and t e a . Those were t h e days when d i s p l a c e d 
p e r s o n s from E a s t P a k i s t a n had been o c c u -
p y i n g l a n d s f o r t h e i r s e t t l e m e n t i n t h e 
s o u t h e r n suburbs o f t h e c i t y . The same 
c o u r s e was o p e r a t i v e i n t h e o r i g i n and 
growth of t h e R a i l Colony , a l t h o u g h i t s com-
p o s i t i o n was l a r g e l y w e i g h t e d by m i g r a n t s 
from t h e West 3 e n g a l d i s t r i c t s . 

Ashu Das s t r e s s e d t h a t u n d e r Anadi 3 e r a ' s l e a d e r -
s h i p , t h e d e w l l e r s o f t h e R a i l Colony were a l l d e e p l y i n -
v o l v e d i n t h e work o f t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . The f u n c t i o n s 
o f t h e S a m i t i were on t h e i n c r e a s e . I t had t a s k s l i k e t h e 
t r e a t m e n t o f d i s e a s e s , t h e management o f smal l d i s p e n s a r i e s 
and h o s p i t a l i z a t i o n f o r t h e e x t r e m e l y d e s e r v i n g p a t i e n t s . 
Such f u n c t i o n s g r a d u a l l y shaped i n t o r e g u l a r i t e m s o f t h e 
S a m i t i ' s work. T h i s i s e v i d e n t from t h e p r e s e n t p a t t e r n o f 
a c t i v i t i e s o f t h e J a n a Kalyan . S a m i t i . The S a m i t i c o u l d a l s o 
c a s t i t s e f f e c t i v e i n f l u e n c e on a p p r o p r i a t e a u t h o r i t i e s t o 
improve t h e a v a i l a b i l i t y o f w a t e r s u p p l y ( t a p s and t u b e w e l l s ) 
and t o bu i ld , a number o f s a n i t a r y l a t r i n e s . 

The r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r h e a l t h c a r e f i n d s a t r a d i t i o n -
a l e x p r e s s i o n in t h e m a i n t e n a n c e of t h e s h r i n e o f g o d d e s s 
S i t a l a . A r o u t i n e o f d a i l y w o r s h i p i s o b s e r v e d w i th an 
o f f e r i n g o f 100 p i e c e s o f ' b a t a s a ' (a c o n v e x drop o f s u g a r 
o r m o l a s s e s ) t o t h e g o d d e s s . Ashu Das s a y s t h a t t h i s c o s t 
i s b o r n e by .Anadi Bera h i m s e l f . 

In t h e B e n g a l i month o f J a i s h t h a ( c o r r e s p o n d i n g to 
May-June) e v e r y y e a r t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i h a s i t s annual 
c e l e b r a t i o n of S i t a l a Pu j a which l a s t s f o r a week. T h i s i s 
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t h e b i g g e s t f e s t i v a l o f t h e c o l o n y . I t e n t a i l s a c o s t o f 
f i v e t o s even thousand r u p e e s . The p e o p l e of t h e c o l o n y 
c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e Puja fund . Some l a r g e r amounts are c o l l e c -
t e d from r i c h donors o u t s i d e t h e s e t t l e m e n t . The a b i l i t y t o 
r a i s e such ^unds depends on the range o f c o n t a c t and a c c e p -
t a b i l i t y o f t h e S a m i t i ' s l e a d e r s h i p . 

During t h e w e e k - l o n g S i t a l a f e s t i v a l , t h e S a m i t i 
o f t e n p r e s e n t s a d r a m a t i c per formance o f i t s own p r o d u c t i o n . 
Anadi S e r a ' s e n t h u s i a s m in t h i s m a t t e r i s s t i l l q u i t e a l i v e . 
There are y e a r s when an e x t e r n a l o p e r a / t h e a t r e group i s 
h i r e d f o r t h e p e r f o r m a n c e . At t i m e s , mus ic p a r t i e s a r e h i r e d 
by t h e S a m i t i f o r t h e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f m u s i c a l c o n t e s t ( tarj .a) 
qa.jan song o r d e v o t i o n a l songs d u r i n g t h e S i t a l a f e s t i v a l . 
The o l d e r l e a d e r s do n o t l i k e to have v i d e o shows d u r i n g 
t h i s f e s t i v a l . Such shows are u s u a l l y o r g a n i s e d by t h e young 
e r p e o p l e d u r i n g t h e K a l i Puja which i s a s h o r t e r a f f a i r o f 
two n i g h t s . Ashu Das t e l l s us of t h e i n c r e a s i n g a t t r a c t i o n 
o f v i d e o shows which are arranged by young p e o p l e , a s an when 
t h e y can, a t any t ime d u r i n g t h e y e a r . 

Another i m p o r t a n t a c t i v i t y o f t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i 
i s i n vogue s i n c e i t s i n c e p t i o n . There are c a s e s o f s e r i o u s 
d i s p u t e s and c o n f l i c t s between a husband and h i s w i f e , b e t -
ween p a r e n t s and t h e i r grown up c h i l d r e n . Such d i s p u t e s are 
o f t e n s e t t l e d through the S a m i t i ' s a r b i t r a t i o n . An a g g r i e v -
ed person comes t o t h e S a m i t i f o r r e d r e s s . There h a v e b e e n 
o c c a s i o n s when the l o c a l p o l i c e s t a t i o n a d v i s e s a c o m p l a i n -
a n t to seek s e t t l e m e n t through the i n t e r v e n t i o n o f t h e 
S a m i t i . As a p p r e c i a t e d by t h e l o c a l p e o p l e and s o c i e t y 
such a move by t h e p o l i c e s t a t i o n o f t e n d o e s good to a l l . 

S, 
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An ICDS ( I n t e g r a t e d C h i l d Deve lopment Scheme s p o n -
s o r e d by G o v e r n m e n t o f I n d i a ) c e n t r e i s l o c a t e d i n t h e h u t -
ment o f t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . I t i s a common p r a c t i c e f o r 
ICDS c e n t r e s t o f i n d accommodation in t h e room o f a l o c a l 
c l u b o r v o l u n t a r y o r g a n i s a t i o n l i k e t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . 
The scheme h a s t h e aim o f immuniz ing p o o r c h i l d r e n a g a i n s t 
d i s e a s e s l i k e d i p h t e r i a , t e t a n u s , whooping cough, p o l i o and 
t u b e r c u l o s i s . I t a l s o p r o v i d e s some n u t r i e n t s f o r t h o s e 
c h i l d r e n . A c e n t r e i s i n t e n d e d to c o v e r c h i l d r e n upto t h e 
age of s i x i n f a m i l i e s (one c e n t r e f o r a t o t a l p o p u l a t i o n 
o f one thousand) which d w e l l i n s lums o r i n s i m i l a r s e g m e n t s 
o f p o v e r t y and s q u a l o r . The c h i l d r e n are a l s o e x p e c t e d t o 
have some p r e - p r i m a r y l e s s o n s a t t h e c e n t r e . 

Apart from s t o r y - t e l l i n g , games, e l e m e n t a r y l e a r n i n g 
o f a l p h a b e t and numbers, such l e s s o n s c o n s i s t o f t h e making 
o f p a p e r models o f f l o w e r s , b i r d s e t c . and, as and when 
p o s s i b l e , s i m p l e and e a s y s o n g s and d a n c e s . An Anganwari 
worker ( i . e . t h e wcm^n i n charge of a c e n t r e ) u n d e r g o e s a 
c o u r s e of t r a i n i n g i n a l l t h i s b e f o r e she j o i n s work. In 
a d d i t i o n t o what i s done f o r t h e c h i l d r e n , an ICDS c e n t r e 
h a s t h e t a s k o f p e r s u a d i n g c o u p l e s to take up t h e p r a c t i c e 
of b i r t h c o n t r o l . The C e n t r e s e n d s a woman, who may be 
w i l l i n g t o u s e some p r o t e c t i v e d e v i c e o f b i r t h c o n t r o l , t o 
t h e f a m i l y p l a n n i n g u n i t a t t h e Bangur h o s p i t a l . 

We c o u l d g a t h e r some u s e f u l i n f o r m a t i o n from t h e 
Anganwari worker a t t h e ICDS c e n t r e o f Gobindapur R a i l 
Colony Gate 1. Much o f o u r i n f o r m a t i o n about f a m i l i e s , 
t h e i r c o m p o s i t i o n , o c c u p a t i o n s and l e v e l s o f e a r n i n g s were 
o b t a i n e d from t h e r e c o r d s o f t h e c e n t r e . Such r e c o r d s are 
t o b e prepared by an Anganwari worker by s u r v e y i n g a l l 
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f a m i l i e s under t h e purv iew of h e r c e n t r e . As s t a t e d a l r e a d y 
t h e l i m i t o f a c e n t r e i s u s u a l l y s e t by a p o p u l a t i o n o f one 
t h o u s a n d . S i n c e we made u s e o f a p a r t o f t h e d a t a f o r t h e 
whole c e n t r e , o u r c o v e r a g e o f p o p u l a t i o n was about s e v e n 
hundred. We used t h i s p a r t b e c a u s e t h e r e l a t i v e d a t a had been 
b r o u g h t u p - t o - d a t e t i l l December 1990. The r e s t o f t h e 
r e c o r d s r e l a t e d t o 1981. 

There are arrangements f o r t h e i n o c u l a t i o n o f c h i l d -
ren and pregnant mothers as p r o v i d e d in t h e ICDS r u l e s . T h i s 
i s done by teams of workers e i t h e r from t h e Bangur h o s p i t a l 
o r from t h e h e a l t h s e r v i c e wing o f t h e C a l c u t t a C o r p o r a t i o n . 
They come on p e r i o d i c v i s i t s t o t h e a r e a f o r t h e p u r p o s e o f 
i n o c u l a t i o n . The Anganwari worker t a l k e d of t h e i n a d e q u a t e 
s u p p l i e s o f m e d i c i n e s which t h e l o c a l p e o p l e e x p e c t e d h e r t o 
g i v e i n c a s e o f common a i l m e n t s l i k e f e v e r , d y s e n t e r y , cough 
e t c . The m e d i c i n e f o r t h e t r e a t m e n t o f worms i s r e c e i v e d i n 
s u f f i c i e n t q u a n t i t y . V i tamin A o i l i s s u p p l i e d t o c h i l d r e n 
and pregnant m o t h e r s . T h i s i s t o p r e v e n t any damage to e y e s 
from m a l n u t r i t i o n . An a v e r a g e number o f 40 to 50 c h i l d r e n 
a t t e n d t h e c e n t r e i n t h e morning. Most of them are l e f t by 
t h e i r mothers w h i l e g o i n g f o r t h e morning s h i f t o f work a s 
d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s . The drops o f c o m - s o y a b l e n d a r e g i v e n t o 
t h e c h i l d r e n as t h e i r n u t r i e n t s . 

The work o f t h e Jana Kalyan Sami t i e x t e n d s beyond 
w e l f a r e a c t i v i t i e s a l o n e . A major e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e c o l o n y 
r e l a t e s t o t h e s t r u g g l e provoked by s e v e r a l a t t e m p t s by t h e 
Rai lway a u t h o r i t i e s t o d e m o l i s h t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t s . 
Anadi Bera i s a member o f l ong s t a n d i n g pf t h e CPI. There 
f o l l o w s a c l o s e a l i g n m e n t of t h e Jana Kclyan S a m i t i w i t h t h e 
l o c a l CPI u n i t o f Dhakur ia . 

5 
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In a l l i n s t a n c e s o f a movement a g a i n s t e v i c t i o n t h e 
Jana Kalyan S a m i t i h a s i n v a r i a b l y a c t e d as t h e b a s e u n i t f o r 
m o b i l i z i n g n o t o n l y t h e p e o p l e o f t h e Gobindapur R a i l Colony 
Gate 1/ b u t a l s o o^ a l l t h e n e i g h b o u r i n g s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e -
ments around t h e 3 a l l y g u n g e - 3 u d g e 3udge r a i l w a y t r a c k s . The 
s c o p e of any movement a g a i n s t e v i c t i o n b e a r s upon 25 t o 30 
thousand d w e l l e r s o f such s e t t l e m e n t s b e t w e e n Dhakuria and 
K a l i g h a t r a i l s t a t i o n s . I t a p p e a r s from o l d l e a f l e t s , 
a p p e a l s e t c . t h a t t h e hutment of t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i and 
t h e s p o t n e a r Gate 1 h a s a lways been a c e n t r a l p l a c e f o r 
l a r g e mass m e e t i n g s a t t r a c t i n g p e o p l e from a l l o v e r t h e e n t i r e 
s t r e t c h of t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t s . 

Anadi Bera , t h e S e c r e t a r y o f t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i , 
h a s been a l e a d i n g f i g u r e o f t h e Budge 3udge -Dhakur ia R a i l 
Colony R e h a b i l i t a t i o n Committee i n the e i g h t i e s . The l a t t e r 
c o n s i s t e d o f r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s from t h e b a s e u n i t s of t h e many 
s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t s and some prominent p o l i t i c a l l e a d e r s 
of t h e a r e a . T h i s Committee o r some o t h e r j o i n t body of 
s i m i l a r c o m p o s i t i o n becomes a c t i v e on t h e o c c a s i o n o f a move-
ment f o r t h e p r o t e c t i o n • o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t s . 

The l a s t n o t a b l e movement on a l a r g e s c a l e d a t e s back 
t o t h e e i g h t i e s when t h e p r o p o s a l f o r t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f 
c i r c u l a r r a i l w a y s around m e t r o p o l i t a n C a l c u t t a p o i n t e d t o 
t h e need f o r t h e e l i m i n a t i o n o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t s 
b e s i d e t h e r a i l t r a c k s . The p o s i t i o n o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' 
movement was e x p r e s s e d i n a l e t t e r which t h e R e h a b i l i t a t i o n 
Committee w r o t e to A.B.A. Ghani Khan Chowdhury, t h e t h e n 
M i n i s t e r - i n - C h a r g e of R a i l w a y s . S i n c e t h e p o i n t s m e n t i o n e d 
in t h i s l e t t e r s t i l l r e p r e s e n t t h e dominant a t t i t u d e o f t h e 
d w e l l e r s o f t h o s e s e t t l e m e n t s , l e t u s s t a t e t h e i r p o s i t i o n 



by c i t i n g some r e l e v a n t e x c e r p t s from t h e l e t t e r which was 

i n E n g l i s h . 

We, t h e u n d e r s i g n e d p e t i t i o n e r s , have 
been r e s i d i n g f o r t h e l a s t 30 -3 5 y e a r s i n 
b u s t e e s b u i l t on r a i l w a y l a n d by t h e s i d e 
o f B a l l y g u n g e - B u d g e Budge l i n e . Among u s 
are r e f u g e e s from e r s t w h i l e E a s t P a k i s t a n 
and l a n d l e s s p e o p l e from South B e n g a l . 
Having l o s t e v e r y t h i n g - means o f l i v e l i h o o d , 
land and even homestead, we had to come t o 
C a l c u t t a t o eke o u t a l i v i n g and i n s e a r c h 
o f s h e l t e r , and f i g h t i n g a g a i n s t v a r i o u s 
odds we are k e e p i n g o u r body and s o u l t o g e -
t h e r . 

Along w i t h o t h e r c i t i z e n s o f C a l c u t t a 
we are a l s o keen on promulga t ion of N o r t h -
South l i n e and C i r c u l a r Rai lway and f o r t h a t 
s t r e n g t h e n i n g and e x t e n s i o n o f t h e B a l l y g u n g e -
Budge Budge S e c t i o n Rai lway L i n e s and o f f e r 
o u r f u l l e s t c o o p e r a t i o n in t h i s work. 

But we are m o s t l y day l a b o u r e r s and. 
h o u s e h o l d h e l p , l i v i n g b e l o w t h e p o v e r t y 
l i n e . We have somehow b u i l t a s h e l t e r o f 
o u r own. I f o u r homes are broken and we a r e 
e v i c t e d from t h e s h a n t i e s , we have no where 
to go . On a p r e v i o u s o c c a s i o n i n 197 5 such 
a move by t h e Ra i lways was abandoned on t h e 
i n t e r v e n t i o n o f t h e S t a t e Government o f which 
you were a M i n i s t e r , pend ing s u i t a b l e r e h a -
b i l i t a t i o n o f t h e i n m a t e s , o-f which we were 
a s s u r e d by t h e t h e n Chie f M i n i s t e r . . . . 

We would t h e r e f o r e e a r n e s t l y r e q u e s t 
you t o p r o v i d e us w i t h s u i t a b l e a l t e r n a t i v e 
homestead , i f i t becomes a b s o l u t e l y n e c e -
s s a r y t o s h i f t us from our p r e s e n t d w e l l i n g s 
f o r t h e sake o f e x t e n s i o n and s t r e n g t h e n i n g 
o f t h e B a l l y g u n g e - B u d g e Budge l i r e w i t h a 
v i e w t o i n t r o d u c e C i r c u l a r R a i l w a y . 

* * * 

T h i s paper h a s d e v e l o p e d i t s p o s i t i o n s from f o u r 
main s o u r c e s . The ICES r e c o r d s p r o v i d e i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t 
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work and e a r n i n g s of 3 l a r g e number o^ f a m i l i e s in t h e 
Gobindapur R a i l Colony Gate 1. The Anganwari worker o f t h e 
ICDS c e n t r e gave u s f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n about t h e i r c o n d i -
t i o n s of d w e l l i n g and l i v i n g . As r e g a r d s t h e a c c o u n t s o f 
e a r l y h i s t o r y o f t h e c o l o n y and o f p r o t e s t movements a g a i n s t 
e v i c t i o n we depended on t h e n a r r a t i v e s o f i n d i v i d u a l l i f e -
s t o r i e s c o l l e c t e d from some i n h a b i t a n t s o f t h e c o l o n y . The 
s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y had b e e n growing s i n c e t h e l a t e f i f t i e s 
and i t s e a r l i e s t s t a g e c o i n c i d e d w i t h t h e p e r i o d o f c o n s t r u c -
t i o n o f t h e Dhakur ia Overhead B r i d g e which had i t s i n a u g u r a l 
i n 1966. '-lence, some i n f o r m a t i o n from t h e o l d f i l e s o f t h e 
C a l c u t t a Improvement T r u s t r e l a t i n g t o t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n ' -if 
t h e b r i d g e were u s e f u l f o r t r a c i n g t h e e a r l y h i s t o r y o f t h e 
c o l o n y . A g e n e r a l r e v i e w t a k e s shape in terms o f a ' re -
sume o f t h e c o n d i t i o n s t h a t we can d e r i v e from t h e s e s o u r c e s 
o f i n f o r m a t i o n . Though n o t a lways t e l l i n g t h e same t h i n g , 
t h e d i f f e r e n t s o u r c e s have a d e g r e e o f commonness about t h e 
i t e m s o f i n f o r m a t i o n r e g a r d i n g t h e o r i g i n and p r e s e n t c o n d i -
t i o n s o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . Our g e n e r a l r e v i e w i s 
b a s e d on such common i t e m s o f i n f o r m a t i o n . 

The g e n e r a l r e v i e w d o e s n o t make f u l l u s e o f t h e 
l i f e - s t o r i e s c o l l e c t e d from s e v e r a l i n h a b i t a n t s o f t h e 
s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . As a p a r t i c u l a r d w e l l e r o f t h e c o l o n y 
n a r r a t e s o n e ' s l i f e - s t o r y , i t m a n i f e s t s t h e i n d i v i d u a l ' s 
p e r c e p t i o n of g r i e v a n c e s and c o n f l i c t s and a l s o a r t i c u l a t e s 
t h e s u b j e c t ' s own v i e w o f t h e c o u r s e and n a t u r e o f l i f e i n 
t h e R a i l C o l o n y . We can s e e how some e l e m e n t s o f t h e p r o -
c e s s o f l i v i n g m a t t e r t o t h e s u b j e c t , and some do n o t . 

F u r t h e r , when we c o l l e c t a f a i r number o f such l i f e 
s t o r i e s , i t i s p o s s i b l e t o have a medley of many v o i c e s , 



each s a y i n g t h e same t h i n g o r d i f f e r e n t t h i n g s on themes l i k e 
t h a t o f t h e background which pushed one t o s e e k i n g s h e l t e r 
i n t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t , the c o n d i t i o n s Of work and 
e a r n i n g in a l i f e c l o s e t o the s u b s i s t e n c e margin and i t s 
v a g a r i e s , t h e growth of s o c i a l b e i n g in t h e c o l o n y ' s c o u r s e 
o f l i ^ e , and t h e s p e c t r e o f e v i c t i o n . A l l t h i s w i l l c o n s t i -
t u t e t h e n e x t p a r t o f o u r r e p o r t on t h i s c a s e - s t u d y . 

2. A Medley of Many V o i c e s 

The l i f e - s t o r i e s of about t h i r t y d w e l l e r s o f t h e 
c o l o n y had been recorded i n o u r c a s e - s t u d y . The same s e t o f 
i s s u e s did n o t have e q u a l importance f o r a l l o f them. How-
e v e r , we can s e l e c t a number o f themes and p u t t o g e t h e r t h e 
v i e w s which are e x p r e s s e d on such themes i n t h e l i f e - s t o r i e s 
o f i n d i v i d u a l s . A l l t h e s t o r i e s and t h e i r s u b j e c t s may n o t 
b e a r upon each and e v e r y theme s e l e c t e d by u s . We have 
a l r e a d y n o t e d t h a t t h e themes were n o t e x a c t l y t h e same i n 
a l l l i f e - s t o r i e s . The themes under which we b r e a k up and 
p r e s e n t t h e n a r r a t i v e s are A. Background, 3 . Work H i s t o r y . 
E a r n i n g s , and L e v e l o f L i v i n g , G. Community, C u l t u r e and 
P o l i t i c s . 

A. Background 

S u d h i r Karmakar, who i s now aged around f o r t y , comes 
from t h e v i l l a g e Chowdhuri Chak which i s s i t u a t e d a t a d i s -
t a n c e o f n e a r l y seven m i l e s from Mathurapur i n South 24 P a r -
g a n a s . He g i v e s t h e f o l l o w i n g d e s c r i p t i o n o f h i s l i f e i n 
t h e v i l l a g e and o f t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s i n which he l e f t f o r 
C a l c u t t a . 

My f a t h e r d i e d when I was a c h i l d o f one 
y e a r and a h a l f . He had about 150 b e e g h a s o f 



l a n d . A f t e r h i s d e a t h one o f my u n c l e s 
was r e s p o n s i b l e -For l o s i n g a l o t o f t h o s e 
land h o l d i n g s . T h i s u n c l e was a d d i c t e d 
t o a l c o h o l and tawdy. What was s t i l l 
l e f t amounted t o about 12 b e e g h a s and i t 
c o n t a i n e d a pond o f t h e s i z e of one b e e g h a . 
Our j o i n t f a m i l y b r o k e up i n t h e y e a r '77 
( i . e . 1377 B . S . ) when I was n e a r i n g t w e n t y . 

We were f o u r b r o t h e r s . My e l d e s t 
b r o t h e r had a l r e a d y moved to C a l c u t t a . He 
worked a t a s t a t i o n e r y shop i n B e h a l a . Our 
mother l i v e d w i t h us i n t h e v i l l a g e . Our 
t h i r d b r o t h e r l i v e d w i t h an u n c l e who 
b r o u g h t him up. I l i v e d t o g e t h e r w i t h my 
mother and second b r o t h e r . We used t o 
c u l t i v a t e 7 to 8 b e e g h a s o f l a n d s taken on 
agreement . My second b r o t h e r s t a y e d a t a 
g r o c e r ' s shop i n Magrahat. Our e l d e s t 
b r o t h e r had d i f f i c u l t i e s o f s e n d i n g money 
t o us a t home. I t meant h i s v i r t u a l s e p a -
r a t i o n from o u r f a m i l y . 

I g o t marr ied in t h e y e a r '83 ( i . e . 
1383 B . S . ) . Two y e a r s l a t e r . I s e t up 
my s e p a r a t e h o u s e h o l d . There o c c u r r e d an 
i n c r e a s e in t h e s c a l e of my c u l t i v a t i o n o f 
l a n d s taken on agreement . I had my own 
b u l l o c k f o r draxving t h e p l o u g h . A second 
c r o p o f paddy c o u l d b e grown on l a n d s c l o s e 
t o a pond o r any o t h e r s o u r c e o f i r r i g a -
t i o n . I had t h i s o p p o r t u n i t y f o r a p a r t of 
t h e l a n d s c u l t i v a t e d by me. 

In t h e y e a r '86 ( i . e . 1386 B . S . ) I was 
i n t r o u b l e i n regard t o about t e n b e e g h a s 
o f land which I had taken up f o r c u l t i v a t i o n 
There was-' a f e u d be tween t h e Muslim owner 
and h i s u n c l e o v e r t h e t i t l e o f t h e l a n d . 
I was d e b a r r e d from c o m p l e t i n g c u l t i v a t i o n 
on which a l o t o f l a b o u r and o t h e r r e s o u r c e s 
had a l r e a d y b e e n expended . I f a c e d a 
s e r i o u s s e t b a c k . 

I had t h i r t y - f o u r b a g s o f paddy in my 
v i l l a g e home. My m o t h e r - i n - l a w l i v e d i n t h i 
R a i l Colony Gate 1. she d i e d i n an a c c i d e n t 
My f a t h e r - i n - l a w took two b a g s o f paddy f o r 
t h e sradh of my m o t h e r - i n - l a w . T h i s sradh 
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r e q u i r e d my presence f o r two weeks in 
C a l c u t t a . I l e f t t h e h a g s o f paddy i n 
o t h e r s ' c ^ r e . A p a r t of t h i s s t o c k was 
damaged in the p r o c e s s . I was then b a d l y 
ch^ ->ted by t h e h u s k i n g u n i t s to whom many 
b a g s o f p-ddy were g i v e n by me f o r pro -
c e s s i n g in to ' r i c e . They d id n o t g i v e me 
even one k i l o g r a m o f r i c e . I h i d no 
documents . A l l t h i s was g i v e n by me i n 
good f a i t h . 

I was in s e v e r e d i f f i c u l t i e s . There 
was no p o i n t in l i v i n g on l o ^ n s from 
o t h e r s . I came o v e r to t h i s c o l o n y and 
r e n t e d a room. B e f o r e l e a v i n g the v i l l a g e 
I comple ted on borrowed r e s o u r c e s t h e c u l -
t i v a t i o n of seven b e e g h a s o f l a n d . I t was 
my hope t h a t t h i n g s would change i n c a s e of 
a good h a r v e s t from t h o s e ' l a n d s . I went f o r 
r e a p i n g t h e c r o p and found t o my dismay 
t h a t t h e l a n d s y i e l d e d no paddy f o r t h e 
p a r t i c u l a r y e a r . 

* * * 

Bimal Adak l i v e d h i s c h i l d h o o d a t D i g h i r p a r , h i s 
n a t i v e v i l l a g e n e a r B a k u l t a l a o f South 24 Parganas . We may 
p r e s e n t t h e account of h i s e a r l y l i f e i n h i s own words . 

We had about seven b e e g h a s o f l a n d , 
p lough and b u l l o c k . My mother d i e d when 
I was f o u r t e e n . Three y e a r s l a t e r o u r 
f a t h e r had h i s second marr iage . We were 
f i v e b r o t h e r s and s i s t e r s . My y o u n g e r 
b r o t h e r s and s i s t e r s had s e r i o u s d i s c o n t e n t 
o v e r o u r f a t h e r ' s second m a r r i a g e . H i s 
s econd w i f e b o r e no c h i l d r e n . 

I read u p t o C l a s s IV. As I had been 
growing up, i t became c l e a r to me t h a t o u r 
e n t i r e f a m i l y could, n o t go on l i v i n g on t h e 
r e t u r n s from t h e seven b e e g h ^ s of l a n d . We 
c o u l d grow o n l y one crop ( i . e . aman' a y e a r . 
H t h o s e days t h e y i e l d per b e e g h a d id n o t 
e x c e e d t w e l v e rrnunds. T h i s was n o t enough 



47 

f o r m e e t i n g t h e n e e d s o f o u r whole f a m i l y . 
My e l d e r b r o t h e r h">d a l r e a d y marr ied and 
l e f t t h e f m i l y . He earned hi 3 l i v i n g by 
b i t s o f c u l t i v a t i o n and main ly working ~<s 
a day l a b o u r e r . S e e i n g a l l t h i s - round me 
ind f e e l i n g t h e burden on o u r f r>mily, I 
r e q u e s t e d a ' f r i e n d of my v i l l a g e t o f i n d 
s-mp work f o r me i n C a l c u t t a . I l e f t f o r 
C a l c u t t a i n t h e company o f t h i s f r i e n d . 

There was a gap o f about t h r e e y e a r s be tween 3 i m a l ' s 
coming t o C a l c u t t a i n s e a r c h o f work and h i s s e t t l e m e n t i n 
t h e R a i l Colony Gate 1. However, t h i s p a r t o f h i s l i f e -

s t o r y p e r t a i n ? more t o t h e theme o f work h i s t o r y . 

< * * * 

Abhoy S a r d a r comes from t h e v i l l a g e B h a t i a o f Mathu-
rapur p o l i c e - s t a t i o n i n South 24 Parganas . He i s aged about 
f o r t y y e a r s . Abhoy n a r r a t e s t h e e x p e r i e n c e of h i s f o r m e r 
r u r a l l i f e . 

My f a t h e r was a c u l t i v a t o r . He had 
t w e n t y b e e g h a s o f l and . We were f i v e 
b r o t h e r s , f o u r s i s t e r s , p a r e n t s , grand-
mother and an aunt ( f a t h e r ' s s i s t e r ) . My 
e l d e s t b r o t h e r i s s t i l l i n o u r v i l l a g e 
home. He i s a c u l t i v a t o r and ^ l s o a p e t t y 
d e a l e r i n r i c e and paddy. The second 
b r o t h e r now l i v e s in n e i g h b o u r i n g Panchanan-
t a l ? and works as a l a b o u r e r i n l o r r y 
t r a n s p o r t . 

I am t h e t h i r d b r o t h e r . Our f a m i l y 
c o u l d l i v e on r e t u r n s from a g r i c u l t u r e . 
The e l d e r b r o t h e r s j o i n e d work in due c o u r s e . 
I had l o v e f o r mus ic and s i n g i n g . I w i s h e d 
t o form my own group f o r s i n g i n g songs about 
t h e l i f e - c y c l e o f Radha and K r i s h n a (harinam 
k i r t a n ) . At t h e age of t h i r t e e n I l e a r n e d 
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s i n g i n g f r o m a t e a c h e r who s t a y e d i n o u r 
home t o g i v e me l e s s o n s . v:y F a t h e r b o r e 
a l l t h e e x p e n s e s . When we had e a r n i n g s 
^rom o u r p e r f o r m a n c e s in v a r i o u s p l a c e s 
which we v i s i t e d f o r t h i s p u r p o s e , t h e i n -
come was shared among the group. 

Those e a r l y y e a r s o f my l i f e were l i v e d 
i n r e a s o n a b l e c o m f o r t . We had two b i g ponds . 
There would be p l e n t y of f i s h e s i n each o f 
them. One pond was k e p t f o r h a v i n g f i s h e s 
f o r our f a m i l y consumpt ion . The o t h e r was 
l e a s e d o u t t o f i s h e r m e n f o r c a s h r e t u r n s . 
My music t e a c h e r s t a y e d f o r a week as and 
when he came t o g i v e me l e s s o n s . Me was 
m a i n t a i n e d in a l l c a r e and c o m f o r t . A cash 
amount between Rs. 50 and Rs. 100 was pa id t o 
him. The t e a c h e r was a g i f t e d k h o i p l a y e r . 

Our f a m i l y l a n d s h^d t o b e s o l d f o r 
m e e t i n g t h e e x p e n s e s o f o u r s i s t e r s ' marr-
i a g e . I t s t a r t e d when I was f o u r t e e n y e a r s 
o l d . My e l d e s t s i s t e r had been marr ied i n 
t h a t y e a r . Two b e e g h a s of land were s o l d 
on t h e o c c a s i o n o f each s i s t e r ' s m a r r i a g e . 
The y o u n g e s t s i s t e r ' s marr iage was a r r a n g e d 
by me a f t e r I had come t o l i v e in t h i s R a i l 
C o l o n y . I was married a t t h e age o f 
e i g h t e e n . My e l d e r b r o t h e r s had marr i ed 
e a r l i e r . 

There o c c u r r e d gradua l d e t e r i o r a t i o n i n 
t h e f i n a n c i a l c o n d i t i o n o f o u r ^ami ly . My 
e l d e r b r o t h e r s went f o r s e p a r a t e e s t a b l i s h -
ments . We had much of d i s c o r d and d i s c o n -
t e n t in t h e f a m i l y . My music p a r t y was no 
l o n g e r f e t c h i n g 

any income. I took r e s o r t 
t o a p a r t i c u l a r way o f e a r n i n g . I would 
purchase a bag o f paddy and then husk i t 
dry a t home and in smal l q u a n t i t i e s . T h i s 
gave a b e t t e r r a t e o f c o n v e r s i o n o f paddy 
i n t o r i c e . I t c o v e r e d the c o s t o f t h e bag 
and l e f t a margin o f e x t r a r i c e o f about 
Rs. 10 t o Rs. 15. T h i s i s how I l i v e d w i t h my 
w i f e and c h i l d r e n i n s e v e r e d i s t r e s s . 

I am l i v i n g i n t h e R a i l Colony- f o r a b o u t 
t w e l v e y e a r s . E a r l i e r I came t o P a n c h a n a n t a l a 
where l i v e d p e r s o n s from o u r v i l l a g e . My 
v i s i t s were then i n t e n d e d f o r s e e i n g t h e c i t y 

* f 
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of C a l c u t t a . F o r t h e l a s t t w e l v e y e a r s o r 
a l i t t l e more I have been s t a y i n g h e r e t o 
earn a. l i v e l i h o o d f o r my f a m i l y . The 
f a m i l y c o n s i s t s o f m y s e l f , my w i f e and f o u r 
c h i l d r e n . Two c h i l d r e n were born a f t e r we 
had s e t t l e d i n t h e R a i l Co lony . 

Sadhan Samanta was b o m i n h i s n a t i v e v i l l a g e o f 
Xhordonoula in t h e Diamond Harbour s u b - d i v i s i o n . He a p p e a r s 
t o be aged be tween f i f t y - f i v e and s i x t y . He c a n n o t s t a t e 
h i s e x a c t y e a r o f b i r t h . Hi s ^ a t h e r was a c u l t i v a t o r . Sadhan 
had a number o f e l d e r b r o t h e r s . He was s p e c i f i c a l l y asked 
about t h e c o n d i t i o n s of h i s l i f e i n t h e v i l l a g e . Sadhan r e -
p l i e d t h a t t h e y l i v e d i n r e a s o n a b l e c o m f o r t . In n a r r a t i n g 
h i s l i f e - s t o r y , Sadhan seemed i n c l i n e d t o g i v e us a f ew s u r -
p r i s e s . T h i s was e x p r e s s e d i n what he s a i d about t h e range 
and f l e x i b i l i t y o f h i s own work. He b e g i n s from h i s d i s c o n -
t i n u a n c e o f s t u d i e s i n s c h o o l . 

In t h e m i d - f o r t i e s I l e f t s c h o o l . I 
was t h e n a s t u d e n t o f C l a s s VI . I read in 
t h e h i g h s c h o o l a t Matur where l i v e d my 
s i s t e r ' s husband. My f i r s t work was r i c e 
c u l t i v a t i o n . The l a n d s which had been c u l t i -
v a t e d on an agreement o r on a s h a r e - c r o p p i n g 
b a s i s amounted to about t h i r t y b e e g h a s . My 
e l d e r b r o t h e r s a l s o worked i n a g r i c u l t u r e . 

I g o t used t o s e v e r a l t y p e s of work. 
I t s t a r t e d w i t h c u l t i v a t i o n and i t s s u b s e -
q u e n t p r o c e s s e s l i k e t h r e s h i n g e t c . I c o u l d 
k n i t s o c k s , a c r a f t which was l e a r n e d by me 
a t Matur; then i n t h e n e x t c r o p p i n g s e a s o n 
I would, be back f o r work i n paddy c u l t i v a t i o n . 
T h i s was f o l l o w e d by p a r c h i n g r i c e i n h o t 
sand . I worked t o t h r a s h b o i l e d paddy i n t o 
f l a t t e n e d r i c e ( c h i ra) . I made m o l a s s e s . So 
I d i d many t y p e s o f work.' I worked t o d i g 
ponds and e a r t h , and even c a r r i e d b a g s o f 
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paddy from one p l a c e to a n o t h e r . I t means 
t h a t I d id a l l s o r t s of work. 

Sadhan Samanta was emphat ic t h a t he d id a l l t h i s f o r 
f u r t h e r improvements . There was s t i l l no p r e s s u r e o f want 
i n t h e f a m i l y . Sadhan 1 s two e l d e r b r o t h e r s had been w o r k i n g 
a t I n d i a Fan i n C a l c u t t a . He gave some e x p l a n a t i o n f o r h i s 
m i g r a t i o n t o C a l c u t t a . 

I l e f t my v i l l a g e i n a rush o f a n g e r . 
The e l d e r b r o t h e r s d e c i d e d t o have s e p a r a t e 
e s t a b l i s h m e n t s . Our f a m i l y b r o k e up. I 
f e l t shame to f a c e q u e s t i o n s from v i l l a g e 
p e o p l e . As t h e b r o t h e r s had t h e i r s e p a r a t e 
k i t c h e n s , I was even asked by some p e o p l e , 
'Where do you have y o u r f o o d ? ' I came t o 

C a l c u t t a and j o i n e d a h o s i e r y m i l l a t 
M a n i k t a l a . My knowledge o f k n i t t i n g s o c k s 
proved h e l p f u l . 

Sadhan Samanta had l i v e d i n many a r e a s o f C a l c u t t a 
b e f o r e he s e t t l e d i n R a i l Colony Gate 1 a t D h a k u r i a . Some 
p i e c e s o f t h a t p a r t o f h i s l i f e - s t o r y w i l l f e a t u r e i n o u r 
p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e theme o f work h i s t o r y . 

-4r * -k 

Badal Das comes f rom t h e v i l l a g e J u m a i n a s k a r e r Hat 
i n South 24 Parganas . The v i l l a g e i s t e n t o f i f t e e n m i n u t e s 
walk from a p o i n t on t h e 89A bus r o u t e which s p r e a d s a l o n g -
s i d e t h e Lakshmikantapur l i n e . Badal i s now aged a l i t t l e 
more than t h i r t y . His l i f e - s t o r y d o e s n o t i n d i c a t e an a g r i -
c u l t u r a l background. 

We n e v e r had any l a n d s . There were t e n 
t o t w e l v e members i n o u r f a m i l y . We were s i x 
b r o t h e r s . My f a t h e r had a s m a l l b u s i n e s s o f 



t r a d i n g i n p o t a t o . P o t a t o e s used, t o b e 
b r o u g h t from B u r r a b a z a r P o s t a market and 
sold, i n w e e k l y market s (hat) of t h e l o c a -
l i t y . <Guch a h a t was scheduled, f o r d i f f -
e r e n t days o f t h e week i n t h e n e i g h b o u r i n g 
a r e a s . I n d e e d , one h a t o r t h e o t h e r would 
b e a c t i v e on each day of t h e week. Our 
f a m i l y had no o t h e r s o u r c e o f income. 

A l o r r y came from o u r area t o C a l c u t t a 
f o r t a k i n g t h e p u r c h a s e s to u s . T h i s l o r r y 
was used, by many o t h e r t r a d e r s o f o u r l o c a -
l i t y . The arrangement reduced o u r e x p e n s e s 
o f t r a n s p o r t t o p r a c t i c a l l y n o t h i n g . The 
r e t u r n s from b u s i n e s s were s u f f i c i e n t f o r 
t h e m a i n t e n a n c e o f o u r f a m i l y . 

I was t h e f i r s t member of o u r f a m i l y 
t o l e a v e f o r C a l c u t t a . At f i r s t t h e r e were 
no d i f f e r e n c e s i n t h e f a m i l y . The shape o f 
t h i n g s was s a t i s f a c t o r y f o r some t i m e . A l l 
t h e b r o t h e r s used t o attend, t h e shop by t u r n . 
T h i s l e d t o l a c k o f t r u s t among o u r s e l v e s a s 
some had been s t e a l i n g money from t h e s h o p ' s 
c a s h b o x . I t l e d t o an u n c e a s i n g d i s c o r d . 
We f e l l a p a r t . 

I t i s now more t h a n t en y e a r s t h a t I 
have been l i v i n g i n t h i s c o l o n y . I read 
u p t o C l a s s VI . My f r i e n d Aswini P u r k a i t 
came e a r l i e r t o t h i s p l a c e . 

* * * 

Aswin i P u r k a i t comes from v i l l a g e N a k a l i o f Kulp i 
p o l i c e s t a t i o n i n Diamond Harbour s u b - d i v i s i o n . The n a r r a -
t i o n o f h i s r u r a l background i s b r i e f and i t i n d i c a t e s t h a t 
Aswini l e f t h i s v i l l a g e f o r C a l c u t t a i n s e a r c h o f a l i v e -
l i h o o d . The i n c r e a s i n g economic c r i s i s o f t h e i r f a m i l y i s 
e v i d e n t from A w s i n i ' s n a r r a t i o n 

We had t e n t o t w e l v e b e e g h a s o f a r a b l e 
l a n d . Our j o i n t f a m i l y c o n s i s t e d o f t w e l v e 
members. I was t h e o n l y c h i l d of my p a r e n t s . 
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My f a t h e r had two b r o t h e r s . He was t h e 
e l d e s t of them. The p r e s s u r e on o u r s m a l l 
h o l d i n g o f land r e s u l t e d i n t e n s i o n and 
d i s c o r d and t h e j o i n t f a m i l y broke up. The 
p a r t i t i o n o f a r a b l e l a n d s and homestead was 
no s o l u t i o n o f t h e p e r v a s i v e c r i s i s . The 
s h a r e s were much t o o t i n y t o meet t h e b a s i c 
n e e d s . Our homestead l a n d s were s p r e a d o v e r 
t h e a r e a . I l i v e d w i t h my p a r e n t s a t a p l a c e 
known as Puai N a s k a r e r Bazar which was a d j a -
c e n t t o t h e r i v e r . One y e a r o u r a r a b l e l a n d s 
were f l o o d e d . T h i s reduced t h e f e r t i l i t y o f 
t h o s e p l o t s t o one o r o n e - a n d - h a l ^ maunds p e r 
b e e g h a . That f l o o d i n g enhanced t h e s a l i n i t y 
o f t h e s o i l . 

I was then about t w e n t y - f i v e . I had 
married e a r l i e r . The s i t u a t i o n i n o u r 
f a m i l y was most d i s t r e s s i n g . A woman o f o u r 
v i l l a g e worked as a m a i d - s e r v a n t i n o n e h o u s e 
a t Bhowanipur. The head o f t h a t h o u s e h o l d 
was a f a c t o r y owner. I had n e v e r been t o 
C a l c u t t a . I r e q u e s t e d t h e woman t o t a k e me 
to h e r employer so t h a t I c o u l d pray t o him 
f o r some j o b . The woman h e l p e d . 

* * * 

Anadi Bera , whom we a l r e a d y know as a key p e r s o n o f 
t h i s c o l o n y , was b o m i n h i s n a t i v e v i l l a g e K a n j i y a i n Con-
t a i s u b - d i v i s i o n Medin ipur . Al though he c a n n o t e x a c t l y 
i d e n t i f y t h e e v e n t s , i t i s apparent t h a t h i s c h i l d h o o d 
spanned through the days o f r e p r e s s i o n f o l l o w i n g from t h e 
1942 movement, t h e s e v e r e c y c l o n e o f O c t o b e r 1942 and t h e 
G r e a t Bengal Famine o f 1943. In Anadi 1 s own words , 

I remember my mother took me w i t h h e r 
a s she went t o h i d e f o r t h e n i g h t i n a t h i c k 
wood o f p l a n t s and f i b r e . I t was d u r i n g 
3 r i t i s h r u l e . 

There was a t e r r i b l e f l o o d . I t was 
w a t e r f l o w i n g e v e r y w h e r e . A v e r y s h a r p gal-e 

» 



was b l o w i n g . I remember t h e h e a p s o f c o -
c o a n u t s . We had t o s t a n d f o r h o u r s i n 
w a t e r and c l u n g t o b i g t r e e s f o r s a f e t y . 

Then f o l l o w e d t h e famine when my f a -
t h e r d i e d . He was a t e a c h e r and a m a t r i -
c u l a t e o f t h o s e d a y s . I have no o t h e r memo-
r i e s o f my f a t h e r ' s l o v e and c a r e f o r me. 

It . a p p e a r s then t h a t Anadi Bera was born around 
1940. A f t e r h i s f a t h e r ' s d e a t h , A n a d i ' s e l d e r b r o t h e r , who 
was an employee of t h e Bangalakshmi Cot ton M i l l i n C a l c u t t a , 
l o o k e d a f t e r t h e f a m i l y . Anadi r e c e i v e d primary e d u c a t i o n 
a t K a n j i y a P a t h s a l a and t h e n g o t a d m i s s i o n t o t h e n e i g h -
b o u r i n g Manikbasan High S c h o o l . He g o t through t h e annual 
e x a m i n a t i o n o f C l a s s V. Anadi had no s t r o n g i n c l i n a t i o n 
f o r s t u d i e s . He s t a t e s h i s own p o s i t i o n . 

I was a t t r a c t e d t o opera p l a y s ( y a t r a ) , 
and l e f t t h e High S c h o o l a f t e r one y e a r . I 
moved about w i t h o p e r a p a r t i e s . A f t e r s e -

v e r a l amateur p e r f o r m a n c e s , I was f o r a l o n g 
t i m e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h Bhargavaranjan Opera, 
a renowned group o f Medin ipur . A l l t h i s 
promoted my e l d e r b r o t h e r t o s h i f t me t o 
C a l c u t t a . 

Thus , A n a d i ' s m i g r a t i o n t o C a l c u t t a was n o t c a u s e d 
by economic d i f f i c u l t i e s . The r o l e o f A n a d i ' s a p t i t u d e 
and i n c l i n a t i o n s had i t s i n f l u e n c e on h i s w o r k h i s t o r y and 
e x p e r i e n c e . T h i s w i l l b e c l e a r i n o u r r e f l e c t i o n s on t h e 
theme o f work h i s t o r y . 

* * * 

3 a r e n DeTonath comes from G o l a h a t which i s s i x 
m i l e s t o t h e w e s t of Nabadwip. G o l a h a t was B a r e n ' s b i r t h -
p l a c e . He i s t h e s e c o n d son o f h i s p a r e n t s and f o u r t h among 
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a l l t h e b r o t h e r s and s i s t e r s . Hi s f a t h e r was an a g r i c u l t u r a l 
l a b o u r e r . Baren migrated t o C a l c u t t a a l l o^ a sudden a t a 
t ime o f extreme' economic d i s t r e s s i n c o n s e q u e n c e o f a. f l o o d . 
In h i s own words, 

I was about t e n y e a r s o l d a t t h a t t i m e . 
There was a b i g f l o o d . We had no . food a t 
home. A government r e l i e f c e n t r e was s e t 
up a t P h u l e r h a t , a s t a t i o n n e x t t o Nabadwip. 
One smal l p o t f u l o f g r u e l made o f r i c e and 
p u l s e s p e r each r a t i o n card was b e i n g d i s -
t r i b u t e d from t h i s c e n t r e . We had about f o u r 
c a r d s . My p a r e n t s were i l l . I had t o go t o 
c o l l e c t t h e g r u e l . A f t e r g o i n g f o r m i l e s i n 
w a i s t - d e e p w a t e r I found a l o n g queue o f 
p e o p l e w a i t i n g f o r t h e g r u e l a t t h e r e l i e f 
c e n t r e . I n s t e a d of s t a n d i n g i n t h e queue , 
I suddenly d e c i d e d to g e t i n t o a t r a i n and 
reached Haora s t a t i o n i n due c o u r s e . 

I had w i t h me o n l y a p o t , a m e t a l p l a t e 
and t h e r a t i o n c a r d s which were i n t e n d e d f o r 
r e c e i v i n g and c a r r y i n g the g r u e l home from 
t h e r e l i e f c e n t r e . I had t o s e l l t h e u t e n -
s i l s a t Haora s t a t i o n t o meet my e x o e n s e s . 

T h i s i s Bar-en's n a r r a t i v e o f h i s f i r s t e n t r y i n t o 
t h e c i t y o f C a l c u t t a . H i s whole l i f e - s t o r y g i v e s u s t h e 
a c c o u n t o f many t w i s t s and t u r n s i n c l u d i n g a s h o r t p e r i o d of 
re turn t o Nabadwip f o r some t i m e . Some s a l i e n t p o i n t s o f 
t h e r e s t o f B a r e n ' s s t o r y are l i k e l y t o f e a t u r e i n h i s work 
h i s t o r y . In any c a s e , t h i s sudden j o u r n e y o f t en y e a r o l d 
Baren t o t h e c i t y o f C a l c u t t a had a d e c i s i v e i n f l u e n c e on 
how h i s l i f e was shaped i n s u b s e q u e n t y e a r s . 

* * * 

W e - c o l l e c t e d many more l i f e - s t o r i e s from some o t h e r 
d w e l l e r s o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . But t h e y had l i t t l e o f 



r e a l s i g n i f i c a n c e i n regard t o t h e background p r i o r to t h e i r 
s e t t l e m e n t i n t h i s s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . Ashu Das came w i t h 
h i s mother a t a Very e a r l y age and began l i v i n g i n t h e s lum 
which was then s i t u a t e d under t h e p r e s e n t b r i d g e . Dh iren 
Manna and Hen a Mandal are r e l a t e d as b r o t h e r and s i s t e r . 
They were b o m i n t h i s l o c a l i t y . Hen a, a widow, l i v e s w i t h 
h e r d a u g h t e r s i n t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . They work as maid-
s e r v a n t s . 

We have t h e e x a m p l e s o f Biman Mandal, A j i t P a n d i t 
and Mani Chowdhury. At t h e age of two o r t h r e e 3iman came 
w i t h h i s mother t o t h i s l o c a l i t y . Hi s f a t h e r was a s h a r e -
c r o p p e r . T h e i r n a t i v e v i l l a g e i s Naoshoa i n Diamond Harbour. 
A f t e r h i s f a t h e r ' s d e a t h B i m a n ' s mother was pushed t o t h e 
c i t y i n s e a r c h of a l i v e l i h o o d . 

A j i t P a n d i t h a s no memories about h i s v i l l a g e home. 
He s p e l l s o u t h i s n a r r a t i v e e n t i r e l y i n terms o f h i s l i f e 
and e x p e r i e n c e i n t h i s s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . 

Mani Chowdhury comes from v i l l a g e Naoda i n t h e F a l t a 
p o l i c e s t a t i o n o f South 24' P a r g a n a s . He i s aged about f i f t y . 
Mani ' s f a t h e r was a worker a t a j u t e m i l l i n Kidderpur . 
T h e i r j o i n t f a m i l y had an a r a b l e h o l d i n g o f f o u r b e e g h a s . 
F o r about 9 / 1 0 y e a r s a f t e r h i s f a t h e r ' s d e a t h , Mani s t a y e d 
i n h i s v i l l a g e and worked as an a g r i c u l t u r a l l a b o u r e r . He 
d e c i d e d t o m i g r a t e t o C a l c u t t a in t h e hope o £ b e t t e r e a r n -
i n g s than what was r e c e i v e d i n a g r i c u l t u r e . 

In a d d i t i o n t o Hen a Mandal ment ioned above we had 
t h e l i f e - s t o r i e s o f n i n e women who worked as m a i d - s e r v a n t s . 
T h e i r n a r r a t i v e s were a lways s h o r t and a l m o s t f u l l y c o n f i n e d 
t o a d e s c r i p t i o n of t h e i r p r e s e n t woes and w o r r i e s . We f i n d 
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c r y p t i c r e f e r e n c e s to t h e i r c h i l d h o o d s p e n t i n r u r a l p o v e r t y 
o r in some o t h e r slums o f the c i t y . In most c a s e s t h e y have 
come a l o n g w i t h t h e i r husbands t o t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . 

\ s f o r the p e r s o n s whose l i f e - s t o r i e s have b e e n 
c i t e d i n e x c e r p t s above, we s e e t h a t economic d i s t r e s s h a s 
pushed most of them o u t o f t h e i r v i l l a g e s . The p r e s s u r e o f 
i n c r e a s i n g f a m i l y s i z e on a s m a l l and l i m i t e d h o l d i n g o f l a n 
was a f r e q u e n t i n f l u e n c e on such m i g r a t i o n . O b v i o u s l y , em-
ployment o p p o r t u n i t i e s o u t s i d e a g r i c u l t u r e are e x t r e m e l y 
s c a r c e . Fami ly f e u d s , break up o f j o i n t f a m i l i e s and p a r t i -
t i o n i n g of smal l p r o p e r t i e s appear t o b e m a t t e r s o f common 
o c c u r r e n c e i n t h e r u r a l l i f e o f South 24 P a r g a n a s . 

B. Work H i s t o r y , Earn ings and L^vel of L i v i n g 

There are d w e l l e r s i n t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t who 
have no c l e a r memory of any background o t h e r than a s e n s e 
o f c o n s t a n t s t r u g g l e f o r b a r e e x i s t e n c e . They p r e s e n t s e -
q u e n c e s o f rroving from one work t o a n o t h e r and o f t h e i r 
c o n t i n u o u s l i v i n g i n a b j e c t p o v e r t y . F o r example , Rajen 
H a i d e r t e l l s us t h a t he can r e c a l l n o t h i n g about h i s e a r l y 
l i f e i n a p l a c e named Keneghari o f Lot 18 which can b e 
reached in about two h o u r s by a c y c l e van from t h e Lakshmi-
k a n t a p u r r a i l w a y s t a t i o n . Rajen h o l d s t h a t p o l i t i c a l c o n -
f l i c t s among t h e v a r i o u s p a r t i e s l i k e t h e C o n g r e s s , CPI (H) 
and SUC d e p r i v e d h i s f a t h e r of t h e p o s s e s s i o n o f some l a n d s 
which h a d . b e e n a l l o t t e d t o him. Rajen l e f t h i s v i l l a g e 
s i n c e he had found i t e x t r e m e l y d i f f i c u l t t o l i v e on t h e 
meagre wages o f the arduous work o f a g r i c u l t u r a l l a b o u r and 
e a r t h - d i g g i n g . 

Rajen came w i t h h i s f a m i l y t o t h e R a i l Co lony a b o u t 
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s e v e n t e e n y e a r s ago . We asked him t h a t how cou ld he be s u r e 
mf s e c u r i n g a l i v e l i h o o d and s h e l t e r in t h i s a r e a . His a n s -
wer gave us some i d e a s about t h e e a r l y days o f t h i s c o l o n y 
and o f i t s f e a t u r e s o f s e t t l e m e n t . 

I t was a common p r a c t i c e among t h e 
p e o p l e o f o u r n a t i v e p l a c e t o come t o t h i s 
p l a c e in Dhakur ia . During tha c o n s t r u c t i o n 
o f th~ b r i d g e we Come t o f i n d work and were 
employed f o r p i l i n g work by a man named 
S h a n t i Mandal t o do p i l i n g work. T h i s l o c a -
l i t y had o n l y f i v e t o s i x hutments i n t h o s e 
d a y s . One of my c o u s i n s (son of my f a t h e r ' s 
e l d e r b r o t h e r ) s e t t l e d in a shack o f t h i s 
a r e a . We stayed, w i t h him f o r two t o f o u r 
d a y s . I r e n t e d a shack a t t h e r e n t o f 
Rs. 20 p e r month. I t i s now s e v e n t e e n y e a r s 
t h a t I had f i r s t s e t t l e d in the c o l o n y . 
The p r e s e n t r e n t of t h e same shack i s Rs. 35. 
I t i s owned by Bhara t Mandal who h a s n i n e 
s h a c k s . 

We f i n d a few g a p s i n R a j e n ' s n a r r a t i v e . The b r i d g e 
was c o m p l e t e d i n 1966 . R a j e n ' s v i s i t t o Dhakuria and h i s 
work u n d e r t h e s u p e r v i s i o n o f Shant i Mandal was much e a r l i e r 
than h i s s e t t l e m e n t i n t h i s c o l o n y . A p e r i o d o f s e v e n t e e n 
y e a r s a s s t a t e d by him i m p l i e s t h a t Raj en s t a r t e d l i v i n g i n 
t h i s c o l o n y i n 1971 ( t h e i n t e r v i e w was recorded i n 198S) . 
There a r e t h e n no c l e a r i n d i c a t i o n s i n R a j e n ' s n a r r a t i v e o f 
what happened d u r i n g t h e y e a r s which e l a p s e d between h i s days 
o f work f o r t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t h e b r i d g e and h i s e v e n t u a l 
s e t t l e m e n t i n t h i s c o l o n y . O b v i o u s l y , f o r Rajen, l i f e i s a 
c o n t i n u o u s w a n d e r i n g f o r mere s u b s i s t e n c e . 

R a j e n i s n o w n e a r i n g s i x t y . He t e l l s u s o f h i s 

w o r k h i s t o r y . 

« 



( a ) 

My f a m i l y c o n s i s t s of my w i f e , a son , 
h i s w i f e , and t h e i r two s o n s , one aged t h r e e 
y e a r s and m o t h e r f o u r months. A y o u n g e r 
b r o t h e r (aged about 55) o f mine l i v e s w i t h 
u s . He works as jo g a r ( h e l p e r ) i n v a r i o u s 
a c t i v i t i e s and can make a monthly c o n t r i b u -
t i o n o f Rs. 100. My w i f e e a r n s Rs. 5 0 / - a s a 
d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t . She does n o t k e e p w e l l 
t h e s e days . My son i s a h e l p e r i n b u i l d i n g 
c o n s t r u c t i o n . I f he g e t s work, my son can 
earn Rs. 18 a day. I have worked f o r many y e a r s 
as a h e l p e r i n t h e b u i l d i n g o f h u t s . I have 
l o s t t h e p h y s i c a l a b i l i t y t o do heavy work. 
My p r e s e n t o c c u p a t i o n i s t h a t o f a h e l p e r to 
a c h i e f cook who t a k e s c h a r g e o f c a t e r i n g t o 
c e r e m o n i e s l i k e wedding, annaprasan, sradh 
e t c . T h i s work i s s e a s o n a l and I o f t e n remain 
w i t h o u t any work. J u s t now I have no work 
f o r about two months. 

Raj en and h i s e n t i r e f a m i l y l i v e i n a b j e c t p o v e r t y . 
T h e i r p e r c a p i t a average e a r n i n g s p e r month are about Rs. 8 0 . 
They s h a r e one s i n g l e room, where a bunk o f v e r y c h e a p wooden 
p l a n k h a s been put up to p r o v i d e a d d i t i o n a l accommodation f o r 
Raj e n ' s son and h i s w i f e . 

* * * 

We have a l r e a d y n o t e d in t h e o b s e r v a t i o n s a b o u t t h e 
'background.' t h a t Biman Mandal came w i t h h i s widowed mother 
t o t h i s l o c a l i t y . He was then a k i d o f o n l y two and. h a l f 
y e a r s . T h i s was i n t h e f o r t i e s . Biman s a y s t h a t he was i n 
h i s e a r l y t w e n t i e s a t t h e t ime of t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t h e 
b r i d g e . B i m a l ' s p r e s e n t age i s n e a r l y f i f t y y e a r s . H i s work 
h i s t o r y p r o c e e d s as f o l l o w s . 

There was a t i m b e r yard i n t h e a r e a now 
under the b r i d g e . We l i v e d i n a shack c l o s e 
t o t h e tirrfoer y a r d . My mother worked a s a 
d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t t o ma in ta in o u r f a m i l y . At 



t h e age o f t h i r t e e n I f i r s t j o i n e d work i n 
an e a t i n g shop by name ' U k i l e r H o t e l ' n e a r 
t h e l e v e l c r o s s i n g . I had t o wash u t e n s i l s . 
No d e f i n i t e pay was f i x e d f o r me. I was 
g i v e n my m e a l s . My hands and f e e t had. s o r e s 
on b e i n g c o n t i n u a l l y drenched i n w a t e r f o r 
t h e kind o f work t h a t had t o be done a t t h e 
e a t i n g shop. I could, do t h i s work f o r a f ew 
months o n l y . My mother d id n o t a l l o w me to 
c o n t i n u e t h i s work. 

A young n e i g h b o u r worked a s a mason ' s 
h e l p e r . He t o o k me t o B e h a l a f o r work i n 
t h e same l i n e . For some t ime I u sed t o l i v e 
w i t h t h i s man i n B e h a l a . The work t h a t I d i d 
was t h a t of a h e l p e r c a r r y i n g b r i c k s , sand 
and o t h e r m a t e r i a l s f o r b u i l d i n g c o n s t r u c -
t i o n . I came home t o my mother o n c e i n a 
week. I d i d n o t know a n y t h i n g about my dues 
f o r t h i s work. The n e i g h b o u r , who had i n t r o -
duced me t o t h e c o n t r a c t o r s , r e c e i v e d my 
d u e s and p a i d t h e money t o my mother . F o r 
some t ime I s h i f t e d t o t h e work of l o a d i n g 
l o r r i e s . I t d i d n o t s u i t me. I was n o t t a l l 
enough t o do such l o a d i n g work. 

B i m a n ' s e l d e s t b r o t h e r was a masOn and he l i v e d i n 
h i s s e p a r a t e e s t a b l i s h m e n t . The second b r o t h e r worked i n a 
r a t i o n shop . He l i v e d w i t h h i s mother . They had two 
s i s t e r s . The e l d e s t s i s t e r had been marr ied t o a p e r s o n i n 
P a n c h a n a n t a l a . T h i s man was a f i s h s e l l e r a t the G a r i a h a t 
market . Biman was s t i l l i n s e a r c h o f a s t a b l e o c c u p a t i o n . 
At a t ime when t h e b r i d g e was -under c o n s t r u c t i o n , Biman 
worked as a h e l p e r f o r one c o n t r a c t o r who was a rod s u p p l i -
e r . Biman t e l l s o f t h i s e x p e r i e n c e . 

I had t o c a r r y b i g and heavy rod?. 
The d a i l y wage was Rs. 3. T h i s work was 
e x a c t i n g and. t i r e s o m e . The h o u r s were i n -
c o n v e n i e n t . Mo t ime c o u l d b e spared f o r 
h a v i n g r e g u l a r m e a l s . A l l t h i s i m p a i r e d my 
h e a l t h . I could, n o t work f o r a l o n g p e r i o d . 
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Biman went to work i n a d e c o r a t o r ' s shop . He i s 
s t i l l a pantfal worker . The d e c o r a t o r s ' b u s i n e s s h a s t h e 
common name o f 'pandal company' among t h e d w e l l e r s o f t h e 
s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . L e t us then t a k e n o t e o f B i m a n ' s 
e x p e r i e n c e o f t h i s work i n h i s own words . 

I s t a r t e d work a t a wage o f 7s. 3 per_ 
day. There have been s e v e r a l upward r e v i -
s i o n s o f the wage r a t e through t h e y e a r s . 
The r o l e o f t h e union i s n o t e w o r t h y . 
C u r r e n t l y , t h e d a i l y wage r a t e h a s reached 
a l e v e l o f 7s. 18 t o Rs.20. I g e t Rs. 19 a day 
when t h e r e i s work. 

There are l e a n p e r i o d s i n t h e d e c o r a t o r s ' b u s i n e s s . 
These are t h e months when no major p u j a s are s c h e d u l e d i n 
t h e almanac. F u r t h e r , Hindu wedding i s n o t p e r m i t t e d i n 
s e v e r a l months o f t h e y e a r . In the a b s e n c e o f such c e r e -
monies no demand comes up f o r t h e d e c o r a t o r ' s s e r v i c e . The 
workers have t o look, f o r a l t e r n a t i v e means o f e a r n i n g . 
Biman a l s o works i n c o l o u r p a i n t i n g o f b u i l d i n g s . A p a i n t e r 
i n i t i a t e d 3iman t o b r u s h work. Biman t e l l s us how he c a n 
now combine t h e two t y p e s o f work. 

I go f o r c o l o u r p a i n t i n g when no work 
i s a v a i l a b l e i n t h e d e c o r a t o r ' s b u s i n e s s . 
I t i s now two weeks t h a t I have been engaged 
i n c o l o u r p a i n t i n g . The p r e v i o u s weeks k e p t 
me b u s y i n pandal work. I can do d i s t e m p e r 
and p l a s t i c p a i n t i n g . I am a l s o c a p a b l e o f 

- p a i n t i n g the o u t s i d e w a l l s o f a b u i l d i n g . 
I c a n n o t work w i t h P l a s t e r - o f - P a r i s . I t 
i n v o l v e s heavy, t o i l . The l e a d e r of t h e l a b o u r 
gang i n which I work does n o t u s u a l l y t a k e up 
a s s i g n m e n t s i n v o l v i n g t h e u s e o f P l a s t e r - o f -
P a r i s . The d a i l y wage r a t e i n c o l o u r p a i n t i n g 
i s a t l e a s t Rs.30. F o r p l a s t i c p a i n t i n g on 
p i e c e r a t e a d a y ' s e a r n i n g may go u p t o Rs.45. 

t 
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However, I c a n n o t hope t o g e t work i n 
c o l o u r p a i n t i n g t h r o u g h o u t t h e y e a r . There 
i s l i t t l e work d u r i n g t h e r a i n s . F u r t h e r , 
I am a f r a i d o f working f o r the h i g h - r i s e 
b u i l d i n g s which are so prominent among new 
c o n s t r u c t i o n s . I f e e l u n s a f e t o clirrib so 
h i g h and then stand, on t h e s c a f f o l d i n g w h i l e 
working a t such h e i g h t s . 

I f i n d a n o t h e r p o i n t o f a t t r a c t i o n i n 
pandal work. I t h a s more s c o p e f o r o v e r t i m e 
work. . 1 have n e v e r worked o v e r t i m e i n c o l o u r 
p a i n t i n g . F u r t h e r , i n c a s e o f o v e r t i m e work 
through a whole n i g h t i n pandal b u s i n e s s , t h e 
e m p l o y e r p r o v i d e s cooked meals f o r t h e w o r k e r s . 

3 i m a n ' s w i f e worked e a r l i e r as an ayah i n a n u r s i n g 
home a t Ganguly 3 a g a n . The marr iage was arranged by Biman's 
mother . Now w i t h no one t o look a f t e r t h e c h i l d r e n , B iman's 
w i f e h a s g i v e n up h e r work. Biman e a r n s on t h e a v e r a g e 
Rs.600 p e r month from pandal work. T h i s i s a t t i m e s s u p p l e -
mented by work in c o l o u r p a i n t i n g . The f a m i l y c o n s i s t s o f 
Biman, h i s w i f e and t h r e e d a u g h t e r s . I t appears t h a t i n 
t erms o f p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g s * Biman and h i s f a m i l y 
may b e p l a c e d j u s t above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e o n l y i n c a s e o f 

a d e q u a t e s u p p l e m e n t a r y e a r n i n g s from c o l o u r p a i n t i n g . 

* • * * 

Aj i t P a n d i t s t a r t s h i s n a r r a t i v e w i t h t h e words ' I 
g o t marr ied I had t o work f o r e a r n i n g my d a i l y b r e a d . 1 

He h a s no memories o f h i s c h i l d h o o d and n a t i v e v i l l a g e . 
A j i t was b r o u g h t up i n h i s m a t e r n a l u n c l e ' s h o u s e . They were 
a l l v e r y poor . A j i t c a n n o t say a n y t h i n g d e f i n i t e about h i s 
a g e . I t a p p e a r s on some i n d i r e c t e v i d e n c e t h a t A j i t i s now 
aged b e t w e e n s i x t y and s i x t y f i v e . Whi le A j i t i s u n a b l e t o 
t e l l us t h e name o f h i s n a t i v e v i l l a g e , he r e f e r s t o s o u t h 
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J a y n ^ g a r as the area w h e r e f r o m he came t o D h a k u r i a . He came 
b e f o r e t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n of the Dhakuria Overhead B r i d g e . 
A j i t ' s a c c o u n t o f h i s work h i s t o r y i s f u l l o f abrupt t w i s t s 
and t u r n s and no t a t a l l f r e e from e l e m e n t s of i n c o h e r e n c e . 
L e t us n o t e the c o u r s e o* e v e n t s n a r r a t e d by A j i t P a n d i t . 

I worked f o r some months as a h e l p e r i n 
masonry. The d a i l y wage was b e t w e e n two and 
h a l f and t h r e e and h a l f r u p e e s . I c o u l d g e t 
w o r k f o r t h r e e t o f i v e days i n a week. A f t e r 
d o i n g t h i s work f o r some months I s h i f t e d t o 
c o l o u r p a i n t i n g of b u i l d i n g s . Such work of 
p a i n t i n g was more i n demand i n New A l i p o r e . 

I had to do any work t h a t would f e t c h 
me an e a r n i n g . I d i d t h e work of e a r t h -
d i g g i n g , h a r v e s t i n g of r i c e and i t s t h r e s h -
i n g . The payments were f o u r t o f i v e r u p e e s 
f o r a whole p i e c e of work. S t i l l t h o s e were 
t h e days when I was happy. My age was 
between twenty and t w e n t y - f i v e . One c o u l d 
a lways g e t some work to make an e a r n i n g . 
The p r e s s u r e o f so many men had n o t y e t made 
a g a i n f u l work so s c a r c e as i t were t h e s e 
d a y s . As a h e l p e r in t h e work o f masonry o r 
c o l o u r p a i n t i n g I used t o g e t a s s i g n m e n t s 
from a shop i n Dhakuria . 

Al l h i s l i f e t i l l now A j i t h a s worked as a h e l p e r 
e i t h e r i n masonry o r i n c o l o u r p a i n t i n g of b u i l d i n g s . I t 
i s now about t h r e e y e a r s t h a t he has been d o i n g no work. 
He i s t o o o l d f o r arduous manual work. Hi s w i f e s t i l l works 
as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t i n two h o u s e s and e a r n s about Rs. 100 
p e r month. One of A j i t ' s s o n s i s a min ibus d r i v e r . 3 u t he 
l i v e s s e p a r a t e l y and does n o t o f f e r much o f any a s s i s t a n c e 
to h i s f a t h e r . 

I t i s then n o t v e r y c l e a r how A j i t m e e t s h i s m i n i -
mal l i v i n g e x p e n s e s . He was known as a man o f o c c u l t power . 
Accord ing to A j i t such powers cannot b e w i e l d e d by a man 
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who i s o l d and t o o t h l e s s . Thus, A j i t i s no l o n g e r c a p a b l e 
o f h a v i n g any e a r n i n g s from the u s e of h i s s o - c a l l e d o c c u l t 
power. The answers we cou ld g e t from A j i t in r e p l y t o o u r 
q u e s t i o n s about h i s p r e s e n t s o u r c e s o* l i v e l i h o o d c o n t r a -
d i c t e d t h e e a r l i e r i n f o r m a t i o n he had g i v e n us about h i s 
r e t i r e m e n t From work. 

I s t i l l do some work a s a h e l p e r ( j o g a r ) 
i n m i s c e l l a n e o u s a c t i v i t i e s , somet imes h e l p -
i n g a mason, and a t t i m e s i n g a r d e n i n g . The 
l a t t e r s u i t s me more even though such work i s 
r a r e . I t f e t c h e s a d a i l y wage o f Rs. 20 p l u s 
f o o d . My s o n s - i n - l a w , who work a s c o l o u r 
p a i n t e r s o f b u i l d i n g s , h e l p me in c a s e s o f 
i l l n e s s and a l s o p r o v i d e my c l o t h i n g s . 

Thus, A j i t P a n d i t c o n t i n u e s t o l i v e i n a b j e c t po-
v e r t y . He i s n o t i n a p o s i t i o n t o e x p l a i n c o g e n t l y to u s 
t h e s o u r c e s of h i s p r e s e n t l i v e l i h o o d . T h i s i s how he l i v e s 
an o l d age of h a n d - t o - m o u t h e x i s t e n c e a l o n g w i t h h i s w i f e . 

* * + 

In o u r o b s e r v a t i o n s about t h e 'background' we p r e -
s e n t e d t h e s t o r y o f d r a m a t i c m i g r a t i o n o f Baren Debnath from 
Nabadwip t o C a l c u t t a . He was then a boy o f about t e n . Even 
a s a s m a l l boy , Baren, t h e son o f a v e r y poor a g r i c u l t u r a l 
l a b o u r e r , worked as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t and a l s o i n a t e a 
shop. L a t e r , B a r e n ' s mother was a l s o pushed to C a l c u t t a and 
worked a s a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t . Baren d e v e l o p e d a t i n y b u s i -
n e s s o f s e l l i n g v e g e t a b l e s a t t h e G a r i a h a t market . H i s 
y o u n g e r b r o t h e r j o i n e d him i n t h e same b u s i n e s s . 

They l i v e d in t h e v e r y s p o t o f t h e i r b u s i n e s s . 
T h e i r mother a l s o came to l i v e w i t h them. They c o u l d 
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purchase a p l o t o f land a t G h u t i a r i S h a r i f and s e t up t h e i r 
own hutment . Baren married a g i r l w i t h whom he had f a l l e n 
i n l o v e . H i s e l d e s t b r o t h e r a l s o m a r r i e d . A l l o f them 
s t a r t e d l i v i n g in G h u t i a r i S h a r i f . B e i n g u n a b l e t o l i v e in 
a c c o r d w i t h t h e r e s t o^ h i s f a m i l y , Baren l e f t w i t h h i s w i f e 
and s e t t l e d in t h e Gobindapur R a i l Co lony Gate 1. H i s 
m o t h e r - i n - l a w was an o l d r e s i d e n t o f t h e c o l o n y . I t was 
around t h i s t ime t h a t Baren s u f f e r e d from a c h r o n i c c h e s t 
pa in which s t o o d i n the way o f h i s c o n t i n u o u s work. From 
t h i s p o i n t Baren gave h i s n a r r a t i v e as f o l l o w s . 

I c o u l d n o t do r e g u l a r work due t o my 
i n t e r m i t t e n t c h e s t p a i n . My c o n n e c t i o n 
w i t h t h e v e g e t a b l e b u s i n e s s had a l r e a d y 
c e a s e d b e c a u s e o f f a m i l y d i s c o r d . At t i m e s 
I worked as a h « l p e r i n masonry. T h i s 
i n v o l v e d t h e heavy work of c a r r y i n g b r i c k s 
and. b a g s o f cement to the second o r t h i r d 
f l o o r s under c o n s t r u c t i o n . I a l s o had t o 
mix sand and cement f o r the work o f t h e 
masons. 3 e c a u s e o f c h e s t pa in I l e f t t h i s 
work. F o r about a y e a r I t r i e d t o work as 
a c y c l e r ickshaw p u l l e r . I c o u l d n o t c o n -
t i n u e f o r more than a y e a r b e c a u s e o f t h e 
r e c u r r e n c e o f my c h e s t p a i n . 

I f I cou ld g e t i t d i r e c t l y , t h e h e l p e r ' s 
work f e t c h e d me an income of Rs. 5 p e r day . In 
c a s e I had t o go through a c o n t r a c t o r , he 
gave me Rs. 4 a f t e r d e d u c t i n g h i s c o m m i s s i o n , 
Rickshaw p u l l i n g r e q u i r e d t h a t I would k e e p 
a d e p o s i t o f Rs. 25 w i t h ohe owner. I had t o 
pay Rs. 2 as h i r i n g charge p e r day . My e a r n -
i n g s were be tween Rs.9 and Rs. 12 p e r day . 
S i n c e my c h e s t pain did n o t a l l o w me t o c o n -
t i n u e i n r i c k s h a w - p u l l i n g Z had t o p e r s u a d e 
'mastermashay1 t o s e c u r e f c r me t h e j o b o f a 
watchman. 

I was a s s i g n e d t o a b u i l d i n g n e a r 
M a l l i k b a z a r . My monthly e s m i n g was Rs. 225 . 
I was soon t r a n s f e r r e d t o -he B i r l a P l a n e -
tar ium. The work was t h a t o f a s e c u r i t y guard 
t o manage t h e queue o f J;hCt?e w a i t i n g t o buy 
t i c k e t s . I c o u l d work.--Par two days o n l y . A 
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r a c k e t o f p i c k p o c k e t s and o t h e r m i s c r e a n t s 
had been c r e a t i n g t r o u b l e . They had an 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g w i t h t h e watchmen. They 
t h r e a t e n e d me w i t h r a z o r s and k n i v e s . 

I was then t r a n s f e r r e d t o a s m a l l fan 
f a c t o r y n e a r P i y a s i Cinema a t B e h a l a . My 
monthly pay was i n c r e a s e d by Rs.25. A f t e r 
s e r v i n g f o r about e i g h t months, I was asked 
t o work i n d o u b l e s h i f t s . The o t h e r watch-
man, who was from B a n g l a Desh, l e f t t h e j o b . 
I c o n t i n u e d t o work i n doub le s h i f t s f o r 
some t i m e . I had t o q u i t t h i s job b e c a u s e 
o f my i l l n e s s . 

I s t a r t e d a p e t t y t e a shop in an open 
s t r i p o f t h e l o c a l i t y . The s p o t was a d j a -
c e n t t o a new b u i l d i n g under c o n s t r u c t i o n . 
I e a r n e d what I c o u l d from t h i s t e a shop 
f o r about two y e a r s . Meanwhile t h e b u i l d i n g 
was c o m p l e t e d . I c o u l d persuade t h e men 
c o n c e r n e d t o a p p o i n t me as a watchman o f 
t h i s new b u i l d i n g . My p r e s e n t pay i s Rs. 400 
p e r month. Two o f t h e o t h e r watchmen b e i n g 
a b s e n t f o r some t i m e , t h e r e s t o f us are 
s h a r i n g t h e i r work. T h i s f e t c h e s me f i v e to 
s i x hundred r u p e e s p e r month. My w i f e works 
as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t i n one h o u s e h o l d and 
e a r n s Rs. 100 p e r month. 

Baren C e b n a t h ' s n a r r a t i v e t e l l s us o f a l o t o f move-
ments from o n e work t o a n o t h e r s i n c e h i s boyhood. Mo s e r i -
o u s a i l m e n t was d i a g n o s e d by d o c t o r s who examined Baren f o r 
h i s c h e s t p a i n . Baren s a y s he had an i n j u r y i n h i s c h i l d -
hood due t o a f a l l w h i l e b a t h i n g i n t h e pond. T h i s p a i n , 
i n B a r e n ' s v i e w , l i n g e r s a s a t r a c e o f t h a t i n j u r y . B a r e n ' s 
f a m i l y c o n s i s t s o f f i v e members i n c l u d i n g a son and two 
d a u g h t e r s . C o n s i d e r i n g t h e monthly e a r n i n g s o f Baren and 
h i s w i f e , i t a p p e a r s t h a t t h e i r income c a p a b i l i t y i s n o t 
s u f f i c i e n t f o r l i v i n g above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . 

The l o c a l Anganwari worker in formed us t h a t B a r e n ' s 
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m o t h e r - i n - l a w had b e e n working as a h e l p e r a t t h e ICDS Cen-
t r e f o r many y e a r s . We g e t a d i f f e r e n t p i c t u r e o f Baren 
from t h e Anganwari worker . Baren i s v e r y l a z y and a l s o 
h e a v i l y a d d i c t e d t o d r i n k i n g . H i s w i f e h a s t o work hard f o r 
t h e ma in tenance of t h e i r f a m i l y . Thus, B a r e n ' s l o n g n a r r a -
t i v e may have many e l e m e n t s and nuances which he d e v i s e d f o r 
c o n c e a l i n g some t r u t h s about h i s l i f e and a p a t h y t o work. 

* * * 

S h e f a l i Makal was b o m i n R o y d i g h i . The p l a c e i s 
l o c a t e d i n l o t 24 o f South 24 Parganas . Her f a t h e r was a 
m a r g i n a l p e a s a n t - c u m - s h a r e c r o p p e r . She came t o t h e R a i l 
Colony a f t e r h e r marr iage . Her husband was a h a n d - c a r t 
p u l l e r . B e f o r e coming t o t h e R a i l Colony S h e f a l i had worked 
a s a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t i n some f l a t s o f t h e government q u a r -
t e r s i n t h e Shyambazar and Sea ldah a r e a s . S h e f a l i ' s n a r r a -
t i v e p u t s t o g e t h e r h e r own w o r k - h i s t o r y w i t h t h a t o f h e r 
husband. 

My husband did n o t earn more than t en t o 
t w e l v e rupees p e r day. He p u l l e d a h a n d - c a r t 
c a r r y i n g v e g e t a b l e s from t h e S e a l d a h t o t h e 
Jodhpur ( i . e . Jodhpur Park) market . I t i s 
now about s i x y e a r s t h a t my husband i s no 
l o n g e r a h a n d - c a r t p u l l e r . Ha now works a s 
a h e l p e r i n c o o k i n g f o r wedding c e r e m o n i e s . 

S h e f a l i i s now aged between t h i r t y and t h i r t y f i v e 
y e a r s . Her e l d e s t son i s e l e v e n y e a r s o l d . She h a s two 
more sons and a d a u g h t e r . The d a u g h t e r i s j u s t one y e a r 
o l d . S h e f a l i began working as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t a b o u t 
s e v e n y e a r s ago when h e r husband had an a t t a c k o f t u b e r c u -
l o s i s . In h e r own words . 

I s t a r t e d working as a p a r t - t i m e maid 
s e r v a n t i n t h r e e h o u s e s i n P a n d i t i a Road. I n 
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one h o u s e I worked o n l y i n t h e morning. My 
monthly pay was Rs. 6 0. In che two o t h e r 
h o u s e s I worked i n two s h i f t s b o t h i n t h e 
morning and e v e n i n g . I g o t a monthly pay 
o f us. 80 i n one h o u s e and o f Rs.60 i n a n o t h e r . 
My w o r k was t h a t of wash ing u t e n s i l s and 
c l o t h e s , g r i n d i n g and r o l l i n g s p i c e s e t c . 

I went o u t a t s i x i n t h e morning. The 
c h i l d r e n went w i t h me. I c o u l d re turn home 
a t noon be tween 12 and 1 - 3 0 . I t would b e 
a b o u t t h r e e o r f o u r when we had o u r meal 
a ^ t e r I c o u l d . f i n i s h c o o k i n g . In t h e p l a c e s 
I worked t h e y gave me t e a and s n a c k s . I 
gave some food l i k e muri (parched r i c e ) , 
p i e c e s o f l o a f , o r c h i r a ( p r e s s e d r i c e ) t o 
my c h i l d r e n who accompanied me. 

S h e f a l i had t o g i v e up work when she was i n a s t a t e 
o f advanced pregnancy . She s t a r t e d working aga in a y e a r 
a f t e r t h e b i r t h o f h e r d a u g h t e r . 

I work f o r t h e f a m i l y l i v i n g i n t h e 
ground f l o o r o f t h i s house ( s h e f a l i p o i n t s 
t o a b u i l d i n g n e a r t h e hutment o f t h e Jana 
Kalyan Samiti), . The oth-°r h o u s e where I 
now work i s i n Dhakur ia . 1y work r e l a t e s 
to w a s h i n g o f u t e n s i l s and c l o t h e s , c a r r y i n g 
d r i n k i n g w a t e r from t h e nearby t u b e w e l l , 
s w e e p i n g o f rooms and. rubbing t h e i r f l o o r s 
c l e a n w i t h w a t e r . I work i n two s h i f t s 
(morning and e v e n i n g ) a t t h e Dhakuria h o u s e . 
I am p a i d Rs.65 p e r month. I work, o n l y i n 
t h e morning a t t h e h o u s e in t h i s n e i g h b o u r h o o d . 
My monthly pay i s <?s.40. In a d d i t i o n to pay 
I am g i v e n t e a and some s n a c k s . 

S h e f a l i ' s husband had. an a t t a c k o f t u b e r c u l o s i s 
s even y e a r s ago . I t was a d e s p e r a t e s i t u a t i o n . The l o c a l 
p e o p l e h e l p e d i n h i s t r e a t m e n t by r a i s i n g f u n d s from t h e 
d w e l l e r s of t h e R a i l Co lony . The t r e a t m e n t was i n major 
p a r t f r e e o f c o s t . He had h i s t r e a t m e n t a t t h e Bangur 
H o s p i t a l and. then a t t h e C h i t t a r a n j a n H o s p i t a l , Park C i r c u s . 
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At t i m e s , S h e f a l i had t o buy m e d i c i n e s which were q u i t e 
e x p e n s i v e and had gone o u t o*7 s t o c k i n t h e h o s p i t a l . Her 
m o t h e r - i n - l a w h e l p e d them. S h e f a l i s a y s she had t o b e g even 
i n t h o s e c r i t i c a l d a y s . T h e i r e l d e s t d a u g h t e r (2nd i s s u e ) 
d i e d o f t u b e r c u l o s i s a t t h e age o f t h r e e and h a l f y e a r s . 
The f o u r t h son a l s o s u f f e r e d from t h e same d i s e a s e . 

While d e s c r i b i n g t h e p r e s e n t s t a t e o f t h i n g s , S h e f a -
l i t e l l s us aga in about h e r husband. Her husband works as a 
h e l p e r i n one u n i t o f c a t e r i n g b u s i n e s s . T h i s i s what she 
d e s c r i b e d e l s e w h e r e ' a s a h e l p e r in c o o k i n g f o r wedding 
c e r e m o n i e s . ' 

The ' c a t e r e r owners ' h e l p e d d u r i n g my 
h u s b a n d ' s i l l n e s s . I c o u l d g e t some money 
on g o i n g to them. They a l s o gave me some 
f o o d ( e . g . , f i s h , meat, v e g e t a b l e s ) from 
t h e i r stock;. 

My husband had a d a i l y wage of Rs. 15. 
He now g e t s Rs. 20 p e r day. 

My husband h a s aga in f a l l e n i l l . He 
i s h a v i n g m e d i c i n e . 

Even when my husband i s f i t t o work, t h e r e i s no 
c e r t a i n t y o f g e t t i n g work e v e r y d a y . The c a t e r i n g b u s i n e s s 
i s e x t r e m e l y s e a s o n a l . 

The n a r r a t i v e o f S h e f a l i Makal p r e s e n t s a f a m i l y i n 
u t t e r d i s t r e s s . I t appears t h a t t h e s e r i o u s i l l n e s s o f 
S h e f a l i ' s husband i s d a n g e r o u s l y mixed up w i t h t h e i r h a v i n g 
f u r t h e r c h i l d r e n . Her husband i s o f t e n d e b a r r e d from any 
work due t o an a g g r a v a t i o n o f h i s i l l n e s s . S h e f a l i had t o 
work a t home and o u t s i d e from s i x i n t h e morning t o n i n e in 
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the e v e n i n g f o r e a r n i n g a l i v e l i h o o d and t h e ma in tenance o f 
t h e f a m i l y . Even then h e r e a r n i n g s as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t 
are e x t r e m e l y i n s u f f i c i e n t t o meet t h e minimal n e e d s o f a 
f a m i l y o f s i x i n c l u d i n g f o u r c h i l d r e n and an a d u l t male who 
remains l i a b l e t o a r e l a p s e of h i s t u b e r c u l o s i s . 

* * * 

3 e l a Das i was born i n S imla , a v i l l a g e i n t h e D i a -
mond Harbour s u b - d i v i s i o n of South 24 Parganas . She h a s v e r y 
few s p e c i f i c memories o f h e r c h i l d h o o d . Her f a t h e r was a 
b i d i - w o r k e r and m i g r a t e d t o C a l c u t t a when 3 e l a was j u s t a 
k i d . They l i v e d i n t h e s e t t l e m e n t which had t o be d e m o l i -
shed f o r t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t h e Dhakuria Overhead B r i d g e . 
3 e l a ' s f a t h e r r e c e i v e d some compensat ion and r e t u r n e d t o h i s 
n a t i v e v i l l a g e - . He came back to C a l c u t t a t o l i v e w i t h h i s 
f a m i l y i n t h e R a i l Co lony . B e l a was marr ied a t t h e age o f 
f i f t e e n . Her husband was a mas<0n. 

B e f o r e h e r marriage- B e l a worked as a d o m e s t i c s e r -
v a n t i n one h o u s e a t Babubagan. She r e c e i v e d a monthly pay 
of Rs.30. Her husband d i d n o t a l l o w h e r t o work o u t s i d e 
t h e i r own home. He was a mason ar.d r e c e i v e d a d a i l y wage o f 
Rs. 25 i n t h o s e d a y s . 3 e l a had t o work aga in as a d o m e s t i c 
s e r v a n t a f t e r h e r h u s b a n d ' s d e a t h . He d i e d about n i n e y e a r s 
ago. B e l a ' s a c c o u n t o f h e r own r o u t i n e o f work runs a s 
f o l l o w s : 

I work i n two h o u s e s a t Hindusthan Park. 
They are i n t h e ne ighbourhood o f J y o t i B a s u ' s 
h o u s e . I g e t a monthly s a l a r y of Rs.70 from 
e a c h h o u s e . Washing o f u t e n s i l s , g r i n d i n g and 
r o l l i n g s p i c e s , f e t c h i n g Orinking w a t e r from 
a n e a r b y t u b e w e l l , b r i n g i n g milk from t h e l o c a l 
b o o t h , m i s c e l l a n e o u s d a y - t o - d a y shopping - s u c h 
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are my c h o r e s in b o t h the h o u s e s . I go f o r 
work in the morning between 7 and 7 - 3 0 . I 
can re turn home by 10-30 and do t h e c o o k i n g . 
My a f t e r n o o n s h i f t s of work b e g i n around 
3 - 3 0 . I can f i n a l l y re turn home by 6 i n t h e 
e v e n i n g . My a f t e r n o o n work c o n s i s t s o f 
washing u t e n s i l s , rubbing t h e rooms and 
k i t c h e n c l e a n w i t h w a t e r . 

I have c o n t i n u e d work i n t h e two h o u s e s 
and a t t h e same s a l a r y f o r a l l t h e s e y e a r s . 
I am now u n w e l l . My s i s t e r i s working i n 
my p l a c e . She w i l l q u i t as and when I 
g e t f i t f o r work. I went t o t h e d i s p e n s a r y 
to have m e d i c i n e f o r my a i l m e n t o f f e v e r . 
The d o c t o r gave m e d i c i n e . I was a d v i s e d t o 
have r e s t f o r t h r e e months. The d o c t o r s a i d 
t h a t I had been s u f f e r i n g from anaemia. 

I have no d e s i r e t o change t h e h o u s e s 
where I work as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t . These 
p e o p l e m a i n t a i n good r e l a t i o n s . My s i s t e r 
a s s u r e s t h a t I can re turn t o work on g e t t i n g 
f i t . E a r l i e r on one o c c a s i o n I c o u l d n o t 
work f o r a month. S t i l l I was g i v e n t h e 
f u l l month ' s payment. Dur ing t h e F u j a s my 
p r e s e n t e m p l o y e r s g i v e me p a i r s o f s a r i s , 
p e t t i c o a t s and b l o u s e s . 

3 e l a E a s i ' s y o u n g e s t son l i v e s w i t h h e r . He i s 
s t i l l t o o young t o do any work. Hi s e l d e s t son works i n a 
s p o r t s g o o d s ' shop. The second son p u l l s a c y c l e - v a n f o r 
t h e d e l i v e r y o f v a r i o u s consumers goods a t s h o p s . Both o f 
them are marr ied and l i v e i n s e p a r a t e e s t a b l i s h m e n t s . Now 
d u r i n g B e l a ' s i l l n e s s , h e r e l d e s t son g i v e s h e r some a s s i s -
t a n c e . When she i s - f i t and working, 3 e l a t r i e s t o manage 
on h e r own. S i n c e h e r e a r n i n g s are n o t e v e n Ps. 150 p e r 
month, B e l a i s in c o n t i n u o u s d e b t to meet t h e b a r e l i v i n g 
e x p e n s e s of h e r son and h e r s e l f . U s u a l l y , she b o r r o w s an 
amount from h e r s i s t e r a t t h e end o f a month and r e p a y s t h e 
l o a n i n t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e n e x t month. T h i s i s t h e p o s i t i o n 
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of B e l a D a s i a t t h e age o f f i f t y . 

* * 

Some o^ the women i n t e r v i e w e d by u s c o u l d g i v e no e l a -
b o r a t e n a r r a t i v e s . They were a l l working as d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s . 
L e t u s then p r e s e n t b r i e f s k e t c h e s o f t h e i r p o s i t i o n . 

V.enaka "Jaskar g i v e s h e r b i r t h - p l a c e a t Lot 9 n e a r 
Kakdwip i n South 24 P a r g a n a s . She was marr ied t o a man who 
was much o l d e r than Menaka. He was i n c a p a b l e o f hard work. 
3 e i n g i n e x t r e m e d i s t r e s s , Kenaka came t o C a l c u t t a and s t a r t -
ed work i n a h o u s e a t Bhowanipur. Her c h i l d r e n l i v e d on t h e 
pavement . She r e n t e d a shack i n t h i s R a i l Colony f o r t h e i r 
accommodat ion. Her c h i l d r e n w o r k i n a shop. The e l d e r son 
g e t s Rs.15 p e r month and t h e y o u n g e r ^s.lO. They are t w e l v e and 
t en y e a r s o l d r e s p e c t i v e l y . Menaka g e t s a monthly payment o f 
Ps. 50 p l u s h e r f o o d . 

S a r a l a Masker comes from the v i l l a g e Dakshin M a t i l a l 
i n Lakshmikantapur of South 24 Parganas . A f t e r S a r a i a ' s 
m a r r i a g e , she accompanied h e r husband t o t h i s R a i l C o l o n y . 
As a h e l p e r i n masonry work h e r husband e a r n s Rs.15 t o Rs. 20 
p e r day . He g e t s no work on many d a y s . S a r a l a works a s a 
d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t i n two h o u s e s a t Dhakur ia . Her monthly pay 
i s Rs. 80 i n one h o u s e and Rs.30 i n a n o t h e r . They have t h r e e 
d a u g h t e r s , t h e e l d e s t aged e i g h t y e a r s and t h e y o u n g e s t one 
and h a l f y e a r . S a r a l a g o e s on s a y i n g 'We are e x t r e m e l y p o o r . 
I t i s a w f u l d i s t r e s s J ' 

S u n i t i Barman r e f e r s to Lakshmikantapur as h e r n a -
t i v e p l a c e . I t i s about 18 y e a r s t h a t she had come t o t h i s 
R a i l Co lony w i t h h e r husband. Her husband works as a h e l p e r 

* 
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i n c a r r y i n g b r i c k s , sand and e a r t h . When he g e t s work, a 
d a i l y wage o f Rs. 20 i s r e c e i v e d by him. S u n i t i s a y s , 'I work 
as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t i n one h o u s e . -My work i s t o wash 
u t e n s i l s and c l o t h e s , sweep rooms and rub t h e i r f l o o r s c l e a n 
w i t h w a t e r . I g e t a monthly pay o f Rs. 50 . F o r m e r l y , I worked 
i n f i v e h o u s e s . I have c u t down work b e c a u s e o f my poor 
h e a l t h . ' They have f i v e c h i l d r e n . The e l d e s t d a u g h t e r h a s 
been marr i ed . S u n i t i i s n o t d e f i n i t e about t h e t o t a l monthly 
e a r n i n g s o f t h e i r f a m i l y . I t a l l depends on t h e f r e q u e n c y 
of h e r h u s b a n d ' s work. S u n i t i s a y s , 'We can somehow manage 
t o meet o u r minimum n e e d s . ' 

S a b i t a S a r d a r ' s n a t i v e v i l l a g e i s K a l i k a p u r . Her 
f a t h e r - i n - l a w ' s p l a c e i s i n H a l d a r e r Chawk. Both t h e s e 
v i l l a g e s are in Lakshmikantapur. F o r m e r l y , h e r husband was 
a d a i l y commuter to C a l c u t t a from Lakshmikantapur . He worked 
i n a t r a n s f o r m e r f a c t o r y on a monthly pay o f Rs. 300. S a b i t a 
s a y s , ' T h i s amount was n o t enough f o r the m a i n t e n a n c e o f our 
l a r g e f a m i l y . My husband l e f t t h e f a c t o r y and j o i n e d t h e 
w o r k o f a h e l p e r . We s e t t l e d i n t h i s R a i l C o l o n y . My h u s -
band then became t h e v i c t i m of a d i s e a s e . In summer h e a t 
he g e t s r a s h e s a l l o v e r t h e body. H i s h a n d s , l e g s and f e e t 
are s w o l l e n . He i s then i n c a p a b l e of any work. I work as a 
d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t i n f o u r h o u s e s . My m o t h e r - i n - l a w h a s long 
been a f u l l t ime r e s i d e n t d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t i n a h o u s e . She 
h e l p s us in many ways . My mother g e t s from h e r e m p l o y e r s 
t h e c l o t h e s f o r my two d a u g h t e r s . She comes d a i l y from 
Lakshmikantapur t o do d o m e s t i c work in two h o u s e s . T h i s i s 

how we go on l i v i n g i n p o v e r t y and d i s t r e s s . ' 

* * * 

Hena Mandal was born in P a n c h a n a n t a l a . Her f a t h e r 
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w o r k e d a s an e l e c t r i c a l m e c h a n i c . Hen^' s mother worked as a 
c o o k i n one h o u s e h o l d o f t h i s l o c a l i t y . Her f a t h e r d i e d 
when Hena was o n l y t h r e e y e a r s o l d . They were two s i s t e r s 
and two b r o t h e r s . The e l d e r s i s t e r had been married b e f o r e 
t h e i r f a t h e r ' s d e a t h . The e l d e r b r o t h e r was a f i s h - s e l l e r 
i n t h e G a r i a h a t market . Hena and h e r n e x t b r o t h e r (Dhiren 
Manna whose own a c c o u n t w i l l b e s e p a r a t e l y p r e s e n t e d ) were 
v e r y young when t h e i r f a t h e r d i e d . 

Hena r°ad f o r some y e a r s i n J a g r i t i V i d y a p i t h , a 
f r e e s c h o o l s p o n s o r e d b y t h e Marwaris of the l o c a l i t y . The 
s c h o o l had a s h o r t l i f e . I t was s i t u a t e d a t a s i t e where 
now s t a n d s a huge m u l t i s t o r i e d b u i l d i n g . Hena d i d n o t go t o 
any o t h e r s c h o o l . She remembers t h e b i g f i r e i n Panchanan-
t a l a . I t d e s t r o y e d t h e s lum which sprawled a l o n g t h e l a n d s 
b e n e a t h t h e p r e s e n t o v e r h e a d b r i d g e . A l a r g e t i m b e r yard 
was g u t t e d . 

Hena was aged t h i r t e e n y e a r s when she married a man 
o f h e r own c h o i c e . T h i s man, Atul Mandal, was a rod mechanic . 
Hena and Atul had been i n l o v e s i n c e t h e days o f t h e i r e a r l y 
m e e t i n g s a t a p l a c e n e a r H e n a ' s s c h o o l . Hena's mother and 
e l d e r b r o t h e r were o p p o s e d t o t h i s m a r r i a g e . However, A t u l ' s 
mother was ready t o s o l e m n i z e t h e marr iage a t h e r own p l a c e . 
T h i s r e s o l u t e s t a n d s c a r e d H e n a ' s c l o s e k i n s . Her mother 
and e l d e r b r o t h e r then a c c e p t e d Atul as t h e groom. They 
performed t h e wedding ceremony i n t h e i r home. Hena s t a r t e d 
working as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t a f t e r h e r h u s b a n d ' s dea th i n 
1981. L e t us p r e s e n t h e r a c c o u n t from t h e e a r l i e r p o i n t 
when she had become a r e s i d e n t o f t h e r a i l c o l o n y a f t e r h e r 
m a r r i a g e . 

-V 
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The b r i d g e was then i n t h e l a s t s t a g e 
o f i t s c o n s t r u c t i o n . Two y e a r s a f t e r o u r 
marr iage t h e b r i d g e was opened f o r v e h i c u l a r 
t r a f f i c , and a y e a r e a r l i e r ' e l e c t r i c t r a i n s ' 
had been running on t h e s e t r a c k s . 

In t h e p r o c e s s o^ h i s work, my husband 
iroved ^rom one b u i l d i n g under c o n s t r u c t i o n 
t o a n o t h e r . He g o t a d a i l y wage be tween 
Rs. 3 . 7 5 and Rs.4. F o r about f i f t e e n days i n a 
month my husband d id n o t go f o r any work. 
My m o t h e r - i n - l a w had h e r r e t u r n s from a 
b u s i n e s s . In v i e w o f t h i s s o u r c e o f income 
my husband t h o u g h t i t u n n e c e s s a r y t o work 
f o r more than f i f t e e n days a month. 

Hena was asked about t h e n a t u r e o f h e r m o t h e r - i n -
l a w ' s b u s i n e s s . She l o w e r e d h e r v o i c e and s a i d 

My m o t h e r - i n - l a w s o l d c o u n t r y l i q u o r . 
T h i s was one reason o f my m o t h e r ' s o p p o s i -
t i o n to my m a r r i a g e . My m o t h e r - i n - l a w made 
a d a i l y n e t e a r n i n g o f Rs. 100 t o Rs. 150 from 
t h i s t r a d e . i t was so arranged t h a t she 
c o u l d p i ck up t h e b l a d d e r s f i l l e d w i t h 
l i q u o r which were thrown from t h e running 
t r a i n . My husband thought t h a t even w i t h o u t 
h i s e a r n i n g s t h e f a m i l y would f a c e no d i -
f f i c u l t i e s . H i s m o t h e r ' s t r a d e income was 
q u i t e s u ^ - i c i e n t . T h i s was b e h i n d h i s 
apathy t o work. The p o l i c e knew about t h i s 
b u s i n e s s . They a r r e s t e d none and l e f t w i t h 
some payment be tween Rs. 30 and. Rs.50. On some 
o c c a s i o n s t h e ' e x c i s e p e o p l e ' would a r r e s t my 
m o t h e r - i n - l a w and drag h e r f o r f u r t h e r 
i n t e r r o g a t i o n . While b e i n g taken t o t h e 
p o l i c e s t a t i o n , she was a l w a y s accompanied 
by h e r y o u n g e r s o n s . 

H e n s ' s f i r s t d a u g h t e r was born w i t h i n a y e a r a f t e r 
h e r m a r r i a g e . There was t h e n a wide rumour t h a t t h e r a i l 
c o l o n y would b e d e m o l i s h e d . Hena ' s m o t h e r - i n - l a w r e n t e d 
a room n e a r Ramlal B a z a r and removed most o f t h e g o o d s i n 
t h e h o u s e h o l d to t h a t p l a c e . As d e s i r e d by h e r m o t h e r - i n -
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law, Hena s h i f t e d t o t h e same room and l i v e d t h e r e w i t h h e r 
d a u g h t e r . On a v e r y h o t summer day Hen a b a t h e d t h e c h i l d i n 
p l e n t y o f w a t e r . T h i s l e d to a s e v e r e a t t a c k o f f e v e r and 
the c h i l d d i e d on i t s way t o h o s p i t a l . L e t us then n o t e 
the c o u r s e o f e v e n t s i n Hen a 1 s own words . 

A f t e r my d a u g h t e r ' s dea th I l i v e d 
f o r sometime w i t h my mother a t Panchanan-
t a l a . My m o t h e r - i n - l a v ; wanted my husband 
t o s e t up a s e p a r a t e h o u s e h o l d o f h i s own. 
She r e n t e d a hutment f o r t h i s purpose and 
t o l d me, ' L i v e w i t h y o u r husband in a 
s e p a r a t e h o u s e h o l d . T e l l me i n c a s e o f 
any n e e d . I ' l l h e l p you. D o n ' t t e l l my 
son about t h i s a s s u r a n c e o f h e l p . He w i l l 
t h e n remain h i s l a z y s e l f . ' Her d e s i g n 
worked w e l l . My husband was no l o n g e r a 
s h i r k e r . He d i d r e g u l a r work as a rod 
m e c h a n i c . I do n o t remember h i s d a i l y 
e a r n i n g s d u r i n g t h i s p e r i o d . He d i e d 
s u d d e n l y i n 1981 l e a v i n g me w i t h f o u r 
d a u g h t e r s who were b o m between 197 2 and 
1978 . 

A f t e r my h u s b a n d ' s dea th I l i v e d f o r 
about two y e a r s on t h e s a v i n g s l e f t by him. 
I had n e v e r worked b e f o r e as a d o m e s t i c 
s e r v a n t . My husband d i d n o t l i k e i t . The 
i n t r o d u c t i o n o f ' e l e c t r i c t r a i n s ' s t o p p e d 
my m o t h e r - i n - l a w ' s l i q u o r b u s i n e s s . The 
b l a d d e r s c o u l d no l o n g e r be thrown from t h e 
running t r a i n . They would b u r s t i n t h e 
p r o c e s s due t o t h e h i g h e r speed o f t h e 
' e l e c t r i c t r a i n s ' . She d i d n o t s h i f t t o 
any o t h e r work o r b u s i n e s s . My m o t h e r - i n -
law owned a number o f shacks i n t h e R a i l 
Co lony . She r e c e i v e d r e n t from t h e i r o c c u -
p i e r s . My husband was h e r e l d e s t son . 
Among h e r t h r e e o t h e r s o n s , one i s a watch-
man, one a c y c l e - r i c k s h a w p u l l e r , and t h e 
y o u n g e s t works a t a f a c t o r y i n Diamond 
Harbour. 

I c o u l d s e e how my h o l d i n g o f money was 
b e i n g d e p l e t e d . Three of my d a u g h t e r s were 



i n t h e s c h o o l , I d e c i d e d t o work as a 
d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t . Th i s would e n a b l e us 
t o meet o u r b a r e l i v i n g exp~n I t 
was my d e s i r e t o c o n t i n u e t h e e d u c a t i o n 
o f my d a u g h t e r s . I r e q u e s t e d my mother-
i n - l a w and h u s b a n d ' s b r o t h e r s t o h e l p me 
w i t h Rs. 150 p e r month so t h a t my t h r e e 
e l d e r d a u g h t e r s cou ld c o n t i n u e t h e i r 
s t u d i e s . None o f them had a p o s i t i v e r e s -
ponse t o my r e q u e s t . I went t o work a l o n g 
w i t h my d a u g h t e r s . 

We asked Hen a Mandal whether she had t o g e t h e r work 
through someone ' s h e l p and c o n t a c t . Hena r e p l i e d t h a t on 
h e r r e q u e s t , some women, who had a l r e a d y been i n d o m e s t i c 
s e r v i c e , gave h e r t h e n e c e s s a r y i n f o r m a t i o n . She commented 
t h a t one c o u l d a lways g e t work i n d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e t h r o u g h 
such a network o f i n f o r m a t i o n and c o n t a c t . I t i s h o w e v e r 
p o s s i b l e t o i n t r o d u c e o n l y t h o s e p e r s o n s who are known t o b e 
f u l l y dependab le and t r u s t w o r t h y . Hena p r o c e e d e d t o g i v e 
t h e a c c o u n t o f h e r own work. 

I s t a r t e d w o r k a t a Marwari h o u s e h o l d 
i n Maharaja Thakur Road. I t was a f i r s t 
f l o o r f l a t . Very soon I g o t work on t h e 
second f l o o r o f t h e same b u i l d i n g and t h e n 
i n a n e i g h b o u r i n g h o u s e . My monthly pay was 
Rs.50 in each h o u s e h o l d . I had t o wash u t e n -
s i l s and c l o t h e s , sweep t h e rooms and w ipe 
t h e i r f l o o r s c l e a n w i th w a t e r and f e t c h 
d r i n k i n g w a t e r . My two d a u g h t e r s aged n i n e 
y e a r s and s e v e n y e a r s h e l p e d me i n t h i s work. 
The two y o u n g e r o n e s s t a y e d a t home. S i n c e 
I had no e x p e r i e n c e o f such work, i t became 
my n e e d t o have t h e h e l p o f my d a u g h t e r s . 
I went o u t be tween 6 - 3 0 and 7 i n t h e morning 
and c o u l d re turn home around 1 - 3 0 a t noon. 
I t would be about t h r e ^ to f o u r i n t h e a f t e r -
noon when we had o u r d a y ' s meal a f t e r c o o k i n g . 
I had t o go aga in f o r work around t h i s t i m e . 
There was l e s s work i n t h e second s h i f t . I t 
was o n l y wash ing o f u t e n s i l s and s w e e p i n g 
rooms. 
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In t h e b e g i n n i n g I w?js v e r y s low a t 
work. A f t e r some t ime I g o t u sed t o i t and 
worked f a s t e r . In a l l the h o u s e h o l d s where 
I worked, t h e e m p l o y e r s were n i c e i n t h e i r 
b e h a v i o u r w i t h me and my d a u g h t e r s . I t i s 
s t i l l an o c c a s i o n a l p l e a s u r e f o r me t o v i s i t 
t h o s e h o u s e s a l t h o u g h I l e f t t h e i r work many 
y e a r s ago . I worked f o r t h r e e y e a r s i n 
t h o s e h o u s e s . \n a i l m e n t forced, me t o l e a v e 
work. I had a s e v e r e pa in beh ind my neck 
and my r i g h t arm and hand ached when I d i d 
t h e wash ing o f u t e n s i l s and c l o t h e s . 

I took up t h e work of t e n d i n g a baby . 
I j o i n e d work when the baby was o n l y 
t h r e e months o l d . The mother of t h i s baby 
was a c o l l e g e t e a c h e r and t h e f a t h e r a 
l a w y e r . T h e i r h o u s e was in Lhakur ia . 
The p a r e n t s n e e d e d a person who would t a k e 
a l l c a r e o f t h e baby when t h e y were o u t o f 
t h e i r home f o r p r o f e s s i o n a l d u t i e s . 

As I had j o i n e d t h i s work, a l l my 
p a i n s o f t h e n e c k , hands and arms were 
c u r e d . I d i d n o t go to any d o c t o r . Obvi-
o u s l y , t h e s t r a i n o f washing u t e n s i l s and 
c l o t h e s was t h e s o u r c e o f my t r o u b l e . I g o t 
a month ly pay o f Rs.215 p l u s one meal f o r 
t e n d i n g t h e baby . My u s u a l working hours 
were from e i g h t i n t h e morning t o seven i n 
t h e e v e n i n g . I s t a y e d f o r some t ime even 
a f t e r t h e b a b y ' s mother had returned, home 
i n t h e a f t e r n o o n . I had my b a t h and mid-
day meal i n t h a t h o u s e . The snacks and 
t e a f o r t h e e v e n i n g were p r e p a r e d by me. I 
t o o k t h e baby round i n open a i r f o r sometime 
towards t h e l a t e a f t e r n o o n . My main work 
was t o t a k e c a r e o f t h e baby, do i t s b a t h -
i n g and wash i t s c l o t h e s . In a d d i t i o n I d id 
some c o o k i n g and sundry shopping f o r t h e 
h o u s e h o l d . 

Hena worked f o r t h r e e y e a r s i n t h i s h o u s e h o l d . The 
'baby' grew up and began g o i n g t o s c h o o l . There was no n e e d 
f o r an ayah t o t e n d a baby . Hena i s now engaged i n c o o k i n g 
i n two n e a r b y h o u s e s . Her t o t a l monthly e a r n i n g s are Rs. 250. 

* 



I go t o one o f t h e s e h o u s e s , a t s e v e n 
i n t h e e v e n i n g when t h e r e s i d e n t c o u p l e 
r e t u r n s home from o f f i c e . I do t h e i r c o o k -
i n g a t n i g h t . In t h e o t h e r h o u s e I cook 
i n t h e morning. I go a t s even i n t h e morning 
and f i n i s h c o o k i n g b e f o r e t h e c c u p l e , who 
d w e l l s i n t h e h o u s e , l e a v e s f o r t h e i r d a y ' s 
work in o f f i c e s . I g e t a month ly pay Rs.125 
from each h o u s e . My second d a u g h t e r d o e s 
sweep ing i n a photo s t u d i o e v e r y morning. 
She a l s o g o e s t o s c h o o l . Her monthly e a r n -
i n g i s Rs. 6 0 . The e l d e s t d a u g h t e r works i n 
two h o u s e s o f t h e l o c a l i t y and e a r n s Rs.150 
a month. My husband opened a t e a shop some-
t ime b e f o r e h i s d e a t h . I now g e t a month ly 
r e n t of Rs. 50 f o r t h i s hutment . 

Hena Mandal i s aged about f o r t y y e a r s . She became 
a widow more than t en y e a r s ago . S i n c e then she h a s b e e n 
working as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t i n v a r i o u s a s s i g n m e n t s . She 
h a s f o u r d a u g h t e r s . The two e l d e r o n e s have been s h a r i n g 
Hena ' s w o r k - l o a d from t h e i r v e r y e a r l y l i f e . Both o f them 
are e a r n e r s . One works a t two h o u s e s i n t h e n e i g h b o u r h o o d 
o f t h e R a i l Colony . The second d a u g h t e r sweeps t h e f l o o r 
o f a photo s t u d i o . Hena h a s arranged t o send h e r t h i r d 
d a u g h t e r t o a f r e e b o a r d i n g s c h o o l n e a r Magrahat. She reads 
i n C l a s s V. The second and t h e y o u n g e s t d a u g h t e r s are s t u -
d e n t s o f t h e l o c a l Ram Roy S c h o o l . 

The t o t a l month ly e a r n i n g s o f t h i s f a m i l y o f f o u r 
amount t o Rs. 510 i n c l u d i n g t h e h u t - r e n t o f Rs. 50 r e c e i v e d by 
Hena. T h e i r ^ r c a p i t a monthly income i s b e l o w t h e p o v e r t y 
l i n e . Whi le g i v i n g no i m p r e s s i o n o f any a f f l u e n c e , H e n a ' s 
a c c o u n t i n d i c a t e s no c o n d i t i o n of a b j e c t p o v e r t y . A l l t h e i r 
e a r n i n g s are e x h a u s t e d i n m e e t i n g t h e f a m i l y ' s f o o d r e q u i r e -
m e n t s . S t i l l Hena d o e s n o t t a l k much about t h e i r p o v e r t y 
and s h o r t a g e s . She m e n t i o n s t h a t t h e i r c l o t h i n g n e e d s are 
met from what she and h e r e l d e s t d a u g h t e r r e c e i v e from t h e 



h o u s e s where t h e y work. 

Susama Samanta comes from a slum area o f Shyambazar 
in n o r t h C a l c u t t a . They are two b r o t h e r s and f o u r s i s t e r s . 
T h e i r n a t i v e p l a c e was i n Mathurapur o f South 24 P a r g a n a s . 
Susanna's f a t h e r m i g r a t e d t o Bardhaman. He was a s e l l e r o f 
parched r i c e (muri) . They moved to C a l c u t t a when t h e f a m i l y 
had b e e n p a s s i n g through s e v e r e economic h a r d s h i p . Susama 
was b o m i n C a l c u t t a . Her f a t h e r had then taken t o pandal 
work f o r d e c o r a t o r s . Susama i s t h e y o u n g e s t o f t h e i r s i s -
t e r s . They l i v e d i n a s l u m - l i k e s e t t l e m e n t o f Mohanbagan 
Lane i n n o r t h C a l c u t t a . Susama had t o j o i n d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e 
a t a v e r y e a r l y age . She n a r r a t e s t h e n a t u r e and c i r c u m s -
t a n c e s o f t h e w o r k d u r i n g h e r ch i ldhood. . 

Our f a t h e r s u f f e r e d from menta l d e r a n g e -
ment f o r s e v e r a l y e a r s . We were in extreme 
economic d i s t r e s s . 

My mother worked i n d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e 
f o r s e v e r a l h o u s e s . Our e l d e s t s i s t e r , who 
had a s s i s t e d my mother , was marr ied a t an 
e a r l y age and l e f t f o r h e r f a t h e r - i n - l a w ' s 
p l a c e i n t h e Sundarban r e g i o n . During our 
f a t h e r ' s s e r i o u s i l l n e s s , t h e second, s i s t e r 
s t a r t e d work ing i n o u r house a t 3 monthly 
pay o f Rs.25. She had been l i v i n g i n the 
B a l l y - U t t a r p a r a a r e a . The t h i r d s i s t e r was 
f i x e d , by o u r rr»ther t o work a t a house i n 
Mohanbagan Lane. She r e c e i v e d a monthly pay 
o f Rs.2 5 . A l l t h i s was d e v i s e d to cope w i t h 
t h e r i s i n g economic p r e s s u r e caused by o u r 
f a t h e r ' s i l l n e s s . 

I was t h e n aged about ten y e a r s . My 
mother arranged t h a t I c o u l d s t a y w i t h a 
f a m i l y i n a h o u s e n e a r t h e Hedua t a n k . Mo 
payments were made f o r my s e r v i c e . I had my 
f o o d and r e c e i v e d c l o t h i n g s . My work was 
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l i g h t . I t r e l a t e d to p e t t y shopping and 
minor e r r a n d s . I s t a y e d w i t h t h i s f a m i l y 
f o r two y e a r s . T h i s was my f i r s t e x p e r i -
e n c e o f d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e . 

Among Susama' s b r o t h e r s , one was t h e y o u n g e s t o f 
them a l l . He was"'too young to do any work when t h e i r f a t h e r 
had t h a t a t t a c k o f menta l ' i l l n e s s . T h e i r e l d e r b r o t h e r 
a lways l i v e d i n t h e n a t i v e v i l l a g e o f Mathurapur and worked 
as a marg ina l c u l t i v a t o r and wage l a b o u r e r . \ f t e r p r o l o n g e d 
t r e a t m e n t t h e i r f a t h e r was cured o f h i s i l l n e s s . He j o i n e d 
Pandel work a g a i n . 

My mother c a l l e d back a l l h e r d a u g h t e r s from d o m e s t i c 
s e r v i c e . The second and t h e t h i r d s i s t e r s were marr ied on 
t h e same d a t e . T h e i r husbands were i n h a b i t a n t s o f Mathurapur 
One o f them worked in c u l t i v a t i o n and t h e o t h e r was an e l e c -
t r i c a l mechanic who came r e g u l a r l y t o C a l c u t t a f o r work. As 
s t a t e d by Susama, w h i l e l i v i n g i n C a l c u t t a , t h e i r f a m i l y had 
l i n k s w i t h Mathurapur where t h e y went f o r s e v e n t o t e n days 
on t h e o c c a s i o n o f p u j a s and f a i r s . 

Susama was marr ied a t the age o f f o u r t e e n . T h i s 
marr iage was arranged by a s i s t e r - i n - l a w o f h e r e l d e r b r o t h e r 
Susama's husband was a d i s t a n t c o u s i n o f t h i s woman. The 
marr iage was performed in h e r p l a c e a t Mathurapur. Susama' s 
f a t h e r - i n - l a w had h i s n a t i v e p l a c e i n Diamond Harbour. A l l 
h e r i n - l a w s were p r e s e n t a t t h e m a r r i a g e . However, i t l a t e r 
became c l e a r t h a t t h e y had r e s e r v a t i o n s about t h e m a r r i a g e . 
There was a f u r t i v e s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n Susama's 
husband, a c y c l e r i ckshaw p u l l e r , and t h e woman who a r r a n g e d 
t h i s m a r r i a g e . They l i v e d t o g e t h e r in a shack of t h e R a i l 
Colpny. Susama was b r o u g h t t o l i v e in t h e same shack a f t e r 
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h e r m a r r i a g e . 

Susama had t o b e a r w i t h a l o t o f t o r t u r e and p e r s e -
c u t i o n b y h e r husband. Once she a t t e m p t e d s u i c i d e by h a v i n g 
p o i s o n . She was a d v i s e d b y a l l t o have p a t i e n c e . Even t h a t 
woman moved t o s e t up a s e p a r a t e h o u s e h o l d f o r Susama and h e r 
husband. She t o l d Susama's husband t o assume the p r o p e r 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s o f a marr ied man. S t i l l he took some more 
t ime to s t a b i l i z e h i s own m a r i t a l l i f e . Susama g i v e s h e r 
a c c o u n t o f how h i s husband was changed and o f t h e i r l i f e 
t h e r e a f t e r . 

We had a d a u g h t e r i n t h e second y e a r 
a f t e r o u r m a r r i a g e . T h i s b r o u g h t about a 
change i n my husband. He c e a s e d to be drawn 
t o t h a t woman. F o r ab»ut t h r e e y e a r s a f t e r 
o u r m a r r i a g e he c o n t i n u e d t o work as a r i c k -
shew p u l l e r . I t i s now seven y e a r s t h a t my 
husband h a s b e e n working as a h e l p e r i n a 
m i n i b u s . Our d a u g h t e r i s now aged seven 
y e a r s . We have a son o f f i v e y e a r s . 

My husband d o e s n o t l i k e my working 
o u t s i d e home. I f o l l o w my own wish i n t h i s 
m a t t e r . I l i k e t o have t h i n g s o f my own 
c h o i c e . The c h i l d r e n have t h e i r n e e d s . A l l 
t h i s c a n n o t be met w i t h o u t my e a r n i n g s . My 
husband h a s n e v e r g i v e n me e i t h e r an o r n a -
ment, o r a f i n e c l o t h . The n e c e s s i t y f o r 
some qood t h i n g s of l i f e , as I l i k e them, 
prompts me t o work. I c o n t r i b u t e no irore 
t h a n Rs.50 towards d a y - t o - d a y f a m i l y e x p e n s e s . 
My husband would-, l i k e t o have l a r g e r con-
t r i b u t i o n s from me. I dont y i e l d t o h i s 
p e r s u a s i o n s . 

I s t a r t e d working in one apartment o f t h e 
Manjusha b u i l d i n g . The monthly pay was Rs.70. 
I had t o do a l l h o u s e h o l d c h o r e s e x c e p t cook-
i n g . Due t o i l l h e a l t h I c o u l d n o t c o n t i n u e 
a f t e r f i v e months . R e c e n t l y I have s t a r t e d 
work ing a g a i n i n two h o u s e s . One i s s i t u a t e d 
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b e h i n d t h e bus s t a n d , and t h e o t h e r n e a r 
t h e K a l i t emple . I do a l l h o u s e h o l d c h o r e s 
e x c e p t c o o k i n g . My monthly pay i s Rs. 100 
from each h o u s e . 

I go o u t be tween 6 and 7 i n t h e morn-
i n g . The work i n t h e two h o u s e s i s o v e r by 
1 0 - 3 0 . Sometimes I r e t u r n home f o r h a l f an 
h o u r a f t e r the c o m p l e t i o n of work i n one 
h o u s e . Taking b o t h t h e h o u s e s , i t t a k e s me 
an hour t o c o m p l e t e my work i n the l a t e a f t e r -
noon s h i f t . My husband b e a r s t h e r e s p o n s i -
b i l i t y f o r p r o v i d i n g t h e d a i l y n e e d s o f t h e 
f a m i l y . Not t h a t I d e n 1 1 g i v e a n y t h i n g f o r 
such p u r c h a s e s . 3 u t most o f my e a r n i n g s 
go t o buy my m e d i c i n e and a l s o t o p r o v i d e 
f o r t h e sundry n e e d s o f the two c h i l d r e n . 

Susama's e a r n i n g i s d i s t i n c t i n t h e s e n s e t h a t i t 
i s s p e n t t o have t h i n g s which are n o t e s s e n t i a l f o r t h e 
bare maintenance o f t h e i r f a m i l y . She t a l k s o f h e r own 
n e e d s o f b e t t e r c l o t h i n g s and o t h e r f a n c i e s . No l e s s im-
p o r t a n t i s h e r concern f o r f u l f i l l i n g some n e e d s o f c h i l d -
r e n ' s l i k i n g . The p e r c a p i t a monthly income l e v e l o f t h e 
f a m i l y i s ps. 300. Some more i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h i s p a t t e r n 
o f income and e x p e n d i t u r e should be r e v e a l e d when we t a k e 
account o f t h e b r o a d e r c u l t u r a l f e a t u r e s o f . S u s a m a ' s l i f e 
s t o r y i n t h e n e x t s e c t i o n . 

* * * 

Dhiren Wanna i s t h e younger - b r o t h e r o f Hena Mandal 
whose a c c o u n t h a s a l r e a d y in formed us o f t h e i r c h i l d h o o d 
i n P a n c h a n a n t a l a . T h e i r f a t h e r w£s an e l e c t r i c a l mechan ic , 
and mother worked as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t . D h i r e n d e s c r i b e s 
how he s e i z e d upon t h e end o f h e r m o t h e r ' s s a r i and 
f o l l o w e d h e r n a g g i n g f o r a few p a i s e e w h i l e she had. been 
on h e r way t o t h e work p l a c e . I f he g o t o n e p a i s e , D h i r e n 
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c o u l d buy a l o a f . H i s mother a lways t r i e d h e r b e s t t o g i v e 
him s o m e t h i n g b e f o r e s h e l e f t f o r work in the morning. 
Dhiren s t a r t e d working i n a house a t K a n k u l i a . He was then 
a g e d a b o u t t en y e a r s . 

I d i d n o t have much work. My work 
r e l a t e d t o f e t c h i n g milk in t h e morning, 
d u s t i n g t h e d o o r s and windows and a few 
o t h e r e r r a n d s . I had a monthly pay of 
Rs. 10 t o 12. They gave me f o o d . I s t a y e d 
in t h a t h o u s e . T h i s marked t h e end o f my 
s t u d i e s . We had no money. I was pushed 
t o manage my l i v e l i h o o d by working i n t h e 
h o u s e s o f babus who engaged d o m e s t i c 
s e r v a n t s . 

My b r o t h e r - i n - l a w ( s i s t e r ' s husband) 
t o l d me t h a t such work was demeaning and 
w i t h o u t any f u t u r e . He g o t me t h e job of a 
h e l p e r a t one l a t h e workshop in 3howanipur. 
I was p a i d a d a i l y wage o f t w e l v e annas 
( i . e . 75 p a i s e ) . T h i s e n a b l e d me t o c o v e r 
my t r a n s p o r t and t i f f i n e x p e n s e s . The 
workshop m a n u f a c t u r e d s o c k e t s f o r t h e Usha 
f a n . I was then aged about s i x t e e n y e a r s . 
A f t e r working f o r some t ime I r e q u e s t e d 
t h e <-wner t o r a i s e my wages . The owner t o l d 
me t o l e a r n more work. 

I s t a r t e d s p e n d i n g about f o u r annas a 
day f o r t h e mechanic whom I h e l p e d . T h i s 
amount was meant f o r t h e m e c h a n i c ' s t e a and 
s n a c k s . He l i v e d i n Subhasgram. When t h e 
mechanic went t o have t e a , I had my p r a c t i c a l 
e x e r c i s e o f running t h e machine. The employ-
e r c o u l d s e e how I had been l e a r n i n g t h e 
m e c h a n i c a l o p e r a t i o n s . 

On an a t t a c k o f c h i c k e n pox, the mecha-
n i c went on a l o n g l e a v e f o r about one month 
and a h a l f . The e m p l o y e r asked me to work as 
a s u b s t i t u t e f o r t h e mechanic . I made i t 
c l e a r t h a t my r a t e of o u t t u r n would remain 
b e l o w t h a t o f t h e mechanic . The employer s a i d 
such l o w e r i n g o f p r o d u c t i o n would n o t m a t t e r . 
I b r o k e t h e d r i l l . The employer d i d n o t rebuke 
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me. On t h e f i r s t day o f my new a s s i g n m e n t 
I c u t about t w e n t y u n i t s l e s s than what 
c o u l d be done by the mechanic . G r a d u a l l y 
I g o t w e l l s e t f o r a l l k i n d s o f work. 
B e g i n n i n g my machine work on a wage o f 
t w e l v e annas f o r one s h i f t o f e i g h t h o u r s , 
I c o u l d advance t o a monthly pay o f Rs.150. 
I can s t i l l r e c a l l t h a t a f t e r my f i r s t 
d a y ' s work a t t h e machine, t h e e m p l o y e r 
gave me ten r u p e e s and t o l d me to o f f e r 
puja a t t h e K a l i t emple b e f o r e coming f o r 
work on t h e n e x t day. I worked f o r s i x 
y e a r s and l e f t t h i s job b e c a u s e of d i f f e r -
e n c e s w i t h t h e employer o v e r t h e i s s u e s o f 
i n c r e a s i n g my s a l a r y and bonus payments . 

Dhiren adds t h a t b e f o r e j o i n i n g t h e l a t h e workshop, 
he worked f o r some t ime i n a t e a shop. He c a n n o t r e c a l l what 
he was p a i d a t the t e a shop. He was aged about t w e n t y - t w o 
y e a r s when he l e f t t h e j o b a t t h e l a t h e workshop. H i s e l d e r 
b r o t h e r s t a r t e d f i s h s e l l i n g a t t h e G a r i a h a t market . D h i r e n 
h e l p e d i n l a y i n g o u t t h e s e l l i n g s p o t e v e r y d a y . He s a y s 
t h a t t h e i r f a m i l y was i n a b e t t e r s t a t e d u r i n g t h e p e r i o d 
o f t h i s f i s h b u s i n e s s . I t i s now about s i x t e e n y e a r s t h a t 
h i s e l d e r b r o t h e r s e t up a s e p a r a t e h o u s e h o l d a f t e r h i s 
m a r r i a g e . 

e 

As a d v i s e d by D h i r e n ' s b r o t h e r - i n - l a w ( H e n a ' s h u s -
band) t h e y r a i s e d a shack of t h e i r twn i n t h e R a i l Co lony . 
D h i r e n ' s mother and e l d e r b r o t h e r made t h e n e c e s s a r y p r o v i -
s i o n o f ironey. Dhiren was then w i t h o u t any work. He s o l d 
h i s g o l d r i n g and c o n t r i b u t e d i t s p r o c e e d s towards t h e c o s t 
o f r a i s i n g t h e shack . L e t us t a k e n o t e o f t h e s t a g e o f 
D h i r e n ' s l i f e w i t h o u t employment. 

A f t e r l e a v i n g my j o b I s p e n t my t ime i n 
t h e R a i l Colony i n t h e company o f groups 
p l a y i n g c a r d s . I g o t one t o two r u p e e s a day 
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b y sweep ing t h e f l o o r of a nearby d e c o r a -
t o r ' s shop. I was s t i l l a b a c h e l o r and 
c o u l d have my f o o d a t home. A rupee p e r 
day was enough t o irpet my e x p e n s e s f o r 
s e e i n g cinema shows, I d i d n o t look f o r 
a j o b e l s e w h e r e . 

One o f my f r i e n d s took me to a man 
i n M o u l a l i - S e a l d a h a r e a . T h i s man had 
t h e i n t e n t i o n o f s t a r t i n g the b u s i n e s s 
o f l a t h e machine o p e r a t i o n . I t o l d him 
t h a t i f he c o u l d b r i n g t h e machinery , t h e 
r e s t o f t h e arrangements f o r s e t t i n g up 
a u n i t might be l e f t t o me. Alongwi th a 
f e w o t h e r s whom I c a l l e d from my former 
w o r k - p i a c e , t h e workshop was o r g a n i s e d 
by me i n a l l d e t a i l s . I t was ready f o r 
s t a r t i n g work. A f t e r I had i n i t i a t e d some 
l o c a l young men to t h e work of l a t h e 
machine , t h e e m p l o y e r s a i d t h a t i t would 
n o t be p o s s i b l e t o k e e p us employed a t t h e 
s a l a r y f i x e d f o r u s . I d e c l i n e d to c o n -
t i n u e work under such c i r c u m s t a n c e s . I 
was back t o my g o s s i p and c a r d - p l a y i n g 
c o r n e r s i n t h e R a i l Colony . S i n c e I had 
no income, i t was r e a l l y a s t a t e o f unem-
p l o y m e n t . S t i l l I had a s e n s e o f p r i d e . 
Having t h e n e c e s s a r y s k i l l , I would r e -
f u s e to" a c c e p t any o f f e r o f work w i t h o u t 
p r o p e r payments . 

D h i r e n d i d o c c a s i o n a l work as a h e l p e r in b u i l d i n g 
c o n s t r u c t i o n . He l e a r n t more about t h e u s e o f r o d s . There 
was h o w e v e r no r e g u l a r i t y o f g e t t i n g work. Dhiren was n o t 

• a t a l l happy about t h i s s t a t e o f t h i n g s . I t was a t t h i s 
s t a g e t h a t D h i r e n g o t t h e o f f e r f o r a j o b i n an e n t i r e l y 
new l i n e o f work. 

One e v e n i n g when I had been moving 
round t h e a r e a a d j a c e n t t o Gate 1, one 
f r i e n d o f mine approached me w i t h t h e 
o f f e r o f a j o b . The land on t h e immediate 
s o u t h - e a s t o f t h e hutment of t h e Jana 
Kalyan S a m i t i was t h e n an open s p a c e . I 
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was r e q u i r e d t o a c t a s i t s watchman. The 
p o i n t was t o p r e v e n t any e n c r o a c h m e n t by 
i l l e g a l o c c u p a n t s . In c a s e o f any such 
t h r e a t , I was to o - s s t h e i n f o r m a t i o n 
i m m e d i a t e l y t o t h e o f f i c e o f t h e e s t a t e -
o w n e r s . I a c c e p t e d t h i s a s s i g n m e n t a t a 
monthly pay o f Rs.80. 

In c o u r s e o f my work as a watchman, 
t h i s l a n d was s o l d t o a new r w n e r . I came 
t o know of t h i s from t h e e a r l i e r o w n e r ' s 
o f f i c e where, I u s e d t o go e v e r y month t o 
r e c e i v e my pay . The new owner t i p p e d me 
t w e n t y r u p e e s on h i s f i r s t v i s i t t o t h i s 
s i t e and a s s u r e d me t h a t I would c o n t i n u e 
i n my p r e s e n t work. The new owning com-
pany c a l l e d me t o t h e i r o f f i c e and g a v e 
an a p p o i n t m e n t l e t t e r which s p e c i f i e d a 
month ly s a l a r y o f Rs. 150 . I was v e r y 
happy about t h i s r i s e f rom Rs. 80 t o Rs .150. 

I t was i n 1976 . I hac m a r r i e d a y e a r 
e a r l i e r . We were i n l o v e b e f o r e m a r r i a g e . 
My p r e s e n t m o n t h l y pay i s Rs. 274 . 

The m u l t i - s t o r i e d Manjusha B u i l d i n g 
was c o n s t r u c t e d on t h i s s i t e . The r e p r e -
s e n t a t i v e o f t h e company which c o n d u c t e d 
t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n was a l w a y s n i c e t o me and 
h e l p e d me i f I had f a l l e n i n any t r o u b l e . 
He l d f t a f t e r t h e c o m p l e t i o n o f t h e b u i l d -
i n g . The new o c c u p i e r s took p o s s e s s i o n o f 
t h e apart i a n t s . I was t o l d t h a t my s e r -
v i c e s were no l o n g e r r e q u i r e d . I was 
d i smi s s e d . 

I t was then t h a t we t o o k a move from 
t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . We were g u i d e d 
and a d v i s e d b y ' m a s t e r m a s h a y ' . I t was o u r 
demand t h a t t h e Manjusha B u i l d i n g s h o u l d 
r e c r u i t i t s watchmen from among t h e young 
men o f t h i s l o c a l i t y . I n d e e d , t h r o u g h a l l 
t h e s e y e a r s , i n a d d i t i o n t o m y s e l f some more 
young p e o p l e o f t h e l o c a l i t y had b e e n 
a p p o i n t e d as watchmen o f t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n 
s i t e and t h e b u i l d i n g under c o n s t r u c t i o n . 
We a l l f a c e d d i s m i s s a l . There were t e n s i o n 
and c o n f l i c t s o v e r t h e i s s u e o f o u r c o n t i -
nuance i n work. E v e n t u a l l y t h e r e s i d e n t s o f 
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t h e b u i l d i n g agreed to p l a c e our j o b s 
u n d e r a company whom t h e y e n t r u s t e d w i t h 
t h e maintenance o f s e c u r i t y . S i n c e t h e n 
we have b^en working under t h e s e c u r i t y 
company. 

For some t ime a f t e r o u r marr iage my 
w i f e d i d n o t work o u t s i d e home. She w i s h e d 
t o work when o u r n e e d s i n c r e a s e d i n r e s u l t 
o f t h e b i r t h o f s e v e r a l c h i l d r e n . Working 
i n two h o u s e s she h a s a t o t a l monthly e a r n -
i n g o f Rs. 150. I make some a d d i t i o n a l 
e a r n i n g s b y w a s h i n g and c l e a n i n g c a r s . We 
h a v e , two d a u g h t e r s and a son . They are 
a l l i n s c h o o l s . The e l d e s t d a u g h t e r a l s o 
d o e s a l o t o f h o u s e h o l d c h o r e s as h e r 
mother h a s t o go o u t f o r work. 

Thus , Dh iren Manna c o n t i n u e s t o work as a watchman 
and c a r - c l e a n e r . I t a p p e a r s from h i s n a r r a t i v e t h a t D h i r e n 
l e a r n e d w i t h c o n s i d e r a b l e e f f o r t t h e s k i l l o f o p e r a t i n g t h e 
l a t h e - m a c h i n e . When we asked him about h i s removal from 
s k i l l e d m e c h a n i c a l work, Dhiren j u s t i f i e d h i s d e c i s i o n t o 
q u i t t h e -First f a c t o r y . There was no scope f o r d i v e r s i f i c a -
t i o n i n t h a t u n i t which o n l y manufactured s o c k e t s f o r Usha 
f a n s . D h i r e n e x t e n d e d h i s p e r s p e c t i v e of s k i l l e d work t o 
w i d e r a r e a s . He h a s g o t no o p p o r t u n i t i e s . On t h e o t h e r 
hand, D h i r e n ' s w o r k - h i s t o ry,- as p r e s e n t e d i n h i s own words, 
a l s o g i v e s an i m p r e s s i o n o f a man who, in h i s younger d a y s , 
was r a t h e r u n c o n c e r n e d about g e t t i n g a j o b in t h e s p h e r e o f 
h i s r e p o r t e d s k i l l . 

The t o t a l month ly e a r n i n g s of t h e f a m i l y amount t o 
^ . 6 5 0 . T h i s i n c l u d e s Dh iren * s c a s u a l e a r n i n g s from t i p s 
a t t h e Manjusha b u i l d i n g . The f a m i l y c o n s i s t s o f f i v e 
p e r s o n s . T h e i r p e r c a p i t a income a b i l i t y f a l l s b e l o w t h e 
p o v e r t y l i n e . D h i r e n s a y s t h a t the t o t a l f a m i l y e a r n i n g s 
are j u s t enough t o meet t h e minimum f o o d n e e d s . In c a s e 
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of any emergency n e e d s l i k e t h a t o f c o s t l y m e d i c i n e o r even 
f o r t h e purchase o r c l o t h i n g s he has t o i n c u r d e b t s . The 
u s u a l s o u r c e s of c r e d i t are the e m p l o y e r s o f h i s w i f e and 
h i m s e l f o r some n e i g h b o u r s of the R a i l C o l o n y . 

* + * 

We have noted , e a r l i e r t h e r u r a l background o f 3 a d a l 
Das and t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s which pushed him t o C a l c u t t a i n 
s e a r c h o f more e a r n i n g s . He g i v e s an a c c o u n t o f h i s s u b s e -
q u e n t w o r k - h i s t o r y . 

I have s a i d t h a t my f r i e n d Aswin i Pu-
r e k a i t came e a r l i e r t o C a l c u t t a . At f i r s t 
he i n t r o d u c e d me to the owner o f Chakrabar ty 
and Company where Aswini worked. T h i s com-
pany was do ing work f o r t h e Metro R a i l . I 
began work on a d a i l y wage o f p s . l 2 . The 
company was c l o s e d a f t e r some t i m e . 

The manufacture o f s t u d s p r o v i d e d a 
v e r y i m p o r t a n t s t r u c t u r a l component o f t h e 
c o n s t r u c t i o n of the Metro R a i l w a y s . I t 
i n v o l v e d f a b r i c a t i o n , c u t t i n g and w e l d i n g . 
In a l l t h i s work a t t h e Chakraborty and 
Company Aswini was t h e mechanic , and I 
s e r v e d as h i s h e l p e r . I l e a r n e d a l l t h i s 
work from Aswini P u r k a i t . 

A f t e r t h e c l o s u r e o f t h e Chakrabarty 
and Company, one of i t s p a r t n e r s s t a r t e d 
a new company to s u p p l y o r d e r s f o r t h e 
c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the Metro R a i l w a y s . We 
worked, f i r s t a t t h e s p o t o p p o s i t e t h e 
I n d i a n Museum on t h e Chowringhee Road. We 
moved then to t h e Hazra R o a d " j u n c t i o n . The 
l a t t e r work was done by Sarkar and Company. 
I had a d a i l y wage o f RS.16. T h i s company 
was a l s o c l o s e d a f t e r some t i m e . At t h i s 
p o i n t I was s e p a r a t e d from A s w i n i P u r a k a i t . 
We d i d no l o n g e r work t o g e t h e r a t t h e same 
p l a c e . 
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Badal Das went to a new company. In r e p l y to t h e 
e m p l o y e r ' s q u e r y about h i s l e v e l of s k i l l , Badal Das s a i d 
t h a t he was p e r f e c t l y c a p a b l e of w e l d i n g and g a s - c u t t i n g . 
As f o r h i s f a s t a c q u i s i t i o n o f s k i l l Badal s t a t e s in h i s 

account . 

Those who had j o i n e d w i th me as h e l p -
e r s s t i l l remained a t t h e same l e v e l . I 
l e a r n e d w e l d i n g and g a s - c u t t i n g w i t h i n s i x 
rronths.. F u r t h e r , take f i g u r e s , o r , in 
o t h e r words , i f y o u p l a c e a l l k i n d s o f draw-
i n g s b e f o r e me, I ' l l be a b l e t o read them 
r i g h t l y through o b s e r v a t i o n . I have 
r e c e i v e d no e x t r a h e l p from anyone. Frankly , 
I have more ' outknowledge ' . ' I can r e t a i n i n 
mind what i s o n c e s e e n by me. 

I s t a r t e d working in t h e new company 
on a d a i l y wage o f Rs. 16. T h i s employer had 
a p p r o p r i a t e d t h e company where he once 
worked a s a s u p e r v i s o r . I had a n a s t y 
a c c i d e n t i n 1982 when my f o u r f i n g e r s were 
amputated . My e m p l o y e r took charge of a l l 
my t r e a t m e n t i n a n u r s i n g home. He had 
a l s o p r o v i d e d f o r l a b o u r i n s u r a n c e , I have 
n o t y e t g o t t h e money on t h i s a c c o u n t . The 
e m p l o y e r p a i d my f a m i l y e x p e n s e s to t h e 
e x t e n t o f Rs. 80 t o Rs. 100 e v e r y week. I was 
i n t h e n u r s i n g home f o r t h i r t e e n cays and 
then t r e a t e d a t home. A l l e x p e n s e s were 
b o r n e by my e m p l o y e r . I j o i n e d wCrk a f t e r 
t h r e e months. Mo' d i f f i c u l t i e s were f a c e d 
by me. However, t h i s company was c l o s e d 
a f t e r a n o t h e r y e a r . 

I j o i n e d Mi tra Mechanica l I n s t r u m e n t 
C o r p o r a t i o n a t A s u t o s h Mukherjee Road i n 
Bhowanipur . I t s u p p l i e s o r d e r s fCr t o o l s 
and i n s t r u m e n t s from l a r g e r c o n s t r u c t i o n 
u n i t s . I t i s now f i v e y e a r s t h a t I have 
b e e n work ing i n t h i s company. My p r e s e n t 
d a i l y wage i s Rs. 24. I am now p a i c f o r a l l 
h o l i d a y s . However, no payment i s r e c e i v e d 
f o r s u n d a y s . I am p a i d a t t w i c e the u s u a l 
r a t e i f I work on a h o l i d a y . In the 
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b u s i e s t months t h e volume o f my o v e r t i m e 
work g o e s u p t o s e v e n t y o r e i g h t y h o u r s . ^ 

I have j o i n e d no un ion . T h i s d e p r i v e s 
me o f c a s u a l l e a v e and m e d i c a l l e a v e . But 
I e n j o y some f l e x i b i l i t y about t h e h o u r s o f 
a t t e n d a n c e . The union members have no such 
a d v a n t a g e . I g e t a lump sum bonus o f 
"s. 300. T h i s y e a r I have p r e s s e d f o r a 
h i g h e r payment. 

The average t o t a l f a m i l y e a r n i n g s o f Badal Das a r e 
r e p o r t e d a s Rs.7 50 p e r month. He i s t h e o n l y e a r n e r . The 
f a m i l y c o n s i s t s o f f o u r members - B a d a l , h i s w i f e and two 
s o n s . The younger son i s aged a few months . B a d a l ' s work 
h i s t o r y i s t h a t o f a f a i r l y s u c c e s s f u l m e c h a n i c . He main-
t a i n s l i n k s w i t h h i s v i l l a g e home and s h a r e s w i t h o t h e r 
b r o t h e r s t h e maintenance o f t h e i r o l d p a r e n t s . 

According to Badal t h e i r f a m i l y e x p e n s e s can b e 
managed w i t h i n h i s e a r n i n g s . B a d a l ' s work h i s t o r y i s r e -
p l e t e w i t h the e x p e r i e n c e o f c h r o n i c m o r t a l i t y o f s m a l l 
e n g i n e e r i n g u n i t s . 

* * * 

We have n o t e d i n t h e s e c t i o n on 'background' how 
Bimal Adak l e f t h i s n a t i v e v i l l a g e t o f i n d work i n C a l c u t t a 
He was then a boy o f f o u r t e e n and came w i t h a f r i e n d who 
knew more o f C a l c u t t a . B imal ' s work, h i s t o r y i n C a l c u t t a 
began w i t h t h e job o f wash ing cups and d i s h e s i n a t e a shop 

I g o t a monthly pay o f Rs.12 p l u s f o o d . 
The work- load was v e r y h e a v y . I had s o r e s 
on my hands and f e e t . A f t e r two months I 
was i n c l i n e d t o re turn t o my v i l l a g e home. 
My f r i e n d d i s s u a d e d me from t h i s c o u r s e . He 
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s a i d t h a t I would make myse l f a l a u g h i n g -
s t o c k by such a r e t r e a t from C a l c u t t a . My 
f r i e n d ' s e f f o r t s g o t me a job in one v e r y 
o l d t e a shop o f G a r i a h a t . I worked i n t h i s 
p l a c e f o r e l e v e n y e a r s and c o u l d move from 
d i s h - w a s h i n g t o t h e t e c h n i c a l a s s i g n m e n t o f 
a c o o k . My monthly pay i n c r e a s e d from 
Rs. 16 t o Rs.65. Knowing of a l l t h i s my f a t h e r 
h a s t e n e d t o arrange my marr iage . I was n o t 
q u i t e w i l l i n g t o marry a t an e a r l y age . 
3 u t my f a t h e r p a i d no heed t o my p o i n t . 

R e t u r n i n g to my work a t t h e t e a shop 
I c o u l d s e e t h a t t h e p r o s p e c t s o f any im-
p r o v e m e n t s were e x t r e m e l y meagre. T h i s 
would n e v e r e n a b l e me t o l i v e a r e g u l a r 
f a m i l y l i f e . I had l e f t my w i f e i n t h e 
v i l l a g e . B e f o r e j o i n i n g t h i s t e a shop I 
had a b r i e f e x p e r i e n c e o f working as a 
h e l p e r i n masonry. The d a i l y wage was Rs. 3. 
I t was n o t p o s s i b l e f o r me t o c o n t i n u e i n 
t h a t work s i n c e I had been r e q u i r e d to 
move w i d e l y , say from Haora, S ibpur , 3 . E . 
C o l l e q e t o some p l a c e on t h e Tarakeswar 
l i n e , t h e n to E a k s h i n e s w a r and so on and 
so f o r t h . T h i s i s why I d i d . n o t remain 
i n t h e f i e l d o f masonry. 

In t h e new c i r c u m s t a n c e s a f t e r my 
m a r r i a g e I d e c i d e d t o work aga in as a 
h e l p e r i n masonry. My f a v o u r i t e c o n t r a c -
t o r was J iunandan S ingh , who worked a l s o 
a s a head mason. He wanted to t r a i n me 
up i n masonry. I h e s i t a t e d s i n c e such 
work was n o t .in k e e p i n g to my l i n e a g e . 
J i u n a n d a n i n i t i a t e d me to h o l d i n g t h e 
t r o w e l . Thus began my wor< as a mason. 
My d a i l y wage was r a i s e d to Rs.4. I went 
on l e a r n i n g t h e t e c h n i q u e s through a c t u a l 
work. J iunandan Singh h e l p e d me i n 
l e a r n i n g a l l t h a t was n e c e s s a r y . 

J iunandan saw t h a t I had d e v e l o p e d 
p r o p e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e p l a n s and a l s o 
o f t h e v a r i o u s problems of b u i l d i n g work. 
He went home l e a v i n g a few u n f i n i s h e d 
c o n s t r u c t i o n s i n my c h a r g e . I was t o l d 
t h a t he would r e t u r n a f t e r a month. He 
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came a f t . e r t h r e e y e a r s . I took c a r e o f a l l 
work dur ing h i s a b s e n c e . I am s t i l l in h i s 
team of workers . My d a i l y wage h a s g o t up 
to Rs. 50. I do t h e work o f m o s a i c - t i l e 
f l o o r i n g . I have t o d a y r e t u r n e d a t f o u r 
i n t h e a f t e r n o o n a f t e r c o m p l e t i n g t h e l a y o u t 
o f a 4000 s q . f t . area in 3 e h a l a . 

I am now b o t h a c o n t r a c t o r and a l a b o u r -
e r . There i s work, on a l l t h e days o f a month 
u n l e s s I d e c i d e to t a k e r e s t f o r a w h i l e . I 
n e v e r encroach upon my m a s t e r ' s a r e a o f 
b u s i n e s s . There are p e o p l e who come d i r e c t l y 
t o me f o r t h e i r work. I do such work w i t h 
t h e a s s i s t a n c e o f h e l p e r s . Such l a b o u r e r s 
are a v a i l a b l e a t t h e Kanku l ia , Dhakuria and 
Jadavpur r a i l g a t e s . Every morning you f i n d 
them w a i t i n g i n t h o s e s p o t s i n s e a r c h o f 
work. Some are a t t a c h e d t o me a s r e g u l a r 
h e l p e r s . I pay them Rs. 18 p e r day w h i l e 
c h a r g i n g Rs. 20 f o r each h e l p e r . A l a b o u r e r 
working c a s u a l l y w i t h me f o r one o r two 
days i s p a i d Rs. 20 p e r day. 

Bimal A d a k then e x p l a i n e d i n d e t a i l h i s g a i n s f rom 
any work done on c o n t r a c t . In the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a s t r u c -
t u r e a t t h e c o s t o^ Rs. 120 ( e x c l u d i n g c o s t o f m a t e r i a l s ) , he 
pays Rs. 40 to a mason and Rs. 20 t o one h e l p e r . B i m a l ' s own 
share amounts to 50 p e r c e n t o f the t o t a l l a b o u r c o s t c h a r g e d 
f o r the w o r k . T h i s i n c l u d e s h i s t r a n s p o r t c o s t and o t h e r 
c o n t i n g e n c i e s . As a m o s a i c - t i l e worker , B i m a l ' s d a i l y wage 
i s Rs. 50. In o t h e r masonry work he c h a r g e s a d a i l y wage o f 
Rs. 40 . 

3 i m a l A d a k h a s been l i v i n g i n t h e r a i l c o l o n y f o r 
e i g h t e e n y e a r s . He h a s two sons and. a d a u g h t e r . One son 
i s a min ibus c o n d u c t o r e a r n i n g about Rs. 600 a month. He 
read upto C l a s s V. The second son read u p t o C l a s s IV i n 
Ram Roy S c h o o l . He h a s r e c e n t l y j o i n e d work a s a m i n i b u s 
h e l p e r and e a r n s about Rs. 350 p e r month. F o r m e r l y , Bimal ' s 
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w i f e worked i n two h o u s e s as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t . The s o n s 
have now d i s s u a d e d h e r from such work. They have promised 
to meet a l l h e r sundry r .eeds . I t i s now e i g h t y e a r s t h a t 
B i m a l ' s d a u g h t e r h a s been marr ied . she how l i v e s in Surya 
B a b u ' s Lot , a v i l l a g e t o the south o f Roydighi i n S^uth 
24 P a r g a n a s . Her husband i s a c u l t i v a t o r . 

B imal Adak d o e s n o t s t a t e h i s t o t a l monthly e a r n -
i n g s . I t may l i e be tween Rs. 1200 and Rs. 1500 as i n d i c a t e d by 
h i s p o i n t s on d a i l y e a r n i n g s . With a p e r c a p i t a monthly 
income around Rs.500, t h e i r f a m i l y i s f a i r l y above t h e 
p o v e r t y l i n e . T h i s i s a c a s e o f r i s i n g from humble b e g i n -
n i n g s t") a l i f e f r e e from any t r a c e o f a b j e c t p o v e r t y . Bimal 
has a c h i e v e d t h i s much through h i s own hard l a b o u r and a b i -
l i t y t o make good u s e o f some o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r a c q u i r i n g 
t h e s k i l l s o f masonry. 

+ * * 

Some f e a t u r e s o f t h e e a r l y l i f e o f Aswini P u r a k a i t 
i n h i s n a t i v e v i l l a g e o f N a k a l i have been p r e s e n t e d i n t h e 
p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n on ' b a c k g r o u n d ' . He came to C a l c u t t a w i t h 
a woman o f t h e i r v i l l a g e . She worked as a maid, s e r v a n t a t 
one h o u s e i n Bhowanipur. Her employer was a c o n t r a c t o r 
g i v i n g s u p p l i e s f o r t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f Metro Ra i lways . He 
a p p o i n t e d Aswin i a s a darwan-cum-at tendant in h i s workshop 
which was engaged i n f a b r i c a t i n g s u p p l i e s f o r the Metro R a i l . 
T h i s was t h e b e g i n n i n g o f Aswini ' s work i n C a l c u t t a . 

I g o t a monthlv pay of Rs. 150. I l i v e d 
and had my food i n "hat employer's h o u s e . 
There was a cow. I f was l e f t t o my c a r e . 
A mechan ic o f t h e workshop p o i n t e d to t h e 



04 : -

i n a d e q u a c v o f my pay a t Rs. 150 and gave 
a s u g g e s t l c 1. I might s tand by h i s s i d e 
whj l.e~he was working and thus l e a r n as 
f a r as pc i b l e the p r o c e s s e s o f w e l d i n g 
and g a s c u t t i n g . My hours of work were 
f ro-v' e i g h t i n the morning to f i v e i n t h e 
e v e n i n g . A f t e r do ing moming c h o r e s a t 
home I went t o t h e workshop w i t h my em-
p l o y e r . He drove the c a r h i m s e l f . I 
c a r r i e d h i s b r i e f - c a s e . I would aga in 
r e t u r n w i t h him a f t e r the d a y ' s work and 
c h e c k i n g up a l l the t h i n g s . The workers 
were n o t r e l i a b l e . In c a s e o f no v i g i l 
t h e c l o c k s and r e g u l a t o r s would be miss ing' . 

A f t e r working f o r sometime i n such 
c o n d i t i o n s I r e q u e s t e d my employer t o i n -
c r e a s e my pay. He was angry on knowing 
t h a t I had l e a m t a p a r t o f t h e m e c h a n i c a l 
work w i t h o u t h i s knowledge . I "was rebuked 
f o r w a s t i n g m a t e r i a l s l i k e rods., and g a s . 

I j o i n e d then t h e Roy E n g i n e e r i n g Works 
i n B r a b o u m e Road. They were engaged i n 
p r o c e s s i n g s t u d s f o r the Metro R a i l . I 
r e c e i v e d a d a i l y wage o f Rs.9 and o v e r t i m e 
payments . The need f o r o v e r t i m e work was 
q u i t e f r e o u e n t . A t i f f i n a l l o w a n c e o f 
D^.1.50 was pa id t o each l a b o u r e r f o r work 
a f t e r s i x i a t h e e v e n i n g . In c a s e o f work 
a f t e r ten a t n i g h t a l a b o u r e r r e c e i v e d a 
meal a l l o w a n c e o f Rs.5. I had no l o d g i n g . 
A r e l a t i v e o f my mine l i v e d i n a shack o f 
t h i s r a i l c o l o n y . I l e f t my v e r y few 
c l o t h i n g s w i t h him and s p e n t t h e n i g h t on a 
s a c k c l o t h spread by me in f r o n t o f t h e Jana 
Kalyan S a m i t i . There was a l i m i t t o b e a r i n g 
such h a r d s h i p . I rented a shack i n t h i s 
s e t t l e m e n t . The monthly r e n t was Rs. 25. 

I used ta send Rs. 100 to my v i l l a g e home 
e v e r y month. I went m y s e l f t o g i v e t h e money. 
My w i f e had a lways been keen to come t o 
C a l c u t t a and l i v e w i t h me. She s u g g e s t e d t h a t 
h e r e a r n i n g s from d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e c o u l d b e 
o f h e l p i n t h e payment of monthly r e n t f o r t h e 
shack . I t i s now f o u r t e e n y e a r s t h a t I h a v e 
been l i v i n g i n t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . My w i f e came 
w i t h i n f o u r y e a r s a f t e r my r e n t i n g o f t h e 



s h a c k . In t h e b e g i n n i n g she worked i n one 
h o u s e a t a monthly pay o f P.S. 30. 

The Roy E n g i n e e r i n g Works was c l o s e d 
a f t e r two y e a r s . They s h i f t e d t o Asanso l 
and opened a new b u s i n e s s . I had no f i x e d 
p l a c e o f work. There were many c o n t r a c t o r s 
and s u b - c o n t r a c t o r s p r o c e s s i n g ' a n d s u p p l y i n g 
v a r i o u s p a r t s o f t h e r e q u i r e m e n t s o f the 
Metro R a i l . I moved as a c a s u a l l a b o u r e r 
from one such u n i t t o a n o t h e r . There was 
no r e g u l a r i t y o f work. I have g o t no f u r -
t h e r o p p o r t u n i t y f o r a s t a b l e job a f t e r t h e 
d a y s o f my work a t t h e Roy S n c i n e e r i n g 
Works. In c o u r s e of such c a s u a l work I 
had o n c e been the v i c t i m of a s e r i o u s a c c i -
d e n t . You can s e e t h a t my f i n g e r s had t o 
b e amputated . I was then working a t t h e 
Park S t r e e t s e c t i o n o f the Metro R a i l . My 
e m p l o y e r s were Sarkar and Company. They 
b o r e t h e e x p e n s e s o f my t r e a t m e n t and a l s o 
p r o v i d e d f o r t h e maintenance o f our f a m i l y 
d u r i n g my d i s a b l e m e n t . Th i s company was 
c l o s e d a f t e r t h e c o m p l e t i o n of t h e i r work 
f o r Metro R a i l . They s h i f t e d t o t r a n s p o r t 
b u s i n e s s . 

T h e s e c a y s no work i s o f t e n a v a i l a b l e 
i n m e c h a n i c a l p r o c e s s i n g . I have t h e r e f o r e 
s t a r t e d d o i n g some work i n masonry. F o r 
example , my p r e s e n t work r e l a t e s t o the 
c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t h e shade of a c l o t h m i l l 
i n Lake Town. T h i s has been undertaken by 
a c o n t r a c t o r who i s an o l d f r i e n d o f mine 
and o n c e used t o work w i t h me in w e l d i n g 
and g a s - c u t - i n g . He i s a b l e to w o r k as a 
c o n t r a c t o r w i t h t h e i n i t i a l money l e f t by 
h i s f a t h e r w'r.o d i e d two y e a r s ago . There 
i s a n o t h e r c o n t r a c t f o r the c o n s t r u c t i o n of 
t h e shade o f a j u t e m i l l in Budge 3udge. I 
g e t a d a i l y wage o f Rs. 20 i n masonry. I am 
n o t c e r t a i n Cf c o n t i n u o u s work i n masonry. 
L a s t summer, i n t h e 3 e n g a l i months of C h a i t r a 
B a i s a k h and J a i s t h a , I d i d pandal w o r k . I 
may j o i n i t aga in dur ing t h e puja s e a s o n . 

I go o c c a s i o n a l l y t o my n a t i v e v i l l a g e 
t o work i n c u l t i v a t i o n . -My own l a n d s and 
t h a t t a k e n on s h a r e c r o p p i n g amount t o about 
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s i x b e e g h a s i n a l l . 3 u t the r e t u r n s from 
a g r i c u l t u r e ' are v e r y poor in o u r a r e a . 
There i s t" problem o f s a l i n i t y i n w a t e r . 
I b e l i e v e most o f the m i g r a n t s r rom o u r 
p a r t t o t h i s s e t t l e m e n t c o u l d go back t o 
t h e i r v i l l a g e homes i n c a s e o f p l e n t i f u l 
p r o v i s i o n s o f w a t e r from s h a l l o w t u b e w e l l s 
t h r o u g h o u t the Diamond Harbour s u b - d i v i s i o n . 

Aswini P u r k a i t a c q u i r e d mechanica l s k i l l s through 
arduous e f f o r t s o f h i s own. He has found no s t a b l e demand 
f o r h i s s k i l l e d l a b o u r . In one p r e v i o u s a c c o u n t , 3 a d a l Das 
r e f e r s t o h i s j o i n t work w i t h A s w i n i . 3 a d a l s a i ^ he l e a r n e d 
w o r k from A s w i n i . But Aswini ' s account m e n t i o n s n o t h i n g 
about a l l t h a t . H i s a c c o u n t p r e s e n t s s e v e r a l e x a m p l e s o f 
smal l and medium e n g i n e e r i n g u n i t s which have no i n h e r e n t 
s t a b i l i t y and a c t o n l y f o r some q u i c k g a i n s . They a r e i n 
t h e h a b i t o f moving from one q u i c k - e a r n i n g b u s i n e s s to 
a n o t h e r . F o r h i s l i v e l i h o o d , Aswini has t o combine h i s 
s k i l l e d mechanica l work w i t h masonry, pandal work and even 
w i t h some margina l c u l t i v a t i o n i n h i s n a t i v e v i l l a g e . 

We d o n ' t g e t a c l e a r p i c t u r e o f A s w i n i ' s month ly 
e a r n i n g s . Aswini h a s f o u r d a u g h t e r s and a s o n . Two 
d a u g h t e r s l i v e i n t h e i r v i l l a g e home. Aswin i h a s to b e a r 
p a r t o f the e x p e n s e s o f t h e v i l l a g e h o u s e h o l d . I t a p p e a r s 
t h a t he h a s t o g i v e a t l e a s t Rs. 100 a month t o h i s p a r e n t s 
i n t h e v i l l a g e . The monthly e a r n i n g s o f h i s two d a u g h t e r s 
and h i s w i f e from d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e are Rs. 150. Aswin i ' s 
monthly e a r n i n g s are l i k e l y t o be between Rs. 700 and Rs. 800 . 
We can g u e s s t h a t t h e f a m i l y l i v e s above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . 

* * * 

Nan da Mandal comes from t h e v i l l a g e 3 h a d r a p a r a i n 
Lakshmikantapur. He g i v e s h i s age as t h i r t y . H i s 
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n e i g h b o u r s o f t h e R a i l Colony say t h a t Nanda i s much o l d e r 
and a l s o r e p o r t about t h e marriage o f Nanda's d a u g h t e r t o a 
man i n Lakshmikantapur. T h i s man d e a l s i n f r u i t s a t t h e 
Dhakur ia market . Nar.da's account t u r n s on h i s o c c u p a t i o n 
o f c o l l e c t i n g c a r - p a r k i n g f e e s . 

I c o l l e c t ' c a r p a r k i n g ' f e e s i n t h e 
Lake Mark-- segment . F i r s t l y , i t i s n e c e -
s s a r y t o submit a t e n d e r t o t h e C o r p o r a t i o n . 
A f t e r t h e a c c e p t a n c e o f t h e t e n d e r , we can 
go f o r t h e c o l l e c t i o n of f e e s . Some o t h e r 
young mer work w i t h me. I s t a r t e d work 
u n d e r a u n i t by name Sur Company. The park-
i n g charge was 20 p a i s a f o r the f i r s t h a l f 
an h o u r and i t would be 40 p a i s a t h e r e a f t e r . 
We were c l v e n a commission o f 15 p a i s a p e r 
r u p e e . Wren I had begun work in 1971, t h e 
e a r n i n g s amounted to a c c r u a l s f o r about 
t h r e e hours . The c u r r e n t r a t e o f commi-
s s i o n i s a rupee p e r hour . My hours of 
work were from s i x i n the morning t o t w e l v e 
noon. We have now formed our own c o o p e r a -
t i v e . I worked, i n Sur Company f o r e i g h t 
y e a r s . 

Our wcrking team c o n s i s t s of t w e l v e 
p e r s o n s . In t h e days of the p r e v i o u s 
company we had a d a i l y commission of e i g h t 
to n i n e rupees p e r p e r s o n . There was a 
c r i s i s o f t u r work when the segment under 
o u r purview was d e c l a r e d a 'one way1 road. 
T h i s was cue to the c o n s t r u c t i o n work of 
Metro R a i l . We had. t o move a l o t f o r t h e 
a l l o t m e n t ~f a segment where we c o u l d make 
o u r u s u a l e a r n i n g s . 

The f i r s t c o o p e r a t i v e was formed in 
t h e New Marke t -Da lhous i e r e g i o n . The c o l l e c -
t o r s o f the G a r i a h a t area f o l l o w e d . We 
r e q u i r e d f i f t e e n members to form t h e c o o p e r a -
t i v e which was founded a f t e r the G a r i a h a t 
u n i t had s t a r t e d o p e r a t i o n . Most o f our 
young men are from the J a d a v p u r - T o l l y g u n g e 
a r e a s . I am t h e o n l y member from t h i s l o c a -
l i t y . The c o o p e r a t i v e has been f u n c t i o n i n g 
f o r s i x y e a r s . " We g e t monthly payments on t h e 
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b a s i s of c t u a l work a t t h e r a t e o f 
Rs.40 p e r c a y . 

One -.'hen t h e Sur Company was c l o s e d , 
I worked f o r some t ime as a h e l p e r in t h e 
c o l o u r work of b u i l d i n g s . I have f o u r 
c h i l d r e n . The e l d e s t d a u g h t e r h e l p s h e r 
mother in h e r d o m e s t i c work a t two h o u s e s 
i n Lake Road. The o t h e r c h i l d r e n are i n 
Ramchandra and B i n o d i n i s c h o o l s . My w i f e 
h a s a monthly e a r n i n g between Ds. 100 and 
ns, 150 . I have been a r e s i d e n t o f t h e R a i l 
Co lony f o r about t w e n t y y e a r s . 

The a c c o u n t o f Nanda Mandal t e l l s us o f a r a t h e r 
unusual o c c u p a t i o n . The terms and c o n d i t i o n s are n o t a l w a y s 
c l e a r in h i s s t a t e m e n t s . I t i s n o t p o s s i b l e t o form a d e - « 
f i n i t e i d e a o f Nanda' s monthly e a r n i n g s . The f a m i l y d o e s 
n o t appear t o be ca.r above the p o v e r t y l i n e . F o r m e r l y Nanda 
Mandal had some r e g u l a r l i n k s w i t h h i s v i l l a g e home. T h e s e 
days he h a s c e a s e d such r e l a t i o n s b e c a u s e o f some s h a r p 
d i f f e r e n c e s w i t h h i s b r o t h e r s . 

* * * 

In o u r r e f l e c t i o n s on the 'background' we have 
o b s e r v e d how Sadhan Samanta l e f t f o r C a l c u t t a a f t e r t h e i r 
j o i n t f a m i l y in t h e v i l l a g e had broken up. He j o i n e d work, 
a t a h o s i e r y m i l l i n C a l c u t t a . Thus began h i s work h i s t o r y 
i n C a l c u t t a . 

I was pa id on a p i e c e r a t e which 
v a r i e d between Rs. 1 . 5 0 and Rs. 3 p e r one 
dozen s o c k s . I c o u l d produce 2 t o 3 
dozens a day. My d a i l y income was Rs* 5 
on an a v e r a g e . The employer a l l o w e d me 
t o s t a y i n h i s h o u s e . A f t e r some t i m e 
I j o i n e d a n o t h e r h o s i e r y company a t a 
monthly pay o f Rs.40. I l e f t ' t h i s j o b 
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v e r y soon b e c a u s e o f low wages . 

I moved t o B e h a l a and s t a y e d wi th rry 
e l d e r b r o t h e r who p r o v i d e d my f o o d . My 
f i e l d o f work o s c i l l a t e d between c o l o u r 
p a i n t i n g o f b u i l d i n g s and l a t h e machine 
o p e r a t i o n . I worked f o r a b r i e f p e r i o d a t 
I n d i r a E n g i n e e r i n g Works i n 3 e h a l a on a 
month ly pay of Rs. 28. I had a l r e a d y l e a m t 
t h e work o f p a i n t i n g b u i l d i n g s . A maternal 
c o u s i n , who drove t h e c a r of a b u i l d i n g 
c o n t r a c t o r , i n f o r m e d me o f the work r e l a t i n g 
t o t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the P r i y a Cinema. I 
g o t t h e work o f a c o l o u r p a i n t e r a t a d a i l y 
wage o f Rs.2 .50. 

T h i s work i n v o l v e d much h a r d s h i p . The 
head m i s t r y o f t h e team doing c o l o u r work 
a t t h e P r i y a Cinema put me i n c o n t a c t w i t h 
a p e r s o n who took me t o t h e Lotus Cinema. 
I g o t t h e job of an A i r C o n d i t i o n e r o p e r a -
t o r . L o s i n g one f i n g e r i n a n a s t y a c c i d e n t 
I s h i f t e d t o t h e work of a g a t e k e e p e r . The 
middleman who secured, me the appointment a t 
t h e L o t u s Cinema used t o take away a major 
s h a r e o f my pay . I went back to c o l o u r work 
f o r b u i l d i n g s . 

I c o u l d then g e t an appointment i n the 
b i g f a c t o r y of Brown and M i l l e r . Some money 
had t o be g i v e n t o t h e s e c r e t a r y of the 
l a b o u r union f o r s e c u r i n g t h i £ appo intment . 
I t was 1958. I had a d a i l y wage o f about 
Rs. 15. My f i r s t p o s t i n g was i n t h e c a n t e e n 
where I c o u l d have f r e e mid-Jay meal . I 
worked in t h e p r o d u c t i o n brariches o f t h e 
f a c t o r y i n c o u r s e of the subsequent y e a r s . 

A f t e r working f o r thre£ y e a r s I was 
due t o b e absorbed i n t h e f a c t o r y ' s perma-
n e n t s t a f f . A med ica l examinat ion was n e -
c e s s a r y . I had b e e n l i v i n g i n t h e house o f 
t h e c a n t e e n manager and did a l o t of d o m e s t i c 
work i n c l u d i n g c o o k i n g irj h i s h o u s e h o l d . 
On b e i n g made permanent, I would be s h i f t e d 
t o a n o t h e r u n i t o f the company. I came t o 
know t h a t t h e c a n t e e n manager had managed to 
d e l a y my med ica l e x a m i n a t i o n . I l e f t t h e 
j o b i n a n g e r . My e i d e r b r o t h e r rebuked me 
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f o r the h a s t y move. I knew i n due c o u r s e 
t h a t in a permanent j o b , my s t a r t i n g s a l a r y 
would be Rs. 500 per month. I d id v e r y much 
r e p e n t then the t h o u g h t l e s s d e c i s i o n t o q u i t 
t h i s j o b . 

During the p e r i o d o f my work a t Brown 
and M i l l e r I went o c c a s i o n a l l y t o my v i l l a g e 
home and found no "economic d i s t r e s s i n o u r 
f a m i l y . My e l d e s t b r o t h a r was a v e r y 
a c t i v e c u l t i v a t o r . Most of t h e f a m i l y ' s 
n e e d s were met from own p r o d u c t i o n . As f o r 
f o o d i t e m s , some s p i c c s and o i l were t h e 
o n l y n e c e s s a r y p u r c h a s e s . 

A f t e r l e a v i n g Brown and Mil l e i ; Sadhan Samanta s h i f t -
ed aga in to c o l o u r w o r k i n b u i l d i n g s . I t was a t t h i s p o i n t 
t h a t Sadhan became a r e s i d e n t o f the R a i l C o l o n y . An e n g i -
n e e r l i v i n g i n t h e ne ighbourhood geve Sadhan an o p p o r t u n i t y 
o f working a t a smal l t o o l s workshop in Haora. 

The u n i t used t o manufacture t r a c t o r 
p a r t s . I t s name 'General Machinery Works' 
was changed t o ' Q u a l i t y T r a c t o r s ' . I worked 
i n t h i s workshop f o r seven y e a r s . My month-
l y Pay was about Rs. 300, i n c l u s i v e o f o v e r -
t ime e a r n i n g s . Nehru d i e d when I had b e e n 
working a t Q u a l i t y T r a c t o r s . I remember 
t h i s day when t h e f a c t o r y was c l o s e d a f t e r 
t i f f i n . I l e f t t h i s j o b b e c a u s e of t h e 
e m p l o y e r ' s s t r o n g d i s a p p r o v a l o f my o c c a -
s i o n a l absence from w o r k . I t was around 
1965 t h a t I marr ied a g i r l o'f o u r v i l l a g e . 
She used to l i v e i n t h i s s e t t l e m e n t 
b e f o r e marr iage . I took a g a i n t o t h e work 
o f c o l o u r p a i n t i n g o f b u i l d i n g s . 

The manager o f ' Q u a l i t y T r a c t o r s ' 
c a l l e d me to h i s new workshop a t J o k a . I 
worked f o r some t ime in 'Bharat M e t a l ' on 
a d a i l y wage o f Rs*5. 

Sadhan worked a l s o as a mason .in t h e B o r d e r S e c u r i t y 

He came in c o n t a c t w i t h a S e c u r i t y O f f i c e r who was 
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a l s o an e n g i n e e r . Sadhan worked as a c o l o u r p a i n t e r in t h e 
T h e a t r e Road o f f i c e o* t h i s man. He was p l e a s e d w i t h 
S a d h a n ' s work. T h i s was the background o f h i s appo intment 
as" a mason i n t h e Border S e c u r i t y F o r c e . 

Sadhan Samanta Spoke of a few o t h e r a s s i g n m e n t s which 
he had d o n e . Once he went to H a l d i a t o do r o o f - c a s t i n g work. 
H i s p r e s e n t work i s t h a t o c a c o l o u r p a i n t e r o f b u i l d i n g s . 
Sadhan s a i d t h a t , a c c o r d i n g t o the a v a i l a b i l i t y of work, h i s 
month ly e a r n i n g s would vary between Rs.20Q and Rs.1200. On 
more p r o b i n g he informed u s o f an average monthly e a r n i n g 
o f 9s. 7 0 0 . 

Sadhan h a s tw£ d a u g h t e r s and two s o n s . The son aged 
a b o u t e i g h t e e n y e a r s I s a minibus h e l p e r . He e a r n s about 
r's.500 p e r month. The e l d e s t daughter works as a d o m e s t i c 
s e r v a n t . She spends on h e r own c l o t h i n g s and o t h e r n e e d s . 
Sadhan' s w i f e makes a monthly e a r n i n g o f Rs. 200 from d o m e s t i c 
s e r v i c e . The o t h e r d a u g h t e r does h o u s e h o l d work. She h a s 
read u p t o C l a s s I I . The son o f about ten y e a r s reads i n 
C l a s s IV. 

As r e p o r t e d by Sadhan Samanta, t h e i r f a m i l y appears 
t o l i v e f a i r l y above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . Hi s e n t i r e work h i s -
t o r y i s f u l l o f t o o many s h i f t s and changes . There i s a 
t o u c h o f e c c e n t r i c i t y i n many o f the d e c i s i o n s made by Sadhan 
t o move from one work t o a n o t h e r . Indeed , i n h i s own words, 
Sadhan m e n t i o n s some of h i s moves as ' w h i m s i c a l ' . 

Abhoy Sardar and h i s f a m i l y have been l i v i n g i n 
t h i s s e t t l e m e n t f o r a lx>ut t w e l v e y e a r s . They were pushed 
o u t o f t h e i r v i l l a g e home by extreme economic d i f f i c u l t i e s . 

V 
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We have n o t e d i n t h e p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n A b h o y ' s a c c o u n t o f h i s 
f a m i l y b a c k g r o u n d , o f h i s a p t i t u d e f o r mus i c , and a l s o a b o u t 
t h e i r growing economic d i s t r e s s . 

F o r a b r i e f p e r i o d I l i v e d a l o n e in 
P a n c h a n a n t a l a . I earned. Rs. 10 t o Rs. 12 a 
day from my work as a h e l p e r . I had my 
meals in an e a t i n g shop-. A f t e r my m o t h e r ' s 
d e a t h . I rented a shack i n t h i s r a i l c o l o n y . 
I worked t h e r e as a cycle-rickshaw p u l l e r . 
3y t h i s t ime m y • f a m i l y came t o l i v e w i t h me 
i n t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . i t c o n s i s t e d of my 
w i f e and two c h i l d r e n . ' We now have f o u r 
c h i l d r e n . 

My w o r k a s a h e l p e r in b u i l d i n g c o n s -
t r u c t i o n work f e t c h e d me a d a i l y e a r n i n g 
o f "?s. 14 p e r day. A f t e r mee t ing my own 
e x p e n s e s I c o u l d send home an amount b e t w e e n 
Rs. 100 and Rs. 150 e v e r y month. F o r r e g u l a r i t y 
o f work one would be b e t t e r p l a c e d under a 
c o n t r a c t o r who r e c e i v e d a c u t - b a c k o f Rs. 2 
from the wage o f the worker . I worked i n 

. t h i s l i n e f o r a s h o r t p e r i o d . The work was 
q u i t e s t r e n u o u s . I t i n v o l v e d c a r r y i n g o f 
b r i c k s and sand. 

I s h i f t e d t o c y c l e r i ckshaw p u l l i n g . 
I t was p o s s i b l e t o earn Rs. 15 t o Rs. 20 a day . 
T h i s i s when I b r o u g h t my f a m i l y t o t h i s 
c o l o n y . The shack was r e n t e d a t Rs. 20 p e r 
month. A f t e r a y e a r I j o i n e d panda 1 work. 
The d a i l y r a t e was Rs. 8. I t i e d r o p e s and 
f i x e d p o l e s . The d e c o r a t o r ' s shop was i n 
Park C i r o u s . I c o u l d s ee t h a t t h e e m p l o y e r 
was c h a r c i n g a t l e a s t Rs. 15 on my a c c o u n t i n 
t h e b i l l r e a l i z e d from h i s c u s t o m e r s . 

I l e f u , pand -1 work and s t a r t e d s e l l i n g 
f r i e d gram* and p e a s on the pavement . I 
c h o s e a s p c t n e a r t h e h i g h - r i s e b u i l d i n g by 
name ' Meghamallar' i n G a r i a h a t , I had t o 
k e e p a burning c o a l - s t o v e so t h a t I c o u l d 
s e l l t h i n g s warm and c r i s p . .An amount o f 
Rs. 100 was needed to s t a r t t h i s b u s i n e s s . I 
c o u l d p r o v i d e i t from my s a v i n g s . My d a i l y 
e a r n i n g s were b e t w e e n Rŝ  10 and Rs. 12 . T h i s 



( a ) 

Wis j u s t s u f f i c i e n t f o r t h e m a i n t e n a n c e o f 
my f a m i l y . 

On<3 . p r o b l e m was t o s e e t h a t t h e e d i b l e s 
w e r e n o t s t r e w n w i t h t o o much d u s t and d i r t 
f r o m t h e pavement . The o c c a s i o n a l p o l i c e 
r a i d s were t r o u b l e s o m e . They would h a u l up 
t h e hawkers jn t h e pavement . I d i d n o t know 
t h e e s c a p e o u t e t h r o u g h b r i b i n g t h e p o l i c e . 
W h e n e v • r ar ^ s t e d , I had t o pay a f i n e o f 
Rs. 5 t o t h e c o u r t f o r my r e l e a s e . 

I " ric "i pavement v e n d o r f o r one y e a r . 
D h a n a n - a y 'ark a i t worked as a l a b o u r c o n -
t r a c t o r i n t h e d e c o r a t o r s ' b u s i n e s s . He was 
an e l d e r l y p e r s o n who i n i t i a t e d many young 
men o f t h i s s e t t l e m e n t t o ' p a n d a l ' work. 
D h a n a n j a y h i m s e l f was an e x p e r t worker . He 
a s k e d me t o work w i t h him. He t a u g h t me t o 
do a l l t h e f i n e r works o f d e c o r a t i o n l i k e 
making des icrns w i t h c l o t h and f i x i n g o f such 
d e s i g n s on bamboo f r a m e s . I worked i n t h i s 
l i n e f o r s e v e n - y e a r s . I began on a d a i l y 
r a t e o f Rs.13. There was a l o t o f o v e r t i m e 
work. I r e c e i v e d p a r t o f my payments on a 
d a i l y b a s i s and t h e r e s t a f t e r t h e end o f 
t h e p a r t i c u l a r month. My t o t a l monthly 
e a r n i n g s were a b o u t Rs.700. 

A f t e r w o r k i n g f o r f i v e y e a r s i n t h i s 
l i n e I f e l t t h a t my l i f e was b e i n g w a s t e d 
i n ' p a n d a l ' work. With a p i e c e o f drawing 
b e f o r e me, I c o u l d produce t h e d e s i g n of a 
man o r a p e a c o c k i n c l o t h o r t h e r m o c o l . 
B u t my s k i l l d i d n o t have i t s r i g h t r e c o g n i -
t i o n o r reward i n ' p a n d a l ' b u s i n e s s . 

I t o o k t h e d e c i s i o n t o t a k e up motor 
d r i v i n g . W h i l e d o i n g ' p a n d a l ' work, I 
s t a r t e d a t t e n d i n g t h e t r a i n i n g s c h o o l i n 
t h e e a r l y morn ing . A sum o f Ps .650 had t o 
b e s p e n t t o l e a r n d r i v i n g and then t o have 
t h e d r i v i n g l i c e n s e . I g o t my f i r s t a p p o i n t -
ment t h r o u g h t h e c o n t a c t o f a number of 
d r i v e r s who would a s s e m b l e i n t h e b a s e m e n t 
o f a f o u r - s t o r i e d h o u s e n e a r T y a g a r a j H a l l . 
I a c c e p t e d a month ly pay o f Rs. 300 . The d a i l y 
h o u r s o f d u t y were t w e l v e . My s a l a r y was 
much l e s s than t h e market r a t e o f Rs.600. S t i l l 
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I agreed t o do t h i s work. I t was e s s e n t i a l 
t o a c q u i r e some e x p e r i e n c e i n motor d r i v i n g . 
During t h o s e days I g o t some h e l p b o t h 
from my f a t h e r and f a t h e r - i n - l a w . 

I am now t h e d r i v e r of a c a r which 
b e l o n g s to t h e f l e e t of one b i g n e w s p a p e r 
h o u s e . My d i r e c t employer i s a t o p o f f i c e r 
o f t h e P e r s o n n e l Department of t h i s b u s i -
n e s s h o u s e . He draws Rs. 2200 p e r month on 
my a c c o u n t . I have a monthly s a l a r y o f 
Rs. 700 . Moreover, I am paid f o r a l l my 
c o n t i n g e n c i e s i n c l u d i n g m e d i c a l a s s i s t a n c e . 
I am v e r y fond o f t h e l i t t l e son o f my 
employer . I am a l l o w e d to do one p a r t -
t ime work a t K e y a t a l a . There I g e t 
Rs. 400 p e r month by working f o r two h o u r s 
on two days a week. 

Abhoy1 s f a m i l y c o n s i s t s o f h i s w i f e , two d a u g h t e r s 
and two s o n s . Hi s w i f e e a r n s Ds. 150 p e r month from d o m e s t i c 
s e r v i c e . Abhoy l e a r n e d sewing dur ing h i s work i n t h e pandal 
b u s i n e s s . He has a sewing machine a t home and e a r n s between 
Rs. 100 and Rs. 200 a month by s e l l i n g readymade g a r m e n t s . 
Abhoy Sardar has a l i f e f u l l o f v a r i o u s work e x p e r i e n c e s . 
T h e i r f a m i l y e a r n i n g s are s u f f i c i e n t f o r l i v i n g f a i r l y above 
t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . Abhoy g i v e s the i m p r e s s i o n o f b e i n g 
happy w i t h h i s p r e s e n t e a r n i n g s and c o n d i t i o n s o^ work. 

* * * 

S u d h i r Karmakar was pushed o u t o f h i s v i l l a g e by 
economic d i s t r e s s . The account o f c r i s i s which he f a c e d in 
a g r i c u l t u r e , h a s a l r e a d y been p r e s e n t e d i n t h e p r e v i o u s 
s e c t i o n . We may now f o l l o w h i s work h i s t o r y from t h e p o i n t 
he had come to t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . 

I began work as a day l a b o u r e r f o r 
l o a d i n g and u n l o a d i n g l o r r i e s . T h i s work 
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v a s v e r y h^avy and e x t r e m e l y s t r e n u o u s . 
The r a t e r o r one t r i p was Rs„7. We were 
a gang o f i x . Imagine how many t r i p s 
'•""̂ re n e c e s s a r y f o r an e a r n i n g o f Rs. 18 f o r 
e a c h o f us.1 A f t e r working f o r two y e a r s 
i n t h i s l i n e I s h i f t e d to c o l o u r work i n 
b u i l d i n g s . In c a s e of no work i n c o l o u r 
p a i n t i i g I worked as a h e l p e r i n masonry. 
One day 1" c a r r i e d b r i c k s on p i e c e r a t e 
payment. Another day I r i g h t g e t work on 
a d a i l y wsge o f Rs.10. There were many 
c o n t r a c t o r s . The r a t e s v a r i e d between l o -
c a l i i e s . B u i l d i n g c o n s t r u c t i o n was a 
w.. das oread a c t i v i t y i n so many a r e a s l i k e 
Gol f Jreer , T o l l y gunge, Dhakuria and 
Bal lyc junge . On a few o c c a s i o n s I went as 
f a r as S e e l d a h and Dum Dum. 

Orce o r t w i c e in a month I go t o my 
v i l l a g e t o work i n c u l t i v a t i o n . In a l l I 
c u l t i v a t e about two b e e g h a s of land e i t h e r 
on s h a r e c r o p p i n g o r on agreement . Three 
l a b o u r e r s a t a d a i l y r a t e o f Rs. 20 are 
employed f o r t h r e e days t o prepare t h e s o i l , 
do t h e p l o u g h i n g and sowing . For h a r v e s t i n g 
i n t h e B e n g a l i month o f Agrahayan I r e q u i r e 
t w e l v e man days o f l a b o u r f o r reap ing and 
s t o r i n g t h e crop . My income from c u l t i v a -
t i o n i s low. T h i s y e a r I g o t Rs. 400 a f t e r 
m e e t i n g a l l c o s t s . T h i s was more than t h e 
u s u a l a c c r a a l . I t may be a t t r i b u t e d t o 
t h e h i g h p r i c e o f s t r a w . 

F o r more than a y e a r I have been work-
i n g as a watchman o f t h e C h r i s t i a n Coopera-
t i v e b u i l d i n g which i s c l o s e t o Gate 1. 
We are f i v e from t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . 'Master -
ma s h a y ' h a s s e c u r e d t h i s job f o r u s . There 
are two n o n - B e n g a l i watchmen working i n o u r 
team which h a s a t o t a l s t r e n g t h of s e v e n . 
We manage among o u r s e l v e s and e n s u r e t h e 
a t t e n d a n c e of a t l e a s t f o u r watchmen a t n i g h t 
and t h r e e d u r i n g t h e day. In any s h i f t , some 
remain f r e e t o go f o r o t h e r work t o supplement 
t h e i r e a r n i n g s . T h i s i s how I combine the 
work o f a watchman, w i th d a i l y l a b o u r i n 
c o n s t r u c t i o n work and c o l o u r p a i n t i n g and 
a l s o c u l t i v a t i o n . When no o t h e r work i s 
a v a i l a b l e , seven o f us can be p r e s e n t as 
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watchmen. 

S u d h i r g e t s a monthly pay of Rs.400 i n h i s watchman's 
job.. We g e t no d e f i n i t e i n f o r m a t i o n about h i s e a r n i n g s from 
o t h e r s o u r c e s . I t appears t h a t in h i s c a l c u l a t i o n of income 
f i o n a g r i c u l t u r e , Sudhir l e a v e s o u t the a c c r u a l s f o r own 
consumpt ion . Sudh ir h a s two sons and a d a u g h t e r . The e l d e s t 
son o f t en reads i n a s c h o o l . N e i t h e r h i s d a u g h t e r , n o r h i s 
w i f e works as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t . While S u d h i r ' s a c c o u n t 
e m p h a s i z e s the amount o f hard work done by him, i t i s n o t 
u n l i k e l y t h a t w i t h some e a r n i n g s i n k ind from a g r i c u l t u r e , he 

and h i s f a m i l y can a f f o r d t o be above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e . 

* * * 

We have n o t e d i n t h e s e c t i o n on ' b a c k g r o u n d ' t h a t 
Mani Chowdhury cama t o C a l c u t t a f rom h i s n a t i v e v i l l a g e in 
F a l t a . He was l o o k i n g f o r b e t t e r e a r n i n g s . One f e l l o w 
v i l l a g e r o f Mani had h i s b e t e l - l e a f b u s i n e s s i n t h e Gar iahat 
market . He f i x e d up Mani as a h e l p e r i n a shop s e l l i n g 
c h i r a murki ( f l a t t e n e d r i c e and parched paddy mixed w i t h 
m o l a s s e s ) . Thus began t h e working l i f e o f Mani i n C a l c u t t a . 

The shop was l o c a t e d in t h e o l d 
B a l l y g u n g e market which o c c u p i e d t h e 
l a n d s b e n e a t h t h e p r e s e n t Kasba f l y o v e r 
b r i d g e . 1 r e c e i v e d a monthly pay o f 
Rs. 15 p l u s f o o d . I had t h e work o f l o a d -
i n g and u n l o a d i n g c a r t s which e i t h e r 
d e l i v e red goods t o t h e shop o r took d e l i -
v e r i e s from i t . I a l s o a t t e n d e d t h e b u y e r s 
a t t h e shop and p u t t h e i r p u r c h a s e s i n t h e 
p a p e r b a g s (thonga) f o r d e l i v e r y . 

The mid-day meal f o r a l l w o r k e r s o f t h e 
shop was b r o u g h t from t h e o w n e r ' s h o u s e . I 
s t a y e d in t h e shop a t w i g h t and c o o k e d my 

< 
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own i ood. The c o s t o f my f o o d was borne 
by t h e s h o p - o w n e r . In c o u r s e o f t ime I 
l e a r n e d hovr t o make murki and pa t a l i ( d i s -
c o i d o r r e t a n g u l a r s o l i d p i e c e s of m o l a s s e s ) 
end s u g a r - c a n d y . My monthly pay r o s e upto 

I t was 1960 . A g e n t l e m a n , who f r e -
q u e n t e d o u r shop, t o l d me one day t h a t t h e 
H e a l t h Department would r e c r u i t some p e o o l e . 
He a d v i s e d me t o rake an a p p l i c a t i o n / T h i s 
iar. had a v e r y f r i e n d l y a t t i t u d e to me. 

Seven o r , - i g h t months l a t e r I was c a l l e d f o r 
an i n - a t t h e C e n t r a l Medica l S t o r e 
i n M o u l a l i , I g o t an a p p o i n t m e n t l e t t e r 
s i : - TIC n t h a f t e r t h e i n t e r v i e w . I t was t h e 
j o b o f a s t r e t c h e r - b e a r e r . My h o u r s o f work 
- /ere from e i g h t i n t h e morning t o one a f t e r -
n o o n . I was p o s t e d i n an o u t d o o r s e c t i o n o f 
t h e Medical C o l l e g e H o s p i t a l . The monthly 
pay was Rs 55. I s t i l l s t a y e d i n t h e shop 
and d i d ius- work f o r the r e s t of my t i m e . 
I had ry mid-day meal a t e a t i n g shops i n 
M o u l a i i ar J a l l y g u n g e . 

Mani Chowdhury m a r r i e d a f t e r g e t t i n g t h e j o b of a 
s t r e t c h e r - b e a r e r . H i s two y o u n g e r b r o t h e r s were r e a d i n g i n 
s c h o o l s . Mani 1 s s i s t e r had been marr ied and h i s mother l i v e d 
w i t h h i s b r o t h e r s i n t h e i r v i l l a g e home. Mani d e s c r i b e s t h e 
c o n d i t i o n s i n h i s v i l l a g e home. 

On t h e who le t h e s t a t e o f t h i n g s was 
n o t b a d . We had a pond. My mother and t h e 
two b r o t h e r s c o u l d meet t h e i r e s s e n t i a l 
n e e d s . I u s e d t o v i s i t my v i l l a g e home 
t w i c e a month. My marr iage t o o k p l a c e f o u r 
y e a r s a f t e r my g e t t i n g t h e j o b o f a s t r e t c h e r -
b e a r e r . My m a t e r n a l - u n c l e knew about t h i s 
s e t t l e m e n t a t Gobindapur. He worked i n h u t -
m e n t - b u i l d i n g ( q h a r a m i ) . At h i s s u g g e s t i o n 
I r e n t e d a shack i n t h i s s e t t e l m e n t and 
s t a r t e d l i v i n g h e r e w i t h my f a m i l y i n 1965 . 
My p r e s e n t month ly pay i s Rs .1200. The u s u a l 
d u t y h o u r s a r e from 6 t o 8 i n t h e morning. 



( a ) 

I do no o t h e r work t h e s e d a y s . My e l d e s t 
daucrhter i s m a r r i e d . Our f a m i l y i n t h e ^ 
R a i l Colony c o n s i s t s o f my w i f e , two c h i l d -
ren and m y s e l f . My w i f e d o e s no work f o r 
e a r n i n g . 

The work h i s t o r y o f Mani Chowdhury i s q u i t e s t r a i g h t -

f o r w a r d . He g o t a government job through a « l o s e c o n t a c t . 

I t h a s e n a b l e d h i s f a m i l y t o l i v e w i t h o u t any e x p e r i e n c e of 

c r i t i c a l p o v e r t y . 

* * * 

Ashu Das has been a r e s i d e n t o f t h i s l o c a l i t y s i n c e 
the e a r l y f i f t i e s . He h a s grown up from h i s e a r l y boyhood 
i n t h e a r e a s around the r a i l w a y t r a c k s . We have n o t e d e a r -
l i e r h i s a c c o u n t s o f t h e o r i g i n and growth o f t h e R a i l Colony. 
Ashu' s work h i s t o r y b e g i n s w i t h the a c t i v i t y o f s e l l i n g f u e l 
wood which was c o l l e c t e d from the r u r a l a r e a s i n t h e n e i g h -
bourhood o f Dhakuria . 

I was then about f i f t e e n o r s i x t e e n . 
My mother x-/orked as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t and 
earned about Rs.20 a month. With some e a r n -
i n g s added by us we c o u l d b a r e l y maet t h e 
minimum n e e d s o f l i v i n g . Our e a r n i n g s were 
made from s e l l i n g wood f o r f u e l . The c o n s -
t r u c t i o n o f t h e b r i d g e had n o t y e t s t a r t e d . 
We had been h e a r i n g about such p l a n s . There 
was a l a r g e t i m b e r yard s p r e a d i n g from t h e 
w e s t e r n end of t h e P a n c h a n a n t a l a Road t o a 
p a r t of the l a n d s b e n e a t h t h e p r e s e n t b r i d g e . 
We saw p e o p l e b u y i n g w a s t e wood from t h e 
t irrber yard and s e l l i n g a t s p o t s by t h e s i d e 
o f the r a i l w a y t r a c k s . 

We took to t h e same b u s i n e s s . Very soon 
i t became i m p o s s i b l e t o have s u p p l i e s o f 
w a s t e wood from t h e t i m b e r y a r d s o f t h e l o c a -
l i t y . I t was then t h a t I u s e d t o go w i t h my 
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f a t h e r to nearby v i l l a g e s and even more 
d i s t a n t o n e s to c o l l e c t wood by c u t t i n g 
down t r e e s . The main trunk of a t r e e was 
p u r c h a s e d by t h e t i m b e r yard . This c o v e r -
ed t h e c o s t o f o u r c a r t a g e . We c u t t h e 
b r a n c h e s i n t o p i e c e s which were s o l d as 
f u e l wood. Our b u s i n e s s came to an end 
w i t h t h e changes f o l l o w i n g the plan f o r 
t h e b r i d g e . Also we had to f a c e e v i c t i o n 
from t h e s lums s i t u a t e d on t h e l a n d s t h a t 
had t o be a c q u i r e d f o r t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n 
o f t h e b r i d g e . My mother r e c e i v e d a 
compensation o f tfe.7000 from t h e C a l c u t t a 
Imo-ov ovut T r u s t . 

- y n • x t p l a c e of work was the S t a r 
Company which o c c u p i e d a p a r t of the l a n d s 
where now s tand t h e new government q u a r t e r s 
on t h e G r i a h a t Road. The d a i l y wage was 
° s . 2 . 5 0 and the h o u r s o f work amounted t o 
e i g h t p e r day. My grandmother arranged my 
m a r r i a g e vhen I had been working i n t h i s 
company. 

My mother knew one gent leman (babu) 
who was a s t o r e k e e p e r o f the Martin Bum 
Company. He gave mo an appointment in 
t h e i r Kidderpur go down. I l i v e d in t h a t 
g e n t l e m a n ' s house where I was g i v e n my 
f o o d . My monthly pay was Rs.7 5. I found 
i t i n s u f f i c i e n t f o r mee t ing o u r n e e d s . On 
e v e r y working day I had t o spend e i g h t 
annas f o r my t r a n s p o r t . My w i f e l i v e d i n 
a shack i n t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . The c o n s t r u c -
t i o n of t h e b r i d g e was then in f u l l swing . 
I had a q u a r r e l w i t h Adhir Mandal, a p r o -
m i n e n t person o f t h i s r a i l c o l o n y . I t l e d 
t o my l i v i n g away i n Bosepukur f o r about 
two y e a r s . 

I g o t the i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t t h e S t a r 
Company "had been r e c r u i t i n g men f o r some 
work o u t s i d e C a l c u t t a . I took t h e i r job 
and went t o Dandakaranya where I remained^ 
i n t h e i r employment f o r two y e a r s . In t h i s 
j o b I came t o know t h e u s e o f a v u l c a n i z e r . 
Some of is worked as h e l p e r s o f some 
J a p a n e s e m e c h a n i c s . The d a i l y wage was one 
rupee and some p a i s as'. Ther was p l e n t y o f 
o v e r t i m e work and payments . The workers 
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d i d t h e i r own c o c k i n g . Our monthly 
e a r n i n g s were Rs. 300 to Rs. 400 p e r worker . 
Some o f u • d e c i d e d t o q u i t t h i s j o b 
a f t e r a s e r i o u s a c c i d e n t . From t h e t o p 
o f the h i l l s , where our w o r k - p i ace was 
l o c a t e d , we had t o come down f o r market -
i n g . One day t h e l o r r y c a r r y i n g u s 
turned u p s i d e down on the h i l l y road . 
I had i n j u r i e s . 

The J a p a n e s e mechanics t o l d us t h a t 
p l a n s w' re b e i n g made ready - for o u r perma-
n e n t a p p o i n t m e n t s . We agreed t o r e t u r n on 
r e c e i p t o f such appo intment l e t t e r s . 
:n3ee , t h e y s e n t us l e t t e r s by r e g i s t e r e d 
p o s t . I-!y mother was v e r y much a g a i n s t t h e 
a c c e p t a n c e o f t h e Dandakaranya p r o p o s a l . 
She t o l d me 'You l e f t soon a f t e r y o u r 
marr iage . You must n o t go a g a i n . ' There 
was no one e l s e from t h i s s e t t l e m e n t who 
had been w i t h me a t Dandakaranya. T h i s 
was the end o f my working o u t s i d e C a l c u t t a . 

I had t o l i v e w i t h o u t any work f o r 
some days . Dhananjay P u r k a i t was w e l l -
known f o r h i s p r o f i c i e n c y i n pandal 
work. He had i n i t i a t e d s e v e r a l young men 
o f t h i s s e t t l e m e n t t o Panda 1 work. As 
a d v i s e d by him I j o i n e d t h i s l i n e . 

The d e c o r a t o r s ' b u s i n e s s t a k e s up t h e b u i l d i n g o f 
temporary p a n d a l s f o r r e c e p t i o n s and c e r e m o n i e s i n connec-
t i o n w i t h t h e v a r i o u s puj a s , marr iage and o t h e r s o c i a l , 
r e l i g i o u s and c u l t u r a l f e s t i v a l s . \ s h u Das gave t h e d e t a i l s 
o f such pandal work. I t i s now about e i g h t e e n y e a r s t h a t 
he h a s been working i n t h i s l i n e . 

I work as a h e l p e r . I t i s beyond me 
t o make f l o r a l o r any o t h e r d e s i g n s w i t h 
c l o t h . T h i s i s done by t h e s k i l l e d l a b o u r -
e r s . We can o n l y s e t up t h e s t r u c t u r e and 
f i x up p l a i n c l o t h . I c o u l d l e a r n t h i s 
p a r t o f t h e work. I s t a r t e d work on a d a i l y 
wage o f Ds. 1 . 7 5 . There was an u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

2 
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between the workers and t h e i r employers 
t h a t wagrs would i n c r e a s e e v e r y y®ar. 
My preserr d a i l y wagr- i s R?. 18. 

JTha B e n g a l i months o f Pous, Bhadra 
and Chai - .. are e x t r e m e l y l ean p e r i o d s o f 
work f o r t h e d e c o r a t o r s ' b u s i n e s s . The 
b u s i e s t month i s Agrahayan. Our s y s t e m 
o f o v e r t i m e works a s f o l l o w s . I t I s one 
and h a l f day from 8-30 in the morning t o 
6 i n t h e • / e n i n g w i t h h a l f an hours b r e a k 

f o r t i f f i n . A worker w i l l be paid f o r 
t w e l v a h o u r s f o r t h i s l e n g t h o f work. I t 
w i l l be two days when work c o n t i n u e s u p t o 
10 a t n i g h t . Another h a l f day w i l l b e 
c o u n t e d f o r work u p t o 12 midn ight . I t 
w i l l be f u l l t h r e e days i f work c o n t i n u e s 
f rom m i d n i g h t t o f o u r in t h e morning. Thus 
a t Rs. 18 p e r day, I can earn Rs. 54 by working 
f o r t h i s on t i r e d u r a t i o n . Some a d d i t i o n a l 
a l l o w a n c e s are r e c e i v e d f o r work a f t e r s i x 
i n t h e e v e n i n g . T h i s i s meant t o c o v e r bur 
t i f f i n and meal e x p e n s e s depending on the 
d u r a t i o n of work. An a l l o w a n c e f o r one f u l l 
meal i s r e c e i v e d when we work a f t e r ten a t 
n i g h t . 

A s k i l l e d l a b o u r e r has a d a i l y wage o f 
"s.30. I have, worked i n two shops . The 
f i r s t shop where I began work d e c l i n e d a f t e r 
t h e o r i g i n a l o w n e r ' s dea th . I can say t h a t 
o v e r a l l t h e s e y e a r s , the r a t e s charged to 
t h e c u s t o m e r s have i n c r e a s e d in the d e c o r a -
t o r s ' b u s i n e s s b u t n o t w i t h o u t c o r r e s p o n d i n g 
i n c r e a s e i n the payments t o workers . 

The e s t i m a t e - o f ' t h r e e days work' p e r -
t a i n s o n l y t o the b u s i e s t months. There- are 
p e r i o d s when we have to share among a l l o f 
u s , say t w e l v e men, t h e volume o f work which 
can b e don" »y s i x o n l y . T h i s i s a d e v i c e 
t o k e e p a l l o f u s g o i n g dur ing t h e l e a n 
p e r i o d £ f pandal work. 

There are f i f t e e n l a b o u r e r s i n t h e shop 
where I am c u r r e n t l y employed. They are b o t h 
s k i l l e d and u n s k i l l e d hands . In c a s e o f 
e x e c u t i n g an o r d e r we go in a team of one o r 
two s k i l l e d workers (head mis try) and a number 
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o f h e l p e r s as r e q u i r e d by t h e j o b . The 
m a t e r i a l s are c a r r i e d in a hand-car t , by 
two p u l l e r s . The l a t t e r are n o t e m p l o y e e s 
o f t h e shop. 

Ashu Das t a l k e d o f s e a s o n a l f l u c t u a t i o n s in t h e 
volume o f pandal b u s i n e s s . He e a m s wages o f about f o r t y 
to f o r t y - f i v e days ( i . e . i n c l u d i n g overt im'e payments) i n the 
month o f \ grahayan . On t h e o t h e r hand, i n l e a n months t h e 
volume o f work g o e s b e l o w twenty days o r even l e s s . At 
t i m e s t h e e a r n i n g s reach such a low l e v e l t h a t some workers 
have t o i n c u r d e b t s f o r m e e t i n g t h e i r b a r e s u b s i s t e n c e 
n e e d s . They u s u a l l y t a k e from t h e i r e m p l o y e r s a d v a n c e s 
which are t o be a d j u s t e d a g a i n s t wage payments on a c c o u n t 
o f f u t u r e work.. As r e g a r d s d i f f e r e n c e s i n wage r a t e s Ashu 
s a y s , 

Our d a i l y wages are d i f f e r e n t a c c o r d i n g 
t o t h e r e l a t i v e l e v e l s o f s k i l l . F o r exam-
p l e , I c a n n o t make any f l o r a l d e s i g n , n o r am 
I c a p a b l e o f e l e g a n t w i r e - w o r k . My d a i l y 
r a t e of Rs. 18 i s t h e l o w e s t . The d a i l y r a t e s 
have a range from my l e v e l t o t h a t o f Rs. 30 
f o r t h e most s k i l l e d worker . However, most 
o f t h e workers are p a i d a t d a i l y r a t e s b e t -
ween Rs. 18 and Rs.22. 

A l a r g e number o f p e o p l e engaged i n 
pandal work are d a i l y commuters f rom J a y -
nagar , Mathurapur and Diamond Harbour . 
I can mention many o t h e r p l a c e s . Given 
due n o t i c e , t h e y are ready t o s t a y o v e r -
n i g h t f o r even ' t h r e e days work' a s 
e x p l a i n e d by me. * 

Ashu Das moves then t o h i s e x p e r i e n c e o f a n o t h e r 
work. We have a l r e a d y p r e s e n t e d t h e a c c o u n t o f Dh iren 
Manna. Ehiren r e f e r r e d t o some d i f f i c u l t i e s i n m a i n t a i n -
i n g h i s j o b as a watchman o f t h e Manjusha B u i l d i n g . Some 
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c o l l e c t i v e e f f o r t s by a s e c t i o n of t h e young men o f t h e R a i l 
Colony had been ne -\sary to i n f l u e n c e t h e e m p l o y e r s . Dhiren 
Manna spoke o f some t e n s i o n s and c o n f l i c t s . A s h u ' s a c c o u n t 
g i v e s more d e t a i l s in t h i s regard . 

When t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the Manjusha 
B u i l d i n g had been comple ted , we thought o f 
o u r c l a i m s to b e appo in ted as i t s watchmen. 
One day t h r e e o f u s went to t a l k about t h i s 

t m a t t e r wi h t h ° new r e s i d e n t s o.f t h e b u i l d -
i i n g . T v. v aaid t h a t t h e t a s k o f watch and 

ward had a s s i g n e d t o a s e c u r i t y company. 
I t was t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of t h i s ^company t o 
a p p o i n t watchmen f o r the b u i l d i n g . Dhiren 
Manna, a r e s i d e n t of t h e R a i l Colony, worked 
a s a watchman o f t h e p a r t i c u l a r s i t e even 
b e f o r e t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n of the b u i l d i n g . 
He c o n t i n u e d i n h i s j o b dur ing the p e r i o d 
o f c o n s t r u c t i o n . He f a c e d . . d i s m i s s a l as t h e 
s e c u r i t y company took o v e r and a p p o i n t e d 
i t s watchmen f o r t h e completed Manjusha 
B u i l d i n g . 

We c a u g h t h o l d o f a s e c u r i t y guard and 
g a v e him a good b e a t i n g . They were warned 
by u s n o t to come aga in f o r work i n t h e 
Manjusha B u i l d i n g . Our t h r e a t worked. ' T h e s e 
men e x p r e s s e d t h e i r i n a b i l i t y t o c o n t i n u e 
work i n t h i s b u i l d i n g . The s e c u r i t y company 
and t h e Manjusha r e s i d e n t s c a l l e d us f o r 
n e g o t i a t i o n . We g o t a d v i c e and g u i d a n c e 
from 'mastermashay 1 . A l so he t a l k e d on o u r 
b e h a l f i n c o u r s e o f t h o s e n e g o t i a t i o n s . 

The s e c u r i t y company agreed t o a p p o i n t 
two o f us as new watchmen. They d e c i d e d to 
have f o u r watchmen. Dhiren Mann a g o t back 
h i s j o b . The f o u r t h man was a l s o an o l d 
employee who had come from Medinipur. I 
was one o f t h e two newly a p p o i n t e d watchmen. 
I t i s now f i v e y e a r s t h a t I have been working 
a t t h e Manjusha B u i l d i n g i n t h i s c a p a c i t y . I 
had a s t a r t i n g pay o f Rs. 240 p e r month. I t i s 
now *»?. 274. 

I can combine t h i s duty w i t h my work as 

a 
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a h e l p e r in t h e pandal b u s i n e s s . The w a t c h -
men work i n t h r e e s h i f t s , s i x i n t h e morning 
t o two p a s t noon, two in t h e a f t e r n o o n t o 
ten a t n i g h t and ten a t n i g h t t o s i x in "the 
morning. Through mutual u n d e r s t a n d i n g among 
o u r s e l v e s we change o u r s h i f t s be tween d&y 
and n i g h t a f t e r each f o r t n i g h t . F o r example , 
I work f o r a week in t h e morning to a f t e r -
noon s h i f t , then f o r a week i n t h e a f t e r n o o n 
t o n i g h t s h i f t , and then f o r a f o r t n i g h t i n 
e n t i r e l y n i g h t duty . During t h e f i f t e e n 
days on n i g h t duty 1 can go f o r pandal work 
from e i g h t i n t h e morning t o n i n e a t n i g h t . 
In the b u s i e s t s e a s o n s o f pandal work I t a k e 
l e a v e from the watchman's d u t y . A l l t h i s i s 
done by mutual a d j u s t m e n t s among o u r s e l v e s . 
We have zo t a k e c a u t i o n t h a t none i s c o n t i -
n u o u s l y a b s e n t fr*m the watchman's work. 

We are employees o f t h e s e c u r i t y com-
pany. T'r.e Manjusha r e s i d e n t s do n o t e n t e r -
t a i n any o f o u r c o m p l a i n t s and g r i e v a n c e s . 
R e c e n t l y a r e s i d e n t a s s a u l t e d one of » u r 
c o l l e a g u e s . We have t o s e e k t h e i n t e r v e n t i o n 
• f the s e c u r i t y company i n t h e s e t t l e m e n t of 
such matners . 

Ashu Das' a c c o u n t p r e s e n t s a l e n g e x p e r i e n c e o f 
many t y p e s o f wo~k done by him. Hi s p r e s e n t c o m b i n a t i o n <*>f 
two a c t i v i t i e s i s c e r t a i n l y an a t t e m p t t o make f o r t h e 
s e a s o n a l i t y of p*ndal work w i t h a r e g u l a r monthly pay from 
t h e watchman's 'zh. Be ing one of t h e e a r l i e s t r e s i d e n t s of 
t h e l o c a l i t y , Ash,u g i v e s a work h i s t o r y which h a s s i g n i f i c a n t 

a l i g n m e n t s wi th the deve lopment o f t h e R a i l C o l » n y and of 
i t s w i d e r s u r r t u n d i n g s . 

Ashu' s w i f e e a r n s Rs.150 a month. She works a s a 
cook i n two apartments' o f a h i g h r i s e b u i l d i n g a t G a r i a h a t . 

They have f o u r c h i l d r e n . The e l d e s t d a u g h t e r h a s marr ied 
a man of h i s own a n o i c e . She l i v e s w i t h h e r husband i n the 
R a i l Co lony . Ashu's own monthly e a r n i n g s are a b o u t Rs.700 
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on t h e a v e r a g e . T h e i r f a m i l y income i s s u f f i c i e n t f o r l i v -
i n g above t h e p o v e r t y l i n e * Ashu Das i s a prominent person 
o f t h e R a i l Colony b e c a u s e o f h i s a c t i v e r o l e in many 
m a t t e r s of g e n e r a l i n t e r e s t . He i s an i m p o r t a n t f o l l o w e r 
o f .Anadi 3 e r a , commonly known as ' mastermashay' , who h a s t h e 
p o s i t i o n of a l e a d e r i n t h e R a i l Colony . 

+ * + 

In t h e p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n on the 'background' we c i t e d 
e x c e r p t s from Anadi l e r a ' s l i f e - s t o r y which n a r r a t e d t h e c i r -
c u m s t a n c e s i n which he came t o C a l c u t t a from a v i l l a g e i n t h e 
Conta i s u b - d i v i s i o n of Medinipur . The a c c o u n t o f A n a d i ' s 
r i s e t o t h e l e a d e r s h i p o f t h e R a i l Colony c o n s t i t u t e d an 
i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f t h e g e n e r a l rev iew t h a t we p r e s e n t e d i n 
t h e f i r s t p a r t of t h i s r e p o r t on l i f e and l a b o u r i n a 
s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . 

From h i s e a r l y y o u t h Anadi was i n c l i n e d n o t t o go 

f o r any j o b o^ a- r o u t i n e o r arduous k i n d . T h i s i s e v i d e n t 

from h i s own a c c o u n t . 

My e l d e r b r o t h e r had i n f l u e n c e on a 
gent l eman whom he r e q u e s t e d t o g e t me a job 
i n t h e r a i l w a y s . I went to s e e t h i s man 
named Das Gupta. He t o l d me t h a t I would 
work p a r t - t i m e as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t in 
h i s h o u s e and my o t h e r a s s i g n m e n t through 
t h e day was t h a t o f p u l l i n g t h e b e l l o w s a t 
t h e R a i l w a y s workshop. The work was 
e x a c t i n g . R e t u r n i n g home on the v e r y f i r s t 
day I t o l d t h a t g e n t l e m a n ' s mother of my 
u n w i l l i n g n e s s to do t h i s work. My n e x t 
a s s i g n m e n t r e l a t e d t o wor^ a t d i f f e r e n t 
s p c t s on t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s . One day my 
c l o t h e s were t o r n i n c o u r s e o f t h e work. 
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I went again to Das G u p t a ' s mother and 
t o l d h e r t h a t such had been t h e c o a r s e n e s s 
o f my work, t h a t my c l o t h e s were t o r n . 
The gent leman was annoyed and arranged t o 
p l a c e me a t t h e s t o r e . I had no f i x e d 
h o u r s and c o u l d go to and l e a v e t h e o f f i c e 
a t my w i l l . I had to l i v e i n t h e h o u s e o f 
a p o l i c e o f f i c e r whom I d i s l i k e d . I l e f t 
t h i s house and a l s o the j o b . 

By t h i s t ime I g o t a permanent a p p o i n t -
ment i n the r a i l w a y s . I was t h e t h i r d man 
i n the pane l o f t h o s e s e l e c t e d . I was f i r s t 
p o s t e d a t a p l a c e on t h e Dankuni l i n e and 
then t r a n s f e r r e d to P e t r a p o l . There I f e l l 
v e r y i l l and s t a y e d a t t h e Rai lway h o s p i t a l s 
I then went t o my e l d e r b r o t h e r ' s p l a c e . 
S i n c e no m e d i c a l c e r t i f i c a t e had been s u b -
m i t t e d by me, I was d i s m i s s e d from t h e j o b . 

My marriage was f i x e d i n t h e e a r l y 
s i x t i e s . I t took p l a c e i n our n a t i v e v i l l a g e . 
I came to C a l c u t t a w i t h my w i f e soon a f t e r 
o u r m a r r i a g e . I c o u l d g e t no j o b s , n o t even 
a s i n g l e one . The r e g u l a t i o n s f o r f i s h c o n -
t r o l came i n t o o p e r a t i o n by t h a t t i m e . I 
d i d some work t o s e c u r e l i c e n s e s f o r f i s h 
s e l l e r s , f i l l e d up the forms and w r o t e t h e 
n e c e s s a r y p a p e r s . I came to s e t t l e i n 
Panchananta la , r e n t e d a hutment a t Rs. 15, 
and s t a r t e d a ' p a t h s a l a ' f o r g i v i n g l e s s o n s 
t o c h i l d r n . T h i s was a d e v i c e f o r some 
e a r n i n g as a t e a c h e r . ?/iy a t t e m p t s t o do 
r i c e t r a d i n g f a i l e d due t o p o l i c e t r o u b l e . 

These were my days o f ex treme economic 
d i s t r e s s . On two o r t h r e e o c c a s i o n s , we 
were turned o u t o f o u r hutment . Our t h i n g s 
were thrown o u t . There was a b i g f i r e . A 
l a r g e p a r t o f t h e t i m b e r yard and t h e a d j a -
c e n t slum were g u t t e d . I j o i n e d d o i r g r e -
l i e f work. Ranen Sen o f t h e CPI was then t h e 
l o c a l c o u n c i l l o r . He h e l p e d us in many ways . 
Somenath L a h i r i , a n o t h e r CPI l e a d e r , was 
a l s o h e l p f u l . 



( a ) 

The subsecruent e v e n t s i n Anadi S e r a ' s a c c o u n t r e l a t e 
t o h i s p r e s e n t a t i o n of o p e r a p l a y s ( y a t r a ) , t h e growth o f 
h i s i d e n t i t y a s 'ma s t©rmashay' and a s a man w i t h t h e c a p a b i -
l i t y f o r s o c i a l work and l e a d e r s h i p . He i s c u r r e n t l y e m p l o y -
ed i n t h e work o f a p o r t e r i n one l a r g e b o o k s h o p o f t h e C?I . 
Anadi h a s s e r i o u s c o m p l a i n t s about t h e management and c o n d i -
t i o n s o f work i n t h i s shop . He h a s v e r y c l o s e a s s o c i a t i o n 
w i t h t h e communist movement and i s r e p u t e d a s a prominent 
g r a s s r o o t s l e a d e r o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t i n t h e R a i l 
C o l o n y . Anadi t o l d u s about a n o t h e r work f o r h i s e a r n i n g . 

Eyery morning I go to Dhakur ia S e r v i c e 
S t a t i o n and. P e t r o l Pump t o do t h e work o f 
w a s h i n g and c l e a n i n g a number o f m i n i b u s e s 
and t a x i s . At p r e s e n t such wash ing and 
c l e a n i n g c o v e r s t w e l v e m i n i b u s e s , one bus 
and t h r e e t a x i s . P r e v i o u s l y , I had more 
v e h i c l e s i n my c h a r g e . The number had t o 
b e r e d u c e d b e c a u s e o f t h e growing p r e s s u r e 
o f my o t h e r work. Two t o f o u r young men 
work a s my h e l p e r s i n c a r c l e a n i n g . They 
a r e p a i d by me from what I r e c e i v e from 
t h e o w n e r s o f t h o s e v e h i c l e s . 

Anadi S e r a ' s a c c o u n t g i v e s no d e t a i l s about t h e 
amount o f h i s p r e s e n t e a r n i n g s and l e v e l o f l i v i n g . I t 
a p p e a r s t h a t he d o e s n o t s u f f e r from any se -r ious economic 
d i s t r e s s . I n t h e e a r l i e r p a r t o f h i s a c c o u n t Anadi a p p e a r s 
r a t h e r f u s s y a b o u t s t i c k i n g t o any j o b c a l l i n g f o r r e g u l a r 
a t t e n d a n c e and work. Anadi was perhaps rrore a t t a c h e d to h i s 
i n i t i a l u r g e f o r p r o d u c i n g o p e r a s , t h e a t r e s e t c . H i s own 
h i s t r i o n i c a p t i t u d e was no l e s s p r o m i n e n t . In h i s e x p e r i -
e n c e a t t h e R a i l Colony A n a d i ' s r o l e i n t h e rea lm o f o p e r a 
shows t u r n e d t o b e complementary t o h i s w i d e r i n i t i a t i v e 
f o r s o c i a l work, p o l i t i c a l m o b i l i z a t i o n and t h e a r t i c u l a -
t i o n o f a community i n t h e R a i l C o l o n y . We have a l r e a d y 
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d e a l t w i t h some f e a t u r e s o f t h i s s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t which 
p e r t a i n t o v a r i o u s a c t i v i t i e s of Anadi B e r a . Some more 
o b s e r v a t i o n s w i l l f o l l o w i n t h e n e x t s e c t i o n . 

C. Community, C u l t u r e and P o l i t i c s 

The i n d i v i d u a l n a r r a t i v e s c o n s i s t o f s p e c i f i c e v e n t s 
and e x p e r i e n c e s . which have a much l a r g e r background . A 
p a r t o f i t r e l a t e s t o t h e p a s t l i f e o f t h e d w e l l e r s o f t h e 
s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . In a p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n , we have 
a l r e a d y o b s e r v e d t h a t t h e i r m i g r a t i o n t o C a l c u t t a was f r e -
q u e n t l y c o n n e c t e d w i t h a s e a r c h f o r some l i v e l i h o o d . A v a i l -
a b l e f o r any work b e c a u s e se ldom g e t t i n g an o f f e r o f one j o b , 
t h e m i g r a n t s are o f t e n u n s k i l l e d o r u n q u a l i f i e d f o r a n o n -
a g r i c u l t u r a l a c t i v i t y . They can look f o r employment o n l y a s 
t h e p r o d u c t o f c h a n c e . 

However, t h e work h i s t o r i e s p r o v i d e e x a m p l e s a l s o «f 
p e o p l e who are s u b j e c t t o sudden l a y o f f and unemployment 
even a f t e r h a v i n g c o n s i d e r a b l e s k i l l and e x p e r i e n c e o f a 
p a r t i c u l a r l i n e o f a c t i v i t y . A l l t h i s r e v e a l s th<l i n a b i l i t y 
o f t h e economy' s c a p i t a l i s t n u c l e u s t o absorb t h e numerous 
who are s e e k i n g g a i n f u l work. O b v i o u s l y , t h e l a r g e b a c k -
ground i s then embedded i n such c o n d i t i o n s o f d u a l i t y t h a t 
can a s s i m i l a t e o n l y a s m a l l p a r t o f the' p o p u l a t i o n i n t o - t h e 
economy' s c a p i t a l i s t n u c l e u s , the r e s t b e i n g abandoned t o 
p e r i p h e r a l w i l d e r n e s s . 

I t i s w i t h i n such an o v e r a l l scheme mf. t h i n g s t h a t 
t h e d w e l l e r s of t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y hav^ t o move from »ne 
c a s u a l work t o a n o t h e r . They l i v e a t t h e m a r g i n a l p o l e and. 
i n t h e l o w e r d e p t h s o f m e t r o p o l i t a n C a l c u t t a . The o c c u p a -
t i o n s a v a i l a b l e t o them have no s t a b l e a c c e s s t o t h e b a s i c 

> • 



r e s o u r c e s i f p r o d u c t i o n . The e a r n i n g s ar^ l a r g e l y d e r i v e d 
from t e r t i a r y a c t i v i t i e s l i k e t h a t o f p e t t y t r a d i n g , watch -
men, c y c l e r i c k s h a w p u l l e r s , c a r c l e a n e r s , d r i v e r s , and 
d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s . Even when an a c t i v i t y i s n o t c a s u a l p e r 
s e , t h e mechanism o f o r g a n i s a t i o n h o l d s o u t no a s s u r a n c e 
o f s e c u r e employment. 

A man l i k e Rajen H a i d e r was an a g r i c u l t u r a l l a b o u r e r 
i n h i s v i l l a g e . Coming to C a l c u t t a i n s e a r c h of b e t t e r e a r n -
i n g s , he works f i r s t as a day l a b o u r e r i n p i l i n g work, then 
as a h u t - b u i l d e r (gharami) and f i n a l l y in h i s o l d age a s a 
h e l p e r of one c h i e f cook who t a k e s charge o f c a t e r i n g t o 
s o c i a l c e r e m o n i e s l i k e wedding e t c . Rajen i s a lways i n 
a b j e c t p o v e r t y . A number o f p e r s o n s are found t o move b e t -
ween t h e f i e l d s o f masonry, c o l o u r work i n b u i l d i n g s and 
p a n d a l - w o r k . Most o f them b e g i n and end as h e l p e r s . They 
can r a r e l y s t a y in a work l o n g enough to a c q u i r e i t s r e l a -
t i v e s k i l l and e x p e r t i s e . 

There are some s k i l l e d workers among the d w e l l e r s 
o f t h e R a i l Co lony . In an a c c o u n t of t h e p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n , 
Bimal Adak p r e s e n t s h i s e x p e r i e n c e o f r i s i n g from t h e p o s i -
t i o n o f a h e l p e r in masonry t o a f u l l y s k i l l e d worker . 
B i m a l ' s s p e c i a l i s a t i o n r e l a t e s t o b o t h masonry and m o s a i c -
t i l e f l o o r i n g . He can now t a k e up b i g c o n t r a c t s which are 
e x e c u t e d w i t h t h e h e l p o f h i r e d l a b o u r . The account of Bada l 
Das p r o v i d e s the. example » f a f a i r l y s k i l l e d mechanic who 
s u c c e e d s i n c o n t i n u i n g h i s work mf t o o l s m a n u f a c t u r i n g . 
Whi le moving from one u n i t t o a n o t h e r , Badal c o u l d remain 
i n t h e l i n e o f work f o r which he had a c q u i r e d s k i l l s i n 
t h e b e g i n n i n g . 
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Badal D-a-s bad h i ? i n i t i a l t r a i n i n g from Aswi»i Pura-
k a i t . Howe^ ar, \?>\Lni's a c c o u n t p r e s e n t s a s h a r p c o n t r a s t 
t o t h a t o f Badal P a s . Aswini found no s t a b l e demand f o r h i s 
s k i l l e d l a b o u r . Hi s ways o f e a r n i n g c o n s i s t i n c o n t i n u a l 
s h i f t i n g from m e c h a n i c a l work t o masonry, pandal work and 
even to some marg ina l c u l t i v a t i o n in h i s n a t i v e v i l l a g e . 
Dh iren Manna, t h e c a s e o f a s k i l l e d l a t h e machine o p e r a t o r 
now working as a watchman, a l s o appeared among t h e f o r e g o i n g 
a c c o u n t s o f i n d i v i d u a l w o r k h i s t o r i e s . 

The r i s e and f a l l o f ' pandal work' i n t h e d e c o r a -
t o r s ' b u s i n e s s i l l u s t r a t e t h e e l e m e n t s o f u n c e r t a i n t y i n the 
o c c u p a t i o n a l c o n d i t i o n s o f t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . F o r 
some t ime p a s t 'pandal w o r k ' had been a p r o m i n e n t s o u r c e o f 
l i v e l i h o o d f o r t h e c o l o n y d w e l l e r s . Through t h e r e c e n t 
d e c a d e s , as t h e p o p u l a t i o n o f t h e s o u t h e r n suburbs o f t h e 
c i t y had been expanding a t a f a s t r a t e , t h e demand f o r t h e 
d e c o r a t o r s ' s e r v i c e went on r i s i n g t o meet t h e i n c r e a s i n g 
n e e d s o f community f e s t i v a l s ( e . g . p u j a s ) and s o c i a l c e r e -
monies ( e . g . w e d d i n g ) . In s e v e r a l a c c o u n t s o f i n d i v i d u a l 
w o r k h i s t o r y ( e . g . Ashu Das, Abhoy Sardar) , t h e s u b j e c t s 
r e f e r r e d t o t h e i r dependence on 'pandal work' a s a s o u r c e of 
good e a r n i n g s . 

Even then t h e d e c o r a t o r s ' b u s i n e s s was s u b j e c t t o 

sharp s e a s o n a l f l u c t u a t i o n s . A, more r e c e n t i n t e r v i e w w i t h 
* 

Ashu Das gave us t h e inf©xyiat ion about some a b r u p t c h a n g e s 
i n t h e d e c o r a t o r s ' b u s i n e s s . He i s no l o n g e r engaged i n 
'pandal w o r k ' . Th<=> b u s i n e s s f a c e s a s e r i o u s c r i s i s o f d e c -
l i n e . Many new nous'-a i n t h e e n t i r e r e g i o n from Dhakur ia 
t o Gar ia are now b e i n g r e n t e d o u t f o r t h e accommodation of 
s o c i a l c e r e m o n i e s . Th i s had l e d t o a f a l l i n t h e d e m a n d f o r 



d e c o r a t o r s ' s e r v i c e , p a r t i c u l a r l y in t h e s c o p e and n e e d f o r 
'panda l w o r k ' . We g e t an example o f t h e dependence o f work-
e r s a t t h e m a r g i n a l p o l e on r e s i d u a l a c t i v i t i e s which are 
l i a b l e t o b e r e p l a c e d by a l t e r n a t i v e s h a v i n g s u p e r i o r command 
o v e r b a s i c r e s o u r c e s o f p r o d u c t i o n . 

•i 
The work h i s t o r i e s o f women i n d i c a t e t h a t t h e i r 

r e t u r n s from d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e augment t o t a l f a m i l y e a r n i n g s . 
F u r t h e r , t h e c a s u a l n a t u r e o f the work done by males i n c r e a -
s e s t h e n e e d f o r t h e women's more r e g u l a r e a r n i n g s from 
d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e . There are many c a s e s where a woman i s 
p r a o * t i c a l l y t h e s o l e e a r n e r b e c a u s e o f h e r h u s b a n d ' s o l d age , 
• r s e r i o u s i l l n e s s , o r even s h e e r apathy to work. The widov:s 
work a s maid s e r v a n t s t o earn the means of s u r v i v i n g w i t h 
t h e i r c h i l d r e n . Amidst a l l t h i s , Susama Samanta p r e s e n t s one 
r a r e example of working as a d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t to earn the 
means o^ f u l f i l l i n g h e r r e q u i r e m e n t s o f ' l u x u r y ' s p e n d i n g on 
h e r s e l f and h e r c h i l d r e n . 

The d w e l l e r s of t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t have t h e i r 
own d i f f e r e n c e s and d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n . As an example , we can 
t a k e a c c o u n t of t h e d i f f e r e n c e i n e a r n i n g s between t h e f a m i l y 
o f Bimal Adak (a p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g of Rs. 5 0 0 / - and 
t h a t o f Rajen H a i d e r (a p e r c a p i t a monthly e a r n i n g of Rs. 80) . 
Some f a m i l i e s d e r i v e s i z e a b l e r e n t income from t h e i r owner-
s h i p o f s h a c k s i n t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . We have commented e a r -
l i e r on t h e d u b i o u s l e g a l s t a t u s o f such o w n e r s h i p . But f o r 
t h e q u i t e i n f r e q u e n t a r b i t r a t i o n s by t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i 
i n d i s p u t e s o v e r r e n t f i x a t i o n and payment, we found l i t t l e 
e v i d e n c e of any c o n f l i c t between the s o - c a l l e d owners and 
o c c u p i e r s o f t h e s h a c k s . 

Again , t h e s u c c e s s o f a few d w e l l e r s i n h a v i n g more 
s e c u r e e a r n i n g s can be t a k e n by t h e r e s t mere ly as a m a t t e r 
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o f chance o r good f o r t u n e . F o r t h e v a s t m a j o r i t y , unemploy -
ment and i n t e r m i t t e n t employment a t v e r y low l e v e l s o f l i v i n g 
produce an overwhelming economic p r e s s u r e which even t e n d s t o 
p r o h i b i t t h e i r p r o t e s t a g a i n s t what i s i n t o l e r a b l e . I t i s 
bey*nd them t o t h i n k o f any measures t o change t h e w o r l d 
o u t s i d e t h e i r h a b i t a t . The e v i d e n c e o f t h e work h i s t o r i e s 
shows t h a t t h e workers f m m t h e R a i l Colony a r e r a r e l y i n -
v o l v e d i n un ion a c t i v i t i e s . Indeed , most o f t h e i r work 
p l a c e s are much t o o i n f o r m a l t o a f f o r d any s c o p e f o r t h e 
promotion o f t r a d e u n i o n s . The demands and p r o t e s t s o f t h e 
c o l o n y d w e l l e r s turn a l m o s t i n v a r i a b l y on t h e d e f e n c e mf t h e i r 
h a b i t a t and can e x t e n d , a t t h e most, t o i t s immedia te s u r r -
o u n d i n g s which t h e y i d e n t i f y a s t h e i r own l o c a l i t y . 

The h a b i t a t i o n o f t h i s shanty s e t t l e m e n t g e n e r a t e s 
a s e n s e o f community among i"fes d w e l l e r s . Many o f them a r e 
aware t h a t t h e shacks are u n l a w f u l on t h e R a i l w a y s l a n d s . 
I t makes t h e d w e l l e r s l i a b l e to a p e r p e t u a l p o s s i b i l i t y o f 
e v i c t i o n . The d w e l l e r s are t h e r e f o r e a l l c o n c e r n e d o v e r t h e 
c o n s t a n t n e c e s s i t y f o r a u n i t e d m o b i l i s a t i o n a g a i n s t any move 
t o e l i m i n a t e t h e R a i l Co lony . T h i s i s . e v i d e n t i n t h e e x p e r i -
ence o f s e v e r a l s t r u g g l e s through t h e recent: d e c a d e s . We 
can a l s o read from the l i f e - s t o r i e s reco;~ded by u s how a 
s e n s e o f b e l o n g i n g p e r v a d e s t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e n t i m e n t s and 
i d e a s about s h a r i n g a s p a c e f o r t h e i r sh~nty s e t t l e m e n t . 

Ashu Das, a member o f t h e R e h a b i l i t a t i o n Committee , 
e x p r e s s e d h i s f e e l i n g s i n a s t a t e m e n t maoe t o a s . He s a i d , 
'The s q u a t t e r s on t h i s e n t i r e s t r e t c h of l and around t h e 
r a i l w a y t r a c k s from t h e Dhakuria to K a l i ^ h a t s t a t i o n s r e p r e -
s e n t a s i n g l e f a m i l y . We must n o t d i s t i n g u i s h b e t w e e n t h e 
d i s p l a c e d p e r s o n s from E a s t Benga l and t h o s e from t h e 
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v i l l a g e s o f West B e n g a l . We d o n ' t want t o p e r s i s t i n v i o -
l a t i n g t h e Ra i lways r e g u l a t i o n s . They must p r o v i d e us w i t h 
some a l t e r n a t i v e s i t e f o r r e h a b i l i t a t i o n i n c a s e i t becomes 
i m p e r a t i v e t h a t we q u i t t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . We have no o t h e r 
p l a c e t o bui ld , o u r homes. These l a n d s have remained i n o u r 
c o l l e c t i v e o c c u p a t i o n f o r so many y e a r s . T h i s i s t h e b a s i s 
o f o u r c l a i m to a s p a c e f o r o u r own homes. ' Ashu added t h a t 
a l o n g w i t h ' mastermashay 1 he was among t h e vanguards 4 f 
e a c h and. e v e r y movement a g a i n s t t h e r a i l w a y s s t e p s to demo-
l i s h t h e R a i l Co lony . 

Bada l Cas , a s k i l l e d mechanic , s a i d , 'We l i v e in t h e 
f a c e o f t h e t i g e r J ' Badal means by t i g e r t h e p e r p e t u a l 
t h r e a t o f e v i c t i o n . He added, ' J y o t i Babu a s s u r e d us t h a t 
we would n o t b e e v i c t e d from t h i s s e t t l e m e n t w i t h o u t some 
a l t e r n a t i v e p r o v i s i o n f o r o u r r e h a b i l i t a t i o n . Jn c a s e o f 
t h e r e t u r n o f Congress t o power, t h e r e may be a t t e m p t s aga in 
t o e v i c t us by d e p l o y i n g CRP. I am used t o t h i s p l a c e . I 
f i n d i t so c o n v e n i e n t and c o n g e n i a l . We are a lways u n i t e d 

t o r e s i s t any such move. There l i e s o u r s t r e n g t h . 1 
* 

Aswin i P u r s k a i t , whose work h i s t o r y gave us t h e 
a c c o u n t o f combin ing t h e work o f a s k i l l e d mechanic, masonry, 
pandal work and marg ina l c u l t i v a t i o n i n h i s n a t i v e v i l l a g e , 
s a i d , ' I w i s h to spend t h e r e s t of my l i f e i n C a l c u t t a . 
I ' l l n o t r e t u r n t o my v i l l a g e . ' He h o l d s t h a t even a Cong-
r e s s government c a n n o t go back on t h e a s s u r a n c e o f r e h a b i -
l i t a t i o n g i v e n t o t h e d w e l l e r s o f t h e R a i l Colony. While 
Aswini i s r a t h e r i n d i f f e r e n t t o t a k i n g p a r t i n m e e t i n g s 
and p r o c e s s i o n s , he c l e a r l y e x p r e s s e s a s e n s e o f b e l o n g i n g 
t o t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . In h i s own words, 'We t h o u g h t 
o f a p l a c e where we c o u l d meet a f t e r a d a y ' s work. Thit, i s 

* > 
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hew t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i had taken shape . We used t o p l a y 
carom i n t h i s room. T h i s s h r i n e o f S i t a l a i s o u r making. 
A l l t h i s h a s been o r g a n i s e d by t h e y o u t h o f t h i s R a i l C o l o n y . ' 

We have ment ioned t h e p o i n t about t h e demands o f t h e 
R a i l Colony on i t s immediate n e i g h b o u r h o o d . T h i s was m a n i f e s t 
i n t h e manoeuvres and n e g o t i a t i o n s made by Ashu Das , D h i r e n 
Manna and o t h e r s to s e c u r e t h e j o b s o f watchmen i n t h e 
Manjusha B u i l d i n g . I n d e e d , t h e same a t t i t u d e i s e x p r e s s e d 
i n S u d h i r Karmakar's a c c o u n t o f g e t t i n g t h e j o b o f a w a t c h -
man i n a n o t h e r b u i l d i n g . He r e c e i v e d mastermashay' s h e l p 
i n t h i s m a t t e r . 

A s h u ' s demarcat ion of t h e i r own l o c a l i t y i s n o t e -
worthy . He t o l d u s , 'We d o n ' t c r o s s t h e l i m i t s . You r e a c h 
a d i f f e r e n t l o c a l i t y on t h e o t h e r s i d e o f t h e b r i d g e . The 
new b u i l d i n g s t h e r e s h o u l d be l e f t t o t h e y o u t h o f t h a t 
l o c a l i t y . Here you s e e one b u i l d i n g , then a n o t h e r , and o n e 
i s now under c o n s t r u c t i o n . No more s p a c e i s a v a i l a b l e f o r 
new c o n s t r u c t i o n . In about f o u r o r f i v e new h o u s e s o f o u r 
l o c a l i t y some e i g h t to t e n men from t h e R a i l Colony h a v e 
s e c u r e d t h e work o f watchmen. 1 

We f i n d b r i e f r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e problems o f e v i c t i o n 
and p o l i t i c s i n t h e l i f e a c c o u n t s o f f o u r women. F o r example , 
Susama Samanta s a i d , 'When an a t t e m p t had been made t o p u t 
up b a r b e d w i r e f e n c i n g , t h e women s t o o d i n t h e f r o n t l i n e o f 
r e s i s t a n c e . We f o l l o w e d t h e i n s t r u c t i o n s o f ' m a s t e r m a s h a y 1 . 
T h i s c o u l d s t o p t h e e x t e n s i o n o f barbed w i r e f e n c i n g t o t h e 
R a i l Co lony . I have h e a r d o f t h e t h r e a t o f e v i c t i o n . I s i t 
p o s s i b l e ? We are so many p e o p l e d w e l l i n g i n t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . 
Can t h e y e v i c t us a l l ? ' S h e f a l i Makal knew t h e y were l i v i n g 
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on r a i l w a y s l a n d s . She ment ioned t h e r o l e o f movements and 
mastermashay' s l e a d e r s h i p . Others l i k e Hena Mandal and 

3 e l a D a s i had s i m i l a r v i e w s and t a l k e d o f l e a v i n g a l l r e s -
p o n s i b i l i t y i n such m a t t e r s to 1 mastermashay 1 . 

D h i r e n Manna d e s c r i b e d h i s memories o f t h e movement 
a g a i n s t t h e r a i l w a y s s t e p s to p u t up barbed w i r e f e n c i n g 
t h a t would c l o s e t h e e n t r y and e x i t p o i n t s o f the s h a c k s . 
In h i s words , 'As I cou ld s e e the men g e t t i n g ready t o s t a r t 
t h e work o f f e n c i n g s , I b r o u g h t i t i m m e d i a t e l y t o t h e n o t i c e 
o f 1 mastermashay 1 and o t h e r s . Vie c o l l e c t e d a l a r g e number 
o f p e o p l e and d id a l l t h a t we c o u l d do t o s t o p t h e i r work. 
I was i n t h e f r o n t t o f a c e t h o s e men. We a l s o went i n p r o -
c e s s i o n s and d e p u t a t i o n s t o s e v e r a l o f f i c e s . The p r e s s u r e 
o f c u r movement s t o p p e d t h e move t o r a i s e barbed w i r e 
f e n c i n g . ' 

As r e g a r d s t h e t h r e a t of e v i c t i o n , Dhiren Manna 
t a l k e d - o f t h e r o l e o f t h e ' R e h a b i l i t a t i o n Committee' i n 
p r o t e c t i n g t h e i n t e r e s t s o f t h e s e t t l e m e n t . He o b s e r v e d , 
'The d a n g e r i s t h e r e . But we remain ready to launch » u r 
movement » f p r o t e s t and r e s i s t a n c e . We have grown »ur »wn 
c o u r a g e . I t a s s u r e s u s t h a t we c a n n o t be e v i c t e d from t h i s 
p l a c e w i t h o u t some a l t e r n a t i v e p r o v i s i o n f o r o u r r e h a b i l i -
t a t i o n . ' 

However, Dhiren Manna e x p r e s s e d h i s u n a h p p i n e s s 
a b o u t d w e l l i n g i n t h e R a i l Co lony . S i n c e " h i s d a u g h t e r ' s 
d e a t h i n a b u s a c c i d e n t i n 1984. Dhiren h a s l o s t a l l l i k i n g 
f o r t h i s p l a c e . He added, ' I t i s an economic compulsion. ' 
The c h i l d r e n have t o grow up i n an u n h e a l t h y atrrwsphere. We 
l i v e a m i d s t u n c e a s i n g q u a r r e l , words o f abuse and t r o u b l e . 
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I t would be b e t t e r to l i v e in r u r a l s u r r o u n d i n g s i n o n e ' s 
n a t i v e p l a c e . ' 

Bimal Adck h a s a f l e x i b l e a t t i t u d e t o t h e q u e s t i o n 
o f d w e l l i n g i n t h e R a i l Colony. He s a i d , 'I go from t h i s 
p l a c e t o do a l l my work. So does my son . Our n e i g h b o u r s 
are a l l w e l l - w i s h e r s . S t i l l I havo a d e s i r e f o r r e t u r n i n g 
t o my n a t i v e v i l l a g e . I l i v e h e r e in a r e n t e d s h a c k . With 
some s a v i n g s I c?n b u i l d my own house i n t h e v i l l a g e . 
B u i l d i n g c o n s t r u c t i o n i s now en expanding a c t i v i t y i n t h e 
r u r a l a r e a s . So I s h a l l f i n d work w i t h my s k i l l i n masonry. 
I a l s o w i s h to t a k e up some c u l t i v a t i o n . My son can b e a 
d a i l y commuter t o C a l c u t t a f o r h i s work. ' 

Bimal Adak s e t o u t t h e p e r s p e c t i v e o f a man o f means. 
In s p i t e o f h i s a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i , 
Bimal e x p r e s s e d come d o u b t s about t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f l i v i n g 
f o r e v e r on t h e Ra i lways l a n d s . He a l s o s a i d , ' I do no l o n g e r 
c o n s i d e r m y s e l f j u s t a l a b o u r e r . I am now a c o n t r a c t o r . I f 
I can p r o c u r e a s u i t a b l e s i t e , i t w i l l be n i c e t o s e t uo my * 
•wn s t o r e o f b u i l d i n g m a t e r i a l s . I can then have ready 
s u p p l i e s f « r my work. ' Bimal added, 'Ho q u e s t i o n o f my 
r e t u r n t o t h e v i l l a g e would a r i s e , i f I had s u f f i c i e n t means 
t o b u i l d my own house i n C a l c u t t a . ' 

Arrong t h o s e i n t e r v i e w e d by u s , Susama Samanta was 
t h e o n l y woman who e x p r e s s e d h e r g e n e r a l v i e w s about s o c i a l 
l i f e i n t h e R a i l Co lony . I t i s n e a r l y a d e c a d e t h a t she h a s 
been l i v i h g ir. t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . The a c c o u n t uf h e r work 
h i s tory* 'has* been p r e s e n t e d i n the p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n . We 
have n o t e d above her a t t i t u d e t o t h e t h r e a t o f e v i c t i o n -
B e f o r e h e r marr iage Susama l i v e d w i t h h e r mother i n a s lum 
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of n o r t h C a l c u t t a . She e x p r e s s e s h e r d i s l i k e f o r t h e R a i l 
Colony a s follow;:;, 'There i s no f r i e n d l i n e s s among t h e 
d w e l l e r - o^ t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . They have t h e h a b i t of t a l k -
i n g b e h i n d y o u r b a c k . I f i n d none t o be f rank and s t r a i g h t -
forward i n t h e i r d e a l i n g s . The c o n d i t i o n s were f a r b e t t e r 
i n t h e p l a c e where T l i v e d w i t h my mother. 1 

The n a r r a t i v e e x c e r p t s , which we have c i t e d above , 
af-e e x p r e s s i v e o f b o t h s i m i l a r i t i e s and d i f f e r e n c e s i n t h e 
a c c o u n t s o f v a r i o u s i n d i v i d u a l s . A l l o f them do n o t have 
t h e same a t t a c h m e n t f o r t h e R a i l Colony . Nor do t h e y have 
e q u a l c o n f i d e n c e about t h e s t r e n g t h to r e s i s t e v i c t i o n . We 
f i n d a f ew l i k e Bima!1 Adak whose m a t e r i a l s u c c e s s i n c o u r s e 
o f t ime l e a d s t o t h e i d e a o f s h i f t i n g t o some b e t t e r a c c o -
mmodation. However, t h e y f e l t u n c e r t a i n o f f i n d i n g - w i t h i n 
t h e i r means a s u i t a b l e a l t e r n a t i v e i n C a l c u t t a . Some o t h e r s 
l i k e D h i r e n Manna and* Susama Samanta e x p r e s s e d t h e i r d i s l i k e 
f o r t h e c o n d i t i o n s and s u r r o u n d i n g s of t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . 
They were n o t i n an economic p o s i t i o n t o t h i n k o f any a l t e r -
n a t i v e . 

In any case , t h e v a s t m a j o r i t y of t h e d w e l l e r s o f 
t h e R a i l Colony l o o k e d upon t h e m s e l v e s as 'members of a 
s i n g l e f a m i l y ' who were u t t e r l y m a r g i n a l i s e d in t h e i r c o n -
d i t i o n s o f s o c i o - e c o n o m i c e x i s t e n c e . T h i s marginal s i t u a -
t i o n i m p l i e d t h a t t h e y had no s t a b l e work, n o r a l a w f u l 
s h e l t e r f o r t h e i r l i v i n g . The growth o f t h e R a i l Colony 
b e a r s o u t t h e s t o r y of a s e t t l e m e n t of p e o p l e who had no 
i n i t i a l c a p i t a l , no t e c h n i c a l q u a l i f i c a t i o n o r s p e c i a l 
s k i l l , no e d u c a t i o n , no money, no p r e m i s e s and no s t a b l e 
c o n n e c t i o n s w i t h t h e c o r e world of t h e c i t y . The s e t t l e -
ment then e v o l v e d as a community of t h o s e n e g a t i o n s . I t 

* * 
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had t h e ^ole r e s o l u t i o n o f o c c u p y i n g a s p a c e t o accommodate 
t h e s h a c k s r e e k i n g of p o v e r t y and s q u a l o r . 

We have d i s c u s s e d e l s e w h e r e the r o l e o f t h e J a n a 
Kalyan S a m i t i and i t s m o d a l i t i e s o f work. T h i s i s where 
t h e l e a d e r s h i p o f Anadi S e r a , commonly known as ' m a s t e r -
mashay ' , became s i g n i f i c a n t in v a r i o u s m a t t e r s of c r u c i a l 
i m p o r t a n c e f o r the' R a i l Co lony . Indeed , most o f t h e l i f e 
a c c o u n t s recorded, by us r e f e r t o t h e c o n t r i b u t i o n s o f 
'mastermashay' i n one f i e l d o r t h e o t h e r o f t h e R a i l C o l o n y ' s 
l i f e . ~-.'e have s u r " i c i e n t e v i d e n c e o f such r e f e r e n c e s i n t h e * 
n a r r a t i v e e x c e r p t s c i t e d t h r o u g h o u t t h i s paper . 

.Anadi 3 e r a ' s p o l i t i c a l a f f i l i a t i o n s w i t h t h e l e f t 
i n f l u e n c e d t h e d w e l l e r s o f t h e R a i l Co lony . The n a t u r e o f 
t h i s p o l i t i c a l e l e m e n t i n t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e , u n d e r s t a n d i n g 
and d e e d s was e x p r e s s e d i n s e v e r a l l i f e a c c o u n t s . The r e s -
ponse of t h e d w e l l e r s to ad i S e r a ' s m e d i a t i o n and a l s o to 
t h a t o f t h e l o c a l CPI l e a d e r s h i p of Dhakuria r e v e a l e d 'some 
f e a t u r e s o f t h e m a r g i n ' s c r y p t i c a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e p o l i -
t i c s o f t h e c i t y . We s h a l l come t o t h i s p a r t o f o u r o b s e r -
v a t i o n s a f t e r d e s c r i b i n g some c u l t u r a l f e a t u r e s o f t h e 
s e t t l e m e n t . 

The p r o p o r t i o n of l i t e r a t e s d id n o t e x c e e d 30 p e r 
c e n t o f t h e t o t a l p o p u l a t i o n . The p e r c e n t a g e o f l i t e r a t e s 
among women was about t e n . Most o f them had m e r e l y an 
e l e m e n t a r y knowledge o f t h e a l p h a b e t and t h e y c o u l d j u s t 
s i g n t h e i r names. The p e r c e n t a g e o f women who c o u l d w r i t e 
l e t t e r s was f i v e o n l y . Whi le many p a r e n t s t r i e d t o s end 
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t h e i r c h i l d r e n t o s c h o o l s , t h e r a t e o f d r o p - o u t was v e r y 
h i g h b e c a u s e o f p o v e r t y and the n^ed f o r some e a r n i n g s by 
c h i l d r e n . However, t h e e x t e n t o f c h i l d l a b o u r was n o t v e r y 
h i g h i n Gobindapur R a i l Colony Gate 1. S t i l l t h e r e were 
b o y s o f t h e age be tween ten and f o u r t e e n y e a r s who worked 
a s h e l p e r s i n t e a s h o p s , c a r c l e a n i n g and washing , and motor 
r e p a i r s g a r a g e . The g i r l s were o f t e n c o m p e l l e d t o do h o u s e -
h o l d c h o r e s s i n c e t h e i r mothers had t o go o u t f o r t h e i r work 
a s d o m e s t i c s e r v a n t s . 

The l i f e a c c o u n t s had v e r y few r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e 
p a t t e r n s of s p e n d i n g l e i s u r e t i m e . S h e f a l i Makal s a i d t h a t 
she spared no t ime t o watch t h e TV p i c t u r e s i n t h e h o u s e s 
where she worked. Her main concern was t o f i n i s h h e r 
s c h e d u l e d work on t i m e . Her v i s i t t o a cinema show was 
e x t r e m e l y r a r e . She saw d e v o t i o n a l f i l m s o n l y . 

Susama Samanta, who^e work h i s t o r y i n d i c a t e d h e r 
w i l l r n g n e s e and a b i l i t y t o spend f o r t h i n g s which she l i k e d , 
s a i d t h a t she saw b o t h Hindi and B e n g a l i f i l m s . She remark-
ed f u r t h e r , 'I d o n ' t l i k e v i o l e n c e i n f i l m s . I s e e B e n g a l i 
f i l m s q u i t e o f t e n . I c a n n o t s o r t o u t my l i k e s and d i s l i k e s . 
The y a t r a s , p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e p e r f o r m a n c e s of our l o c a l i t y , 
a r e n o t t o my l i k i n g . Once I taw a y a t f a a t t h e Southern 
Park. I l i k e d i t . ' 

Dhirer. Manna spoke a t some l e n g t h on the k i n d o f 
f i l m s he l i k e d , ' I l i k e f i l m s w i t h a l o t of f i g h t i n g and 
v i o l e n c e . Amitabh Bachchan and Mithun are. my f a v o u r i t e 
a c t o r s . I am new more fond o f Hindi f i l m s . But an a c t o r 
l i k e Ranj . i t M u l l i k i s improving t h e t e n o r o f B e n g a l i f i l m s . ' 
D h i r e n d o e s n o t l i k e t o s e e v i d e o shows s i t t i n g w i t h a crowd 
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and n o i s e around him. He l o o k s f o r t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t * s e e 
v i d e o shows i n somec i e ' s h o u s e . Dhiren i s a r e g u l a r worker 
o f t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . He h o l d s t h a t a y a t r a o r g a n i s e d 
and p r e s e n t e d by t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i i s 'a form o f e d u c a -
t i o n . 1 

Rajen Haider.- whose w o r k - h i s t o r y gave u s an a c c o u n t 
o f a b j e c t p o v e r t y , t a l k e d about TV and cinema shows, 'Very 
o c c a s i o n a l l y I have g l i m p s e s o f Ramayan and Mahabharat on 
t h e TV i n t h e house o f one Marwari g e n t l e m a n . I have no money 
t o s e e c inema shows. F o r m e r l y , t h e y a t r a s were d i f f e r e n t . 
A per formance l a s t e d from n i g h t to about e i g h t on t h e f o l l o w -
i n g morning. Compare t h e p r e s e n t day. performances . ' Y^u say 
t h e s e aro y a t r a s . ' They are j u s t some mishmash.' And y o u have 
t o pay f o r a l l t h i s . ' ' 

We know from t h e work h i s t o r i e s t h a t Abhoy SardUr 
was happy working as a motor d r i v e r a f t e r a l o n g and v a r i e d 
e x p e r i e n c e o f d i v e r s e a c t i v i t i e s f o r e a r n i n g . He t a l k e d a s 
f o l l o w s a b o u t TV and c inema shows, ' 3 u t f o r t h e f e a t u r e s 
t u r n i n g on f a m i l y l i f e , I d o n ' t s e e TV a t a l l . I have no 
l i k i n g f o r Hindi f i l m s . Every Thursday t h e r e are shows of 
d e v o t i o n a l f i l m s i n t h e Gol Park Ramkrishna M i s s i o n . When 
i t i s p o s s i b l e f o r me to s p a r e t i m e , I go t o s e e t h e s e f i l m s . 
I d o n ' t go t o cinema h a l l s t h e s e d a y s . ' 

In o u r r e f l e c t i o n s on t h e ' b a c k g r o u n d ' , t h e r e was a 
d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e m u s i c a l t a l e n t o f Abhoy Sardar . He c o n -
c l u d e d h i s l i f e a c c o u n t w i t h t h e s e words . ' I t i s i m p o s s i b l e 
t o l i v e on music w i t h o u t p l e n t y o f p a t e r n a l s u p p o r t i n 
money. S t i l l I l o v e m u s i c . I « f t e n p l a y t a b l a i n my s p a r e 
t ime and a l s o do some s i n g i n g . The k i r t a n p i e c e s are my 



f a v o u r i t e s o n g s . ' 

About 20 p e r c e n t of t h e f a m i l i e s i n t h e R a i l Colony-
had t r a n s i s t o r r a d i o s . The males were u s e d to g o s s i p and 
card p l a y i n g . The e l d e r l y men had no l i k i n g f o r TV. T h e i r 
v i s i t s t o c inema shows were a l s o v e r y r a r ° . The p r e f e r e n c e s 
are d i f f e r e n t among t h e y o u n g e r p e o p l e . In one o f o u r c o n -
v e r s a t i o n s , Ashu Das t o l d us o f t h e c r a z e among the y o u t h 
f o r v i d e o shows and n o i s y m u s i c . 

The c e l e b r a t i o n o f S i t a l a Fuja i s t h e most i m p o r t a n t 
community f e s t i v a l o f t h e R a i l Colony . I t i s o r g a n i z e d by 
t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . Ashu Das s a i d t h a t i t s t i l l marked 
an o c c a s i o n when the t r a d i t i o n a l norms o f t h e c o l o n y were 
d u l y o b s e r v e d . Ashu e x p r e s s e d concern o v e r t h e h a b i t s and 
f a n c i e s of t h e y o u n g e r p e o p l e . He saw p e r v e r s i t y i n t h e i r 
way- . A l l t h i s , i n A s h u ' s v i e w , was f u l l o f d i r e p o r t e n t s 
f o r t h e f u t u r e o f t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . 

No d e a l i n g s i n c o u n t r y l i q u o r o r drugs came t o o u r 
n o t i c e i n t h e Gobindapur R a i l Colony Gate 1. Some workers 
of t h e I n t e g r a t e d C h i l d Deve lopment Scheme i n f o r m e d u s o f 
h e r o i n a d d i c t s and d e a l e r s i n t h e segments a d j a c e n t t o t h e 
R a i l Colony Gate 1. A l s o we were t o l d about a shack where 
c o u n t r y l i q u o r was r e g u l a r l y s o l d w i t h o u t l i c e n s e . Such 

d e v e l o p m e n t s might have a b e a r i n g on A s h u ' s v i e w s about t h e 
* 

w o r s e n i n g o f t h i n g s . 

The s p a t i a l i d e n t i t y o f t h e R a i l Colony i s o f prime 
i m p o r t a n c e f o r i t s d w e l l e r s . In i t s c u l t u r a l f e a t u r e s how-
e v e r , t h e s e t t l e m e n t was s u b j e c t to an o v e r b e a r i n g i n f l u e n c e 
o f t h e m e t r o p o l i s . T h i s f o l l o w e d from t h e v e r y l o c a t i o n o f 
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t h e s e t t l e m e n t . The d w e l l e r s had d a i l y e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e 
b r u t a l i m p e r s o n a l i t y of c a s u a l work r e l a t i o n s i n a metropo-
l i s . In c o u r s e of t h i s d e s p e r a t e s e a r c h and wander ing t h e y 
c o u l d h a r d l y e s c a p e t h e c u l t u r a l t r a c e s o f t h o s e c o r e media 
l i k e r a d i o , TV, f i l m h o a r d i n g s and cinema shows. Probably 
due t o t h e c o n s t a n t h a z a r d s o f t h e i r m a r g i n a l e x i s t e n c e , 
many d w e l l e r s , p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e o l d e r p e o p l e , had l i t t l e 
i n t e r e s t i n t h o s e media. 

Such e x p o s u r e b e g i n s t o grow w i t h t h e d u r a t i o n o f 
t h e s e t t l e m e n t , which h a s now a l i f e o f about f o r t y y e a r s 
b e h i n d i t . F u r t h e r , t h e c i t y and i t s n a t u r e and means o f 
c u l t u r e have changed through t h e r e c e n t d e c a d e s . I t h a s now 
a more d e s u l t o r y and b e w i l d e r i n g s t a t e of t h i n g s . Ashu Das, 
a d w e l l e r o f t h i s c o l o n y , s i n c e i t s i n c e p t i o n , d i s a p p r o v e s 
some t e n d e n c i e s o f change i n t h e s e t t l e m e n t and b l a m e s t h e 
y o u t h o f t h e c o l o n y f o r what he d e s c r i b e s a s t h e i r l o u s y , 
v u l g a r and n o i s y e n t e r t a i n m e n t s . Ashu1 s r e f e r e n c e to t h e 
' t r a d i t i o n a l norms' o b s e r v e d dur ing t h e f e s t i v a l o f S i t a l a 
Puja , r e a l l y reminds us o f t h e c o n t e n t o f an e a r l i e r e x p o -
s u r e t o t h e w i d e r m e t r o p o l i s . The y a t r a s produced by t h e 
Jana Kalyan S a m i t i had b o r n e t h e r e f l e c t i o n s of t h e same 
i n f l u e n c e . One p o i n t i s o f c r u c i a l i m p o r t a n c e . The squa-
t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t had t o s e e k i t s l e g i t i m a c y by c o n f o r m i n g 
t o t h e o r d e r and c u l t u r e o f t h e c i t y . We s h a l l f i n d more 
i n s t a n c e s o f such c o n f o r m i t y i n t h e p o l i t i c a l o r i e n t a t i o n 
and a l i g n m e n t s o f t h e R a i l Co lony . We have d i s c u s s e d e a r l i e r 
how t h e o r i g i n and f o r m a t i o n o f t h e Gobindapur R a i l Colony 
Gate 1 had been i n f l u e n c e d by t h e growth of numerous squa-
t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e i n f l u x o f d i s p l a c e d 
p e r s o n s from E a s t P a k i s t a n s i n c e the l a t e f o r t i e s . The 
movement f o r t h e r e h a b i l i t a t i o n o f uprrOted p e r s o n s from E a s t 



Benga l became a major p lank o f communist p o l i t i c s in West 
B e n g a l . The s g u a t t e r s 1 s e t t l e m e n t s i n t h e southern suburbs 
o f t h e c i t y had t h e same p o l i t i c a l a l i g n m e n t and s u p p o r t . 

The i n i t i a l p o l i t i c a l a f f i l i a t i o n o f t h e Gobindapur 
R a i l Colony h a s been d e s c r i b e d i n o u r g e n e r a l r e v i e w o f t h e 
f e a t u r e s o f t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . I t s l i n k s w i t h t h e Communist 
P a r t y shaped i n t o c l o s e r and more r e g u l a r t i e s a l o n g w i t h t h e 
l e a d e r s h i p o f Anadi 3 e r a and t h e working o f t h e Jana Kalyan 
S a m i t i a s t h e C o l o n y ' s community c e n t r e . The main f o c u j 
o f t h i s p o l i t i c a l f o l l o w i n g h a s a l w a y s turned upon t h e pro -
t e c t i o n o f t h i s s e t t l e m e n t a g a i n s t any move f o r i t s e l i m i n a -
t i o n . The b r o a d e r meaning and d i r e c t i o n s o f such p o l i t i c s 
are r e l e v a n t t o o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e R a i l Co lony . We 
may p r o c e e d then to a resume o f t h e s o c i a l a t t i t u d e s and p o -
l i t i c a l o r i e n t a t i o n of t h e d w e l l e r s , a s e x p r e s s e d i n t h e i r 
l i f e a c c o u n t s . 

Bimal Adak, who h a s s e c u r e d n o t a b l e s u c c e s s i n t h e 
work o f masonry and m o s a i c - t i l e f l o o r i n g , t o l d u s t h a t he d i d 
n o t d i r e c t l y p a r t i c i p a t e i n t h e movements a g a i n s t e v i c t i o n . 
As r e g a r d s h i s o r g a n i s a t i o n a l l i n k s , Bimal s a i d , ' I am a 
member o f t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i and respond t o i t s c a l l f o r 
any work. ' Bimal e x p r e s s e d h i s p a r t y l i n k s i n a rrood and 
t o n e a s i f he was mocking a t h i s own p o s i t i o n , 'Having no 
o t h e r p r o p e r d w e l l i n g p l a c e , we are i n o c c u p a t i o n o f t h e r a i l -
way l a n d s . I t f o l l o w s t h a t I must b e wi th t h e CPM. T h i s i s 
my p o s i t i o n f o r more than a d e c a d e . P r e v i o u s l y , I was l e a s t 
c o n c e r n e d about any p o l i t i c a l p a r t y . 1 

We do a l r e a d y know t h e work h i s t o r y o f Aswini P u r e k a i t . 
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Though a s k i l l e d mechanic , he h a s no s t a b l e work i n h i s own 
l i n e and o f t e n moves between masonry, m a r g i n a l c u l t i v a t i o n , 
and pandal work f o r h i s l i v e l i h o o d . Aswini i s e x p l i c i t about 
h i s s u p p o r t f o r t h e L e f t F r o n t . He s a i d , 'We are a s s u r e d 
o f p r o t e c t i o n so l ong as t h e L e f t F r o n t i s i n power. I used 
t o move i n t h e company of t h e "master" ( i . e . "mastermashay" 
.Anadi Sera) and became a f o l l o w e r o f t h e L e f t from t h e very-
b e g i n n i n g o f my a r r i v a l i n t h e R a i l C o l o n y . We were CPM 
s u p p o r t e r s i n o u r v i l l a g e . We c o n s i d e r e d C o n g r e s s t o b e the 
p a r t y o f t h e r i c h , and CPM t h e p a r t y o f t h e p o o r . Such 
p o l i t i c a l v i e w s are a p a r t o f o u r f a m i l y h e r i t a g e . 1 

Badal Das , whose work h i s t o r y gave us t h e s t o r y o f 
a f a i r l y s u c c e s s f u l s k i l l e d mechanic , e x p r e s s e d h i s a p p r e -
h e n s i o n about t h e d a n g e r o f e v i c t i o n i n c a s e o f a C o n g r e s s 
government . Badal agreed w i t h t h e l o c a l CPI l e a d e r who 
r e c a l l e d t h e i n s t a n c e s o f p a s t r e s i s t a n c e d i r e c t e d by t h e 
p a r t y and emphas ized i t s r o l e i n t h e p r o t e c t i o n o f t h e R a i l 
Co lony . 

A j i t P a n d i t ' s work h i s t o r y i n f o r m e d u s o f h i s d a i l y 
l a b o u r a s a h e l p e r in masonry and c o l o u r p a i n t i n g o f b u i l d -
i n g s . Due t o o l d age he gave up r e g u l a r work a b o u t two 
y e a r s ago . We g o t no c l e a r i d e a s a b o u t t h e p r e s e n t mix of 
ad hoc work which f e t c h e d A j i t h i s l i v e l i h o o d . A j i t spoke 
t o u s i n t h e p r e s e n c e o f t h e l o c a l CPI l e a d e r . R e c a l l i n g 
t h e s u c c e s s f u l r e s i s t a n c e t o t h e move f o r f i x i n g barbed 
w i r e f e n c i n g be tween t h e shacks and t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s , he 
s a i d , 'The d.adababus ( i . e . t h e CPI l e a d e r and h i s a s s o c i a t e s ) 
d id e v e r y t h i n g t o s t o p t h e move. We went i n p r o c e s s i o n upto 
Dharmata la . ' A j i t spoke of h o o l i g a n i s m i n broad d a y l i g h t 

by ' C o n g r e s s g o o n d a s ' . In. h i s words , ' T h i s new p o l i c e 
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s t a t i o n h a s done us good. I t has b r o u g h t peace t o our l o c a -
l i t y . The CPM p e o p l e look, a f t e r u s . ' V j i t c o u l d n o t say 
w h e t h e r h i s 'dadababu' b e l o n g e d t o t h e CPI o r CPI (M) . 

As d e s c r i b e d i n h i s work h i s t o r y , Rajen H a i d e r l i v e d 
in a b j e c t p o v e r t y . Though n o t a t a l l c l e a r and c o g e n t i n h i s 
s t a t e m e n t s , Rajen made s e v e r a l o b s e r v a t i o n s about m a t t e r s o f 
p o l i t i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s , 1 We come from P a t h a r p r a t i m a . There 
were many p e a s a n t movements in my boyhood. I have no c l e a r 
memories . The s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s in our l o c a l i t y are f u l l 
o f f a m i l i e s from South 24 Parganas . They had to l e a v e t h e i r 
v i l l a g e s b e c a u s e o f c o n t i n u o u s o p p r e s s i o n by b i g l a n d h o l d e r s 
and Congressmen. ' 

As Rajen t a l k e d about h i s s o n ' s marriage to a g i r l 
o f Kakdwip, we r a i s e d q u e s t i o n s about h i s c a s t e d i s c r i m i n a -
t i o n . He r e p l i e d , ' I t h a s been a l l r i g h t . We are P^undra-
k s h a t r i y a s , so i s my d a u g h t e r - i n - l a w . How i n t h e K a l i y u g , 
t h e r e i s i n t e r m a r r i a g e between t h e Hindus and the Mussalmans. 
Who w i l l be r e s p o n s i b l e f o r d e f i l i n g my c a s t e ? God a l o n e . 1 ' 

As r e g a r d s h i s p r e s e n t p o l i t i c a l p o s i t i o n , Rajen 
s a i d , 'We are i n thQ c l u b (he means t h e Jana Kalyan Samit i ) 
and t h e p a r t y . I had no i d e a o f what was g o i n g on. Anadi 
S e r a c a l l e d us to m e e t i n g s . We cou ld n o t f o l l o w t h e w r i t t e n 
p a p e r s which were s i g n e d by u s . They a l s o r a i s e d s u b s c r i p -
t i o n s f o r t h e S i t a l a Puja . * Rajen p o i n t e d to t h e l o c a l CPI 
l e a d e r and s a i d t h a t he was ready t o respond t o any d i r e c t i o n 
from t h i s babu 'who l o v e s us and p r o v i d e s r e l i e f in our 

d i s t r e s s . ' 

In t h e p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n , we have p r e s e n t e d t h e work 

h i s t o r v o f Dhiren Manna who found no s t a b l e job i n l a t h e 
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machine o p e r a t i o n d e s p i t e b e i n g s k i l l e d i n t h e work. E v e n -
t u a l l y he moved to ic work o f a watchman a t t h e Manjusha 
B u i l d i n g . L e t us t a k e n o t e o f D h i r e n ' s p o l i t i c a l p o s i t i o n 
i n h i s own words, 'I d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d much about t h e p a r t y . 
In t h e b e g i n n i n g , B i r e n d a ( i . e . t h e l o c a l CPI s e c r e t a r y ) came 
t o o u r c l u b (Jana Ka.lven Samit i ) to d i s c u s s a f f a i r s o f l o c a l 
i n t e r e s t . During th.-r e a r l y s e v e n t i e s we had t o p a s s through 
t h e t e r r o r and o p p r e s s i o n o f Congress g o o n d a s . I t was o u r 
aim t o a c h i e v e CPM!s v i c t o r y i n the e l e c t i o n s s i n c e t h a t 
might r e s t o r e p e a c e i n t h e a r e a . I worked a s a v o l u n t e e r 
h e l p i n g p e o p l e t o reach t h e p o l l i n g b o o t h s . I a l s o t o l d them 
about t h e r i g h t c o u r s e of c a s t i n g t h e i r v o t e s . ' 

Dh iren s a i d t h a t he had no t r u s t i n t h e r o l e o f t h e 
p o l i c e in g e n e r a l , even though the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f t h e 
p o l i c e s t a t i o n n e a r t h e R a i l Colony improved t h e c o n d i t i o n s 
o f t h i s l o c a l i t y . As r e g a r d s h i s e x p e r i e n c e of t h e L e f t Front 
Government, Dhiren o b s e r v e d , 'They have done p i e c e s o f good 
w o r k . But some s i g n s o f c o r r u p t i o n can now be s een among 

» 

t h e i r w o r c e r s . 1 F o r D h i r e n , 'Congress v i c t o r y i m p l i e s t h e 
r e t u r n of the r i c h men and t h e i r money t o power. They have 
no c o n s i d e r a t i o n f o r t h e demands o f the. poor f o r h i g h e r 
wages . ' Dhiren h i m s e l f appeared t o b e i n a mood t o go on 
s t r i k e a l o n g w i t h h i s c o - w o r k e r s w i t h a demand f o r h i g h e r 
pay i n t h e i r work as watchmen. 

Abhoy Sardar s t a t e d a d i s t i n c t p o i n t about problems 
o f p a r t y l o y a l t y , 'A l o c a l p o l i t i c a l l e a d e r d i d n o t k e e p t o 
h i s promise of g i v i n g me a j o b . I was d e n i e d t h e j o b b e -
c a u s e o f my d i f f e r e n t p o l i t i c a l p o s i t i o n . I make no s e c r e t 

o f my s u p p o r t f o r a p a r t i c u l a r p a r t y . I know t h a t some 
p e o p l e g e t away bv t e l l i n g l i e s about t h e p a r t y f o r wham 



137 

t h e y have v o t e d . I c a n n o t do s o . I t i s as i f I am to name 
as my f a t h e r a man who i s n o t s o . 1 

Abhoy s a i d more, 'Most p e o p l e s u p p o r t the w inn ing 
p a r t y . The s i d e s are changed i f t h e same p a r t y l o s e s on t h e 
n e x t o c c a s i o n . p r e s e n t , t h e CPM commands a good p o s i t i o n 
i n o u r l o c a l i t y . The t o i l e r s g e t a b e t t e r d e a l from the 
CPM. I have my own way of u n d e r s t a n d i n g the d i f f e r e n c e b e t -
ween C o n g r e s s and CPM. Suppose an e l d e r b r o t h e r (dada) a l l o t s 
one c r o r e o f r u p e e s f o r a p a r t i c u l a r l o c a l i t y . The C o n g r e s s 
would m i s a p p r o p r i a t e t h r e e - f o u r t h s o f the amount. The e x t e n t 
o f f i l c h i n g i s n o t so l a r g e i n c a s e of CPM. ' 

S u d h i r Karmakar, a n o t h e r d w e l l e r of t h e R a i l Colony 
was p r e s e n t a t Abhoy' s i n t e r v i e w . He appeared to be i n d i s -
agreement w i t h Abhoy. The p o i n t s of d i f f e r e n c e were n o t 
c l e a r . Perhaps , Sudhir f e l t t h a t t h e e x t e n t o f CPM's m i s u s e 
o f f u n d s was l a r g e r . His u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e d i f f e r e n c e 
b e t w e e n C o n g r e s s and CPM r u l e f o c u s e d cn a d i f f e r e n t d i r e c -
t i o n , 'Former ly , t h e r u r a l p e o p l e d i d n o t know the way to 
C a l c u t t a . I t was enough i f one c o u l d come u p t o Mathurapur 
o r B a r u i p u r . Mow a boy o f f i v e comes to Sea ldah and r e t u r n s 
t o Lakshmikantapur w i t h a d a y ' s e a r n i n g o f Rs.25. ' 

We have o b s e r v e d e a r l i e r how Ashu Das worked as a 
c l o s e c o l l a b o r a t o r o f Anadi Bera f o r t h e promotion o f t h e 
Jana Kalyan S a m i t i . He was a l s o an a c t i v e p a r t i c i p a n t in a l l 
t h e movements a g a i n s t any move f o r t h e d e m o l i t i o n o f t h i s 
s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e - r e n t . He spoke on t h e r.ature o f h i s p a r t y 
c o n n e c t i o n , '"Mastermashay" p u t me in c o n t a c t w i t h t h e p a r t y 
o f f i c e . I j o i n e d s e v e r a l d e m o n s t r a t i o n s in v i o l a t i o n of 
S e c t i o n 144 and was a r r e s t e d on two o r t h r e e o c c a s i o n s . A l l 

i / 
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t h i s b r o u g h t me no a d v a n t a g e s . I spoke t o t h e p e o p l e a t 
t h e l o c a l p a r t y o f f ' c e on t h i s p o i n t . I t i s n e c e s s a r y , f o r 
p o o r men x i k e us to earn o u r l i v i n g . Without any m a t e r i a l 
r e t u r n s , how can I spend my t ime f o r t h e m e e t i n g s and p r o -
c e s s i o n s o r g a n i s e d by t h e p a r t y ? The l e a d e r s t o l d me o f 
t h e i r e x t r e m e l y l i ni t e d means and r e s o u r c e s . ' 

F u r t h e r , Ashu s a i d , : I was n o t a t a l l c l e a r o f t h e 
i m p l i c a t i o n s o f so many p a r t i e s . Some are i n CPM, o t h e r s 
i n Congress' , aga in a f ew i n RSP. A l l t h i s appeared t o me a s 
a m y s t e r y . I was in a f i x t o ^ind r e a s o n s f o r s u p p o r t i n g 
any p a r t i c u l a r p a r t y . "Mastermashay" t o l d me about t h e 
s o u n d n e s s o f communist p r i n c i p l e s . He gave me B e n g a l i b o o k s 
about R u s s i a . I found them i n t e r e s t i n g and l i k e d t h e 
a c c o u n t s o f s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t o p p r e s s i o n . However, I c o u l d 

s e o t h a t p a r t y work would n o t h e l p me i n f i n d i n g some means 
o f l i v e l i h o o d . So I gave up r e g u l a r v i s i t s t o t h e p a r t y 
o f f i c e . ' 

We had t h e r e a c t i o n s o f Ashu Bas t o t h e new c o n s -
t r u c t i o n s i n a r e a s n e a r the s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t and t h e 
growth o f t h e a f f l u e n t middle c l a s s p o p u l a t i o n . He s a i d , 
'Some women o f o u r c o l o n y r e n d e r d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e i n t h o s e 

h o u s e s . We seek, amiab le r e l a t i o n s w i t h t h e r i c h f a m i l i e s 
o f t h e n e i g h b o u r h o o d . ' As f o r the d i s p a r i t i e s Ashu remarked, 
'They can spend much more money f o r t h e i r c h i l d r e n ' s e d u c a -
t i o n . We have no r e a s o n s t o b e angry a b o u t i t . Our c h i l d r e n 
are t o b e b r o u g h t up w i t h i n our s c a r c e means. ' Ashu i n d i -
c a t e d t h a t he was among t h o s e workers who had no f a c i l i t i e s 
o f paid, l e a v e , puj a boi .us o r m e d i c a l b e n e f i t s . 

Our i n t e r v i e w o f Ashu Das l e d to a d i a l o g u e be tween 
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s e v e r a l d w e l l e r s of t h e c o l o n y . The p a r t i c i p a n t s were Ashu 
Das, Dhiren Manna and .An a n t a H a i d e r . The theme r e l a t e d t o t h e 
q u e s t i o n o f c a s t e d i s c r i m i n a t i o n and i t a r o s e o u t of A s h u ' s 
ob s e r v a t i o n s about how he wanted t o arrange the marr iage of 
h i s e l d e s t d a u g h t e r . Ashu s a i d , 'We are Mahisyas . I have t o 
marry my d a u g h t e r w i t h a Naskar o r a H a i d e r . She can n e i t h e r 
b e marr ied t o a 3rahmin, n o r t o someone o f the l o w e r c a s t e 
l i k e Pod and o t h e r s . There may be s u i t a b l e young men among 
t h e l o w e r c a s t e s . S a t I c a n n o t agree t o my d a u g h t e r ' s 
m a r r i a g e w i t h anyone o f th Q l o w e r c a s t e . Our common s e n s e 
g i v e s u s no s t r o n g f e e l i n g s about c a s t e d i s t i n c t i o n s . I t i s 

more a m a t t e r o f r e s p e c t f o r o u r f o r e f a t h e r s . • 

S u b s e q u e n t l y , A s h u ' s e l d e s t d a u g h t e r married on h e r 
own c h o i c e a young man o f the R a i l Co lony . Ashu had n o t h i n g 
a g a i n s t h i s s o n - i n - l a w . S t i l l he appeared n o t f u l l y happy 
about t h i s m a r r i a g e . 

Both Ashu Das and Dhiren Manna s a i d t h a t i n c a s e of 
p a r t y w o r k one c o u l d d i s r e g a r d c a s t e d i s t i n c t i o n s . They t o u c h e d 
upon t h e q u e s t i o n o f d i n i n g w i t h Mussulmans. Ashu s a i d , ' I 
have mixed w i t h Mussulmans. We had t e a from t h e same g l a s s . 
The wor ld o u t s i d e i s d i f f e r e n t . ' Dhiren Manna complemented, 
'We can do many t h i n g s o u t s i d e o u r home. But t h e home i s 
s u b j e c t t o d i f f e r e n t c o n s i d e r a t i o n s . 1 

Ananta Ha ider , a h e l p e r in c o n s t r u c t i o n work who h a s 
t o go t o many p a r t s o f t h e c i t y f o r e a r n i n g h i s l i v e l i h o o d , 
s a i d , 'The women obey t h o s e r u l e s . We c a n n o t . In Muslim a r e a s , 
t h e e a t i n g shops have s e p a r a t e c o m e r s f o r the Hindus. No b e e f 
i s s e r v e d i n t h a t p a r t of t h e shop. The Muslims a l s o have 
t h e i r mea l s a t t h e pavement shops owned and managed by Hindus . 
My work o f t e n r e q u i r e s t h a t I obey no b a r r i e r s o f c a s t e and 
r e l i g i o n . ' 

The d i a l o g u e ended as f o l l o w s , 
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D h i r e n : A l l o u r c a s t e c o n s i d e r a t i o n s 
lave much l e s s f o r c e i n t h e 

s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y . 

Ananta ; We obey n o t even a f r a c t i o n 
o f what p r e v a i l e d i n o u r 
n a t i v e p l a c e . 

Ashu : The women have more c o n c e r n . 

Ananta : We d o n ' t c a r e f o r such t h i n g s . 

Dhiren : No m a l e s can b e r i g i d about a l l 
t h a t . 

Time and a g a i n i n c o u r s e o f t h i s p r e s e n t a t i o n i n 
two p a r t s , we have d e s c r i b e d t h e m a n i f o l d a c t i v i t i e s » f 
Anadi Bera and t h e i r b e a r i n g on t h e l i f e of t h e R a i l C o l o n y . 
Anadi Bera read upto C l a s s VI a t h i s n a t i v e v i l l a g e i n 
Medin ipur . He h a s been a d w e l l e r o f t h e R a i l Colony s i n c e 
t h e l a t e s i x t i e s . E a r l i e r Anadi l i v e d i n P a n c h a n a n a t a l a and 
s t a r t e d a ' p a t h s a l a ' t o e a m h i s l i v e l i h o o d . T h i s i s how 
he came t o b e commonly "known, as ' mastermashay' i n t h e l o c a -
l i t y . 

We a l r e a d y know from t h e a c c o u n t s of Anadi B e r a t h a t 
he had a l w a y s been among t h e f o r e m o s t l e a d e r s o f t h e s t r u -
g g l e s s i n c e t h e s e v e n t i e s f o r t h e p r o t e c t i o n o f t h i s s e t t l e -
ment. I n d e e d , t h e r o l e of 'mastermashay' i n t h o s e movements 
and a l s o in the f o u n d i n g and deve lopment o f t h e Jana Kalyan 
S a ^ i t i f e a t u r e d p r o m i n e n t l y i n a number o f f o r e g o i n g a c c o u n t s 
n a r r a t e d by s e v e r a l d w e l l e r s o f t h e R a i l Co lony . Ashu Das 
was p a r t i c u l a r l y emphat i c about t h e new d i r e c t i o n s of m a s t e r -
mashay ' s l e a d e r s h i p t o s e c u r e w i d e r p a r t i c i p a t i o n o f t h e 
d w e l l e r s i n m a t t e r s o f common i n t e r e s t f o r t h e s e t t l e m e n t . 

.Anadi S e r a ' s d r a m a t i c t a l e n t s c o n t r i b u t e d t o h i s 



p o p u l a r i t y . He produced and a c t e d in o p e r a s (ya tra ) which 
r e c e i v e d t h e ddmiratLon o f a l l i n c l u d i n g t h e l o c a l communist 
l e a d e r s . I n t h e b e g i n n i n g Anadi Bera c o l l a b o r a t e d w i t h men 
l i k e Adhir Mandal i n s o c i a l work o f t h e l o c a l i t y . I t a p p e a r s 
t h a t .Anadi proved h i m s e l f c a p a b l e o f g r a s p i n g t h e proper 
m o d a l i t i p s o f mass m o b i l i s a t i o n . A l s o he had the t a c t and 
i n t - l l i g ^ n c e f o r n e g o t i a t i o n s w i t h t h e a p p r o p r i a t e a u t h o r i -
t i e s . The conn - c t i o n s which he c o u l d b u i l d up w i th t h e 
l o c a l p o l i c e s t a t i o n , t h e Ehakur ia branch o? t h e CPI, and 
a l s o th. rc l e v a n t m u n i c i p a l b o d i e s were o f l a s t i n g b e n e f i t 
t o t h e R a i l C o l o n y . However, some e x c e r p t s from A n a d i ' s own 
l i f e a c c o u n t and o b s e r v a t i o n s e x p r e s s a s e n s e o f despondency 
i n h i s own v i e w o f t h i n g s . 

You may say i t i s u n l a w f u l f o r us to 
occupy t h e r a i l w a y l a n d s . Have some human 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n . ' We d o n ' t want t o remain on 
r a i l w a y l a n d s . P r o v i d e an a l t e r n a t i v e so 
t h a t we can q u i t t h e r a i l w a y l a n d s . 

Those i n power a lways d e c e i v e u s . 
^hey c a r e l i t t l e f o r u s . A l l are t h e same. 
Can you t e l l me of any p a r t y w i t h g e n u i n e 
c o n c e r n f o r t h e poor? T h e i r o n l y i n t e r e s t 
i s i n our v o t e s i 

The p e o p l e of t h e R a i l Colony are u s u a -
l l y bogged down i n i n d i f f e r e n c e and i n a c t i o n . 
They are l a z y and have no i n i t i a t i v e . The 
babus are t h e i r m a s t e r s . Most p e o p l e are 
b e n t on p l e a s i n g t h e babus from whom t h e y 
g e t o c c a s i o n a l h e l p . The babus are a l s o an 
i m p o r t a n t s o u r c e o f l o a n s . These days t h e 
a t t r a c t i o n o f TV d r i v e s many to u t t e r sub-
m i s s i o n . I t i s i n t h e hope o f b e i n g f a v o u r e d 
to watch t h e TV i n t h o s e h o u s e s . 

I have worked f o r many years , i n t h e CFI. 
I am now d i s i l l u s i o n e d by t h e spread of c o -
r r u p t i o n w i t h i n t h e p a r t y . My e x p e r i e n c e of 
working as a p o r t e r i n t h e p a r t y book shop i s 
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a p p a l l i n g - They e x a c t heavy and arduous 
work from you i n t h e name of t h e p a r t y . 
Ask f o r a r i s e i n wages . The same manage-
ment w i l l t e l l you about b u s i n e s s c o n s i -
d e r a t i o n s . 

The R a i l Colony h a s e f f e c t i v e l y r e s i s t e d a l l a u t h o -
r i t a r i a n a s s a u l t s f o r i t s d e m o l i t i o n . There i s no a c u t e 
w a t e r s c a r c i t y i n t h i s s e t t l e m e n t . I t h a s an ICDS c e n t r e , 
which i s l o c a t e d in t h e hutment o f t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i , 
t o p r o v i d e some amount o f h e a l t h and m e d i c a l c a r e f o r c h i l d -
ren and p r e g n a n t women. The Centre a l s o t r i e s t o d i s s e m i n a t e 
among t h e women o f t h e c o l o n y an awarenes s about t h e n e e c and 
d e v i c e s o f f a m i l y p l a n n i n g . The Jana Kalyan S a m i t i c o n t i -
n u e s i t s work a d d r e s s e d t o t h e common problems o f t h e R a i l 
Colony4 

S t i l l i t s h o u l d b e p o s s i b l e t o f i n d t h e c l u e s t o 
.Anadi S e r a ' s despondency as e x p r e s s e d i n t h e f o r e g o i n g e x -
c e r p t s from h i s own l i f e - s t o r y . .A number o f s q u a t t e r s ' 
s e t t l e m e n t s i n -.he s o u t h e r n suburbs of t h e c i t y had b e e n 
c o n v e r t e d i n t o l e g a l i s e d t o w n s h i p s through t h e d e c a d e s s i n c e 
i n d e p e n d e n c e . These s e t t l e m e n t s were composed o f d i s p l a c e d 
p e r s o n s from E a s t P a k i s t a n (now 3 a n g l a Desh) . 

L i k e s e v e r a l o t h e r s h a n t i e s and s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s 
i n some p a r t s o f the c i t y , t h e Gobindapur R a i l Colony Gate 1 
i s t h e outcome of a s t e a d y i n f l u x o f r u r a l p o p u l a t i o n from 
West B e n g a l d i s t r i c t s . They are pushed o u t o f t h e i r v i l l a g e s 
i n s e a r c h of s l i v e l i h o o d . The R a i l Colony i s f u l l o f such 
p e r s o n s from South 24 P a r g a n a s . I t s o c c u p a t i o n o f r a i l w a y 
l a n d s h a s no l e g a l s a n c t i o n . There i s t h e o b v i o u s problem 
of v a l i d a t i n g =uch s e t t l e m e n t s t h a t are i n o c c u p a t i o n o f 
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r a i l w a y l a n d s and s i t u a t e d e x t r e m e l y c l o s e t o t h e r a i l w a y 
t r a c k s . 

We were t o l d t h a t t h e p r o p o s a l f o r r e h a b i l i t a t i o n on 
l a n d s f r e e from such h a z a r d s was f i r s t made by S i d d h a r t h a 
Ray, t h e t h e n C h i e f M i n i s t e r o f West 3 e n g a l , a t a m e e t i n g 
w i t h one d e p u t a t i o n from t h e R a i l Colony i n t h e mid-seven t i e s . 
A l s o t h e I n s p e c t o r G e n e r a l o f P o l i c e s u g g e s t e d a s i t e n e a r t h e 
Eagha J a t i n r a i l w a y s t a t i o n f o r t h e p u r p o s e . A l l t h i s d i d 
n o t m a t e r i a l i z e in any more c o n c r e t e p l a n f o r r e h a b i l i t a t i o n . 

Aga in , a c c o r d i n g t o Anadi Bera and o t h e r d w e l l e r s o f 
t h e c o l o n y , J y o t i Basu a s s u r e d i n t h e e i g h t i e s s e v e r a l depu-
t a t i o n s from t h e R a i l Colony t h a t t h e e x i s t i n g s e t t l e m e n t 
would n o t b e d e m o l i s h e d w i t h o u t t h e a l l o t m e n t o f a s u i t a b l e 
s i t e f o r r e h a b i l i t a t i o n . No move i s y e t on s i g h t f o r such 
r e h a b i l i t a t i o n . I t i s a g a i n s t t h i s s t a t e o f t h i n g s t h a t 
Anadi Bera r e a c t s i n h i s c a u s t i c comments on d e c e p t i o n by 
p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s and t h e i r l a c k o f g e n u i n e concern f o r t h e 
p o o r . 

The d e s i r e f o r a s t a b l e h a b i t a t was e x p r e s s e d i n most 
o f t h e l i f e a c c o u n t s r e c o r d e d by u s . T h i s was t r u e o f t h e 
c o l o n y d w e l l e r s i r r e s p e c t i v e o f t h e i r income l e v e l s . There 
were a few f a m i l i e s ( l e s s than 5 p e r c e n t ) whose p e r c a p i t a 
ronthly income l e v e l s were D,s. 500 and above . The income-
e a r n e r s o f t h e s e f a m i l i e s were s k i l l e d mechan ic s , one o r 
two s h o p k e e p e r s , C l a s s IV government e m p l o y e e s , and a few 
i n m i s c e l l a n e o u s b e t t e r p a i d s e r v i c e s l i k e c a r o r min ibus 
d r i v i n g , o r h e l p e r s in o r g a n i s e d p r i v a t e s e c t o r u n i t s . 
There were two r e n t i a r f a m i l i e s h a v i n g l a r g e income. Such 
r e n t income was d e r i v e d from shacks w i t h i n t h e c o l o n y . 
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N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g t h e mix o f v a r i o u s o c c u p a t i o n s , i n -
come d i s p a r i t i e s and t h e c o n d i t i o n s o f a b j e c t p o v e r t y i n 
which t h e v a s t m a j o r i t y l i v e d , t h e R a i l Colony had a s e n s e 
o f community, n e i g h b o u r l y c o n c e r n and a good d e a l o f f e l l o w 
f e e l i n g among i t s d w e l l e r s . The p r o h i b i t i v e c o s t o f any 
a l t e r n a t i v e accommodation p r e v e n t s even t h e f a m i l i e s i n t h e 
h i g h e r income groups from g o i n g f o r any change of r e s i d e n c e . 
T h e i r i n t e r e s t i n p r o t e c t i n g t h e R a i l C o l o n y , o r i n s e c u r i n g 
a more s u i t a b l e a l t e r n a t i v e s i t e f o r r e h a b i l i t a t i o n , i s no 
l e s s than t h a t o f t h e p o o r e s t d w e l l e r s . Thus, t h e s e t t l e -
ment grows i t s s e n s e o f community around t h e q u e s t i o n of a 
s e c u r e h a b i t a t . 

The l i f e a c c o u n t s r e v e a l t h a t t h e l a r g e m a j o r i t y o f 
d w e l l e r s were s u p p o r t e r s o f communist p o l i t i c s . Many o f them 
spoke t o us about t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e o f o p p r e s s i o n and h o o l i -
gan i sm by C o n g r e s s musclemen p r i o r t o t h e coming o f t h e L e f t 
F r o n t t o power. They emphas ized t h a t t h e poor had a b e t t e r 
d e a l from t h e l e f t . However, t h e i r i n v o l v e m e n t i n p o l i t i c s 
s e ldom reached beyond v o t i n g i n e l e c t i o n s . The e x p e r i e n c e 
o f s t r u g g l e had been i n v a r i a b l y r e l a t e d t o t h e c a s e s » f 
r e s i s t a n c e a g a i n s t s e v e r a l moves f o r t h e i r e v i c t i o n from t h e 
s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e m e n t . The R a i l Colony had c l o s e c o n n e c t i o n s 
w i t h t h e Dhakuria o f f i c e o f t h e CPI. S t i l l v e r y f e w were 
aware o f t h e d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n t h e CPI (M) and t h e CPI. 

In t h e l i f e a c c o u n t s , many s u b j e c t s e x p l a i n e d t h e i r 
p o l i t i c a l s u p p o r t f o r t h e l e f t by c h a r a c t e r i z i n g t h e CPI (M) 
a s a p a r t y o f t h e poor . The l i n k s w i t h p o l i t i c s were o f t e n 
c o n c e i v e d a s t h e r o u t e o f o b t a i n i n g b e n e f i t s from o u t s i d e 
t h e c o l o n y . Ashu Das , a v e t e r a n r e s i d e n t o f t h e R a i l Codony 
and an a c t i v e worker of t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i from i t s 

* T 
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i n c e p t i o n , s a i d i n h i s l i f e s t o r y t h a t he c o u l d n o t do r e g u -
l a r p a r t y work s i n c e i t gav^ him no means o f l i v e l i h o o d . 
A^ove a l l f o r many d w e l l e r s o f t h e s e t t l e m e n t , i t appeared 
t o be a s o u r c e o f d i s a p p o i n t m e n t t h a t t h e r u l e o f t h e L e f t 
F r o n t f o r s o many y e a r s had n o t y e t s e c u r e d a s t a b l e h a b i t a t 
f o r them. 

Whi le e x p r e s s i n g h i s b i t t e r n e s s o f such d i s a p p o i n t -
ment, .Anadi Bera ment ioned i n t h e same b r e a t h t h e l a z i n e s s 
and l a c k o f i n i t i a t i v e o f t h e c o l o n y d w e l l e r s . He a l s o 
p o i n t e d o u t t h e i r h a b i t o f demeaning s u b m i s s i o n t o t h e babus 
f o r p e t t y r e t u r n s . The f o r e g o i n g a c c o u n t s may b e a r o u t t h a t 
t h e d w e l l e r s o f t h e R a i l Colony c o u l d h a r d l y c o n f r o n t an 
a l i e n wor ld o f t h e l a r g e r c i t y . They were s u b m i s s i v e b e f o r e 
t h e f o r c e s which t h e y had n e i t h e r t h e means o f c h a l l e n g i n g , 
n o r even o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g i n a l l t h e i r f r a g m e n t s and a l i g n -
ments . The o n l y s i g n o f p r o t e s t was e v i d e n t i n c a s e o f an 
a s s a u l t on t h e i r h a b i t a t . T h i s i s where o r g a n i s e d urban 
p o l i t i c s a l s o came t o s u p p o r t t h e R a i l Co lony , perhaps i n 
t h e hope o f c o n s e r v i n g t h e i r own v o t e banks . 

A l l t h i s i n d i c a t e s an admixture o f r e s i d e n t i a l , 
o c c u p a t i o n a l , c u l t u r a l and p o l i t i c a l m a r g i n a l i t y among t h e 
d w e l l e r s o f t h e R a i l Co lony . I t i s n o t e w o r t h y t h a t such 
e x i s t e n t i a l p o s i t i o n s d i d n o t s e a l o f f t h e m e t r o p o l i s and 
i t s p e r i p h e r y from each o t h e r . T h e i r s p a c e s i n t e r s e c t e d i n 
t h e problems o f t h e R a i l Colony t o m a i n t a i n i t s h a b i t a t and 
i n t h e s e a r c h o f i t s d w e l l e r s f o r a l i v e l i h o o d mainly among 
t h e c a s u a l and r e s i d u a l a c t i v i t i e s o f t h e m e t r o p o l i s . 

As f o r t h e c u l t u r a l f e a t u r e s o f t h e R a i l Colony we 



have l i t t l e e v i d e n c e t o r e p r e s e n t a d i s t i n c t c u l t u r e mf t h e 
urban p o o r a t t h e margin. No doubt the d w e l l e r s f e a t u r e d 
t h e c o n s t r a i n t s and w r e t c h e d n e s s o f ex treme p o v e r t y among 
t h e i r v a s t m a j o r i t y . Most o f them came from v i l l a g e s s e a r c h -
i n g f o r a l i v e l i h o o d i n C a l c u t t a - T h e i r economic p o s i t i o n 
o f t e n t o u c h e d t h e m a r g i n a l p o l e which was produced by t h e 
c i t y ' s c o u r s e o f growth w i t h i n an o v e r a l l s t r u c t u r e o f h y b r i d 
c a p i t a l i s m . However, t h e m a r g i n a l p e r s o n s o f t h e R a i l Colony 
l i v e d w i t h t h e i r s t r i v i n g f o r a s t a b l e h a b i t a t , r e g u l a r 
e a r n i n g s and o r d e r l y f a m i l y l i f e which c o u l d e n a b l e t h e i r 
i n t e g r a t i o n w i t h t h e c i t y . 

The t e n d e n c i e s o f c o n f o r m i t y w i t h t h e o v e r a r c h i n g 
m e t r o p o l i t a n c u l t u r e changed c o n t e n t o v e r t i m e . We have 
a l r e a d y r e f e r r e d t o t h e k ind o f d i s a p p r o v a l e x p r e s s e d by 
Ashu Das about t h e growing c r a z e f o r v i d e o shows among t h e 
y o u n g e r p e o p l e of t h e R a i l Co lony . Anadi Bera c r i t i c i z e d 
t h e d w e l l e r s o f t h e c o l o n y f o r t h e i r a b j e c t s u b m i s s i o n t o 
t h e b a b u s . Anadi s a i d such s e r v i l i t y was prompted, among 
o t h e r t h i n g s , by t h e i r d e s i r e to watch t e l e v i s i o n s i n t h e 
h o u s e s o f t h o s e b a b u s . 

In an i m p o r t a n t s e n s e , t h e a t t i t u d e s of Anadi and 
Ashu p r e s e n t a problem o f g e n e r a t i o n gap . Through t h e s i x -
t i e s and t h e s e v e n t i e s , men l i k e Anadi Bera and Ashu Das 
c a r r i e d on t h e i r e n d e a v o u r t o p r o t e c t t h e s q u a t t e r s ' s e t t l e -r 
ment and t o imfkrove i t s c o n d i t i o n s o f l i v i n g . Along w i t h 
o t h e r s t h e y founded t h e Jana Kalyan S a m i t i a s a community 
o r g a n i s a t i o n t o l ook a f t e r t h e w e l f a r e o f t h e c o l o n y . They 
o r g a n i s e d t h e annual community f e s t i v a l o f S i t a l a Puja which 
l a s t e d a week and i n c l u d e d i n i t s programme o p e r a s ( y a t r a ) , 
t h e a t r e shows and p o p u l a r d e v o t i o n a l s o n g s . 



I n d e e d , such e f f o r t s conformed t o t h e norms o f popu-
l a r e n t e r t a i n m e n t i , t h e m e t r o p o l i s o f thos^ d a y s . F u r t h e r , 
t h e R a i l Colony had many f e a t u r e s o f suburban s u r r o u n d i n g s 
p r i o r t o t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t h e Dhakur ia Overhead B r i d g e . 
A l l t h i s changed d u r i n g t h e t w e n t y - f i v e y e a r s be tween 1966 
and 1990. A new g e n e r a t i o n of y o u n g e r p e o p l e h a s grown up 
i n t h e R a i l Co lony . They respond to t h e chang ing modes and 
c o n t e n t o f c u l t u r a l e n t e r t a i n m e n t which now p r e v a i l in t h e 
m e t r o p o l i s . Whi le showing r e s p e c t f o r y a t r a as a form of 
e d u c a t i o n , Dhiren Maria e x p r e s s e d h i s l i k i n g f o r t h e newer 
t y p e s o f e n t e r t a i n m e n t . Al though t h e modes and c o n t e n t are 
d i f f e r e n t , b o t h t h e g e n e r a t i o n s e x p r e s s t h e same s t r i v i n g 
f o r some s o r t o f c o n v e r g e n c e w i t h t h e c u l t u r a l d i r e c t i o n s » f 
t h e m e t r o p o l i s . 

In t h e i r p r e c a r i o u s , u n s t a b l e and i n c o h e r e n t c o n d i -
t i o n s of l i v i n g , t h e d w e l l e r s of the s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n y are 
p e r p e t u a l l y d e b a r r d fro1"1 a c h i e v i n g a l e g i t i m a t e and s e c u r e 
p l a c e i n t h e m e t r o p o l i t a n o r d e r . Among o t h e r t h i n g s , t h i s 
h c l d s t r u e of t h e i r b a r e s h e l t e r and means o f l i v i n g . T h e i r 
s t r i v i n g f o r c o n v e r g e n c e i s t h e n reduced t o s e r v i l e a c c e p t -
ance of a e r j t i c a l s o c i a l v o i d . 

Meanwhile , t h e m e t r o p o l i s o f C a l c u t t a h a s become 
more m a n i f e s t l y a c i t y o f c r i s i s and decadence s i n c e t h e 
p a r t i t i o n o f B e n g a l on t h e o c c a s i o n o f i n d e p e n d e n c e . I say 
'more m a n i f e s t l y ' b e c a u s e many o f t h o s e problems were i n -

h e r e n t in t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e c i t y which had grown f o r c e n -
t u r i e s i n t h e t y p i c a l c o l o n i a l p a t t e r n . The phenomenon o f 
d e c a d e n c e h a s grown o u t o f e x c e s s i v e p r e s s u r e on l i v e l i h o o d 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s a v a i l a b l e in m e t r o p o l i t a n C a l c u t t a and i t s 
a d j o i n i n g d i s t r i c t s . T h i s h a s a l s o r e s u l t e d i n a p e r p e t u a l 
i n c r e a s e o f t h e ' i n f o r m a l ' s e c t o r i n t h e m e t r o p o l i t a n 



economy. Such i n f o r m a l a c t i v i t i e s are w i d e s p r e a d among t h e 
s e g m e n t s o f m a r g i n a l men and wom^n i n t h e m e t r o p o l i s . 

Trapped in t h e c o n t i n u o u s e x p e r i e n c e o f e x t r e m e 
i n d i g e n c e and no g a i n f u l w o r k , a growing number o f t h e urban 
poor are drawn t o s m u g g l i n g , p i l f e r i n g , s n a t c h i n g , r o b b i n g , 
b l a c k - m a r k e t i n g i n c inema t i c k e t s and o t h e r c l a n d e n s t i n e 
a c t i v i t i e s which o f t e n y i e l d c o n s i d e r a b l e i l l - g o t t e n e a r n -
i n g s . Amidst i t s growing c r i s i s , t h e m e t r o p o l i s may t e n d 
t o rope i n t h e p e r i p h e r y as a complement t o i t s c h a o s and 
d e c a d e n c e . Thus, t h e d e s p a i r and d i s c o n t e n t o f t h e urban 
.poor may b u r s t o u t i n d e v i o u s ways o f u n s e a t i n g t h e d i s c i p l i -
nary norms o f law and o r d e r in t h e m e t r o p o l i s . There a p p e a r s 
t h e phenomenon of a combine o f c l a n d e n s t i n e a c t i v i t i e s and 
m a f i a command coming t o p r e v a i l in t h e c i t y . 

By i t s n a t u r e and c o m p o s i t i o n t h e R a i l Colony d o e s 
n o t y e t appear t o b e a ready m a t e r i a l f o r such d e v i a n c e . 
However, t h i n g s may b e q u i t e c r i t i c a l among t h e growing 
p o p u l a t i o n i n numerous s h a n t i e s and s lums of m e t r o p o l i t a n 
C a l c u t t a . The e x t r e m e p o v e r t y a t t h e m a r g i n a l p o l e d o e s 
n o t i n v a r i a b l y l e a d t o c r i m e . However, what may happen 
w i l l b e l a r g e l y i n f l u e n c e d by t h e ways o f m e t r o p o l i t a n C a l -
c u t t a t o move o u t o f i t s d e c a d e n c e . The o u t l o o k f o r any 
r e c o v e r y from t h i s s t a t e o f t h i n g s c a n n o t remain i n d i f f e r e n t 
t o t h e s egments o f m a r g i n a l men and women abounding i n t h e 
m e t r o p o l i s . 

The p o l i t i c ! z a t i o n of t h e R a i l Colony h a s remained 
f e e b l e , even though most o f t h e d w e l l e r s are s u p p o r t e r s o f 
t h e l e f t . The two major problems of r e h a b i l i t a t i o n and 
r e g u l a r l i v e l i h o o d are much t o o complex to b e amenable t o 
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any s h o r t - t e r m s o l u t i o n . I n d e e d , no p o l i t i c a l f o r c e s come 
forward w i t h a programme f o r t h e removal of the b a r r i e r s 
t o r e g u l a r employment and e a r n i n g s . There- are no s i g n s o f 
any l e a d towards s o c i o - e c o n o m i c c h a n g e s which may o b v i a t e 
t h e e n d l e s s s u f f e r i n g of t h e s q u a t t e r s ' c o l o n i e s . P o v e r t y 
e x i s t s as a k ind o f r e a l i t y t h a t a l l o w s i t s v i c t i m s no 
g l i m p s e o f a r e a s o n a b l e e x i t . What i s worse , i n t h e i r c o n -
t e s t f o r s p h e r e s o f i n f l u e n c e , p o l i t i c s o f t a n se^k a l l i a n c e 
w i t h l o c a l t o u g h s , m a f i a s and t h e i r f o l l o w e r s . 

Anadi S e r a ' s l e a d e r s h i p and t h e a c t i v i t i e s of t h e 
Jana Kalyan S a m i t i have m a i n t a i n e d an o r d e r l y s t a t e o f t h i n g s 
i n t h e R a i l Colony . E a r l i e r , P a n c h a n a n t a l a , which i s l o c a t e d 
on t h e n o r t h - e a s t e r n s i d e of t h e r a i l w a y t r a c k s , was n o t o r i -
o u s f o r i t s c r i m i n a l p r o c l i v i t i e s . I t h a s changed through 
t h e r e c e n t d e c a d e s . At p r e s e n t , Panchanan t a l a shows l i t t l e 
e v i d e n c e o f c r i m i n a l a c t i v i t i e s . The Lake P o l i c e S t a t i o n 
h a s e s t a b l i s h e d i n t h e immediate ne ighbourhood o f t h e 

R a i l Co lony . Many o f o u r i n f o r m a n t s , i n c l u d i n g Anadi Bera , 
e x p r e s s e d s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h t h e work of t h i s p o l i c e s t a t i o n . 

The p o l i t i c s of t h e R a i l Colony appear to be s u p p o r -
t i v e o f o r d e r and p e a c e . A d e p a r t u r e t a k e s p l a c e o n l y i n 
c a s e s o f r e s i s t a n c e t o moves f o r i t s d e m o l i t i o n . The r u l e 
of t h e L e f t F r o n t f o r more than a decade may have i n f l u e n -
ced t h e a t t a c h m e n t of t h e - R a i l Colony to t h e government i n 
power. In t h e i r c o n d i t i o n s o f e x t r e m e p o v e r t y and s q u a l o r , 
most o f t h e d w e l l e r s hfeve an- a m b i g u i t y about such a t t a c h m e n t 
and o f t e n e x p r e s s a ki,nd o f f a t a l i s t i c a c c e p t a n c e . In terms 
o f n o t mere p o l i t i c a l s u p p o r t , b u t o f t h e w i d e r s o c i o -
economic d i r e c t i o n s , the t h i n g s are b e i n g f r o z e n a t a l e v e l 
where f u r t h e r s t a g n a t i o n may e v e n push t h e urban poor t o 
t h e v e r i t a b l e c h a o s we 'nave ment ioned above . We must n » t 



( a ) 

i g n o r e Anadi S e r a ' s s e n s e o f a b i t t e r f r u s t r a t i o n about t h e 

n a t u r e o f p r e v a i l i n g p o l i t i c s . 

L e t u s end t h e p a p e r on t h i s p o i n t of a f r e e z e and 
i t s ominous p o s s i b i l i t i e s . We h a v i d e a l t w i t h t h e s p e c i f i c 
c a s e of t h e Gobindapur R a i l Colony Gate 1 and i t s p a r t i c u -
l a r s . We make no a t t e m p t t o g e n e r a l i s e from one c a s e - s t u d y . 
Any d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h what then remains u n s a i d i s welcome 
i f i t l e a d s t o f u r t h e r d e t a i l e d i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f many o t h e r 
c a s e s i n t h e m e t r o p o l i t a n c i t y o f C a l c u t t a . 
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