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ABSTRACT

The paper presents our findings ahout a squatters' colony,
viz. Gobindapur Rail Colony Gate No.l, which is located on
the lands beside the railway tracks to the east and west of
the Dhakuria Overhead Bridge. It is one of the numerous
squatters' settlements covering 2 long stretch of lands
adjacent to the railway lines which run from Ballygunge to
Budge Budge. While we have already reported in two parts
on a case-study of the bindery workers of Daftaripara
(Occasional Paper Nos.127 and 128), the present enquiry is
concermed with the nature of life and labour among the dwe-

llers of a particular habitat.

The paper has two parts. The first part presents a
general review in terms of a resume of the conditions that
we can derive from the various sources of information con-
sisting of both structured family records and unstructured
individual narratives. This review relates to the location
and coverage, early history, work and earmings, dwelling and
living, the working of a voluntary community organisation by
name Jana Kalyan Samiti and a centre of the Integrated Child

Development Scheme.

The second part makes fuller use of the individual
life-stories narrated by a number of dwellers of the colony.
It turms into a medley of many voices speaking about the
background of the particular subjects, their work history,
earnings and living, and articulating the traces of commu-

nity, culture and politics in the squatters' colony.




Life and Labour in a Squatters' Colony

1. A General Review

This paper presents the findings of our enquiry about
the people living ir a segment of the squatters' colonies
which are located in lands adjacent to the railway tracks on
the west of the Dhakuria station. While we have already
reported on a case-study about labouring people engaged in
one specific activity of long standing (Sen 1991), this
enquiry focuses on the nature of living and range of activi-

ties among the labourers of a particular habitat.

It was not our aim to formulate an aggregative view
of the vast labouring masses which work in the so-called
informal sector of Calcutta's economy. We tried more to
know, in fragments, their specific socio-economic and cultur-
al characteristics and also about any bearing which the orga-
nised sectors may have on such particular forms of social-

existence of labour.

An agglomeration of squatters' colonies covers a
long stretch of lands adjacent to the railway lines which
run from 3allygunge to Budge Budge. The settlements prepon-
derate in the areas close to the tracks between Dhakuria and
Kalighat stations. The total population of squatters'
colonies in the Dhakuria-Kalighat stretch amounts to about
thirty thousand. The settlements are equally dense on the
northermn and southemrmn vicinities of the railway tracks.
However, on the west of Dhakuria Overhead Bridge, the den-

sity is more pronounced on the southern side.



Location and Coverage

The segment of squatters' colonies, where our case-
study was conducted, spreads from the east of the level cro-
ssing (Gate 1) to {its west almost upto the next level crossing
(Gate 2). Gate 1 is the first level crossing on the west of

Dhakuria Overhead 3ridge. It is very close to the bridge.
Standing at Gate 1 we can see an unending row of shacks both

on its east and west. The segment selected for our case-study
cccupies a length of about two furlongs along this row of

shacks. It covers a part of the settlements known as Gobinda-
pur Rail Colony. All the shacks are raised on lands which are

the property of the railways.

The ground level road on the south-west side of the
bridge is the southern approach to the level crossing at Gate
1. The Dakshinapan supermarket, the big multistoried Indian
0il Bhavan and the Lake Police Station are all situated on
the western side of this road which stretches to the southem
end of Gate 1. Opposite the Indian 0il 3havan, a right devia-
tion of this road leads to the main entrance of the big multi-
storied house (Manjusha Building) which is situated very close
to the south-western precincts of the bridge. The road then
goes underneath the bridge and constitutes an eastern exten-

sion of the Gariahat Road South.

Dhakuria Station Road meets this part of the Gariahat
Road South at the point it projects eastwards from beneath
the hridge. The former stretches from south to north on the
south-eastern side of the bridge. There are a large number
of buildings both on the northern and southern sides of this

segrent of the Gariahat Road South. Most of them appear to



have bheen constructed during the recent decades. All along
the small strips of lands lying between the railway tracks
and the northern side o0of this segment of the Gariahat Road
South continues the row of shacks which form a part of the

squatters' colony.

The area known as Panchanantala lies to the north-
east of the bridge and the sgquatters' colony. Panchanantala
Road runs east from the Gariahat Road and then curves towards
the railway tracks on the south. Parallel to the Dhakuria
Overhead Bridge on its east, there are a number of large
buildings (e.g. Niramay Polyclinic, Children's Little Theatre,
the multistoried residential building by name Sivnath
Bhavan) . The short rocadway, which provides access to these
huildings, ends up again in the shacks of the squatters'
colony beside the railway tracks. Panchanantala presents a
mix of 0ld and new buildings including some multistoried
houses of recent construction, slums and also shacks of the

squatters' colony on its periphery.

On the north-western side of the bridge and the squa-
tters' colony are located the Dhakuria Lake (Rabindra Sarobar),
Southern Avenue and South End Park. As we go south along the
Gariahat Road beyond the Gol Park, South End Park is found to
spread from Southern Avenue on the west. -It meets Gariahat
Road at the point Dhakuria Bridge goes up for the overhead
crossing above the railway tracks. South End Park turns
south and passes beneath the north-western precincts of the
bridge. It terminates at the northern side of the level
crossing at Gate 1. All along the western side of this road-
way parallel to the bridge, there are good many moderately

large buildings.



As we go from north to south and cross the railway
tracks at the southem end of Gate 1, the second hutment (21
Gariahat Road West) on our left is the office of the Jana
Kalyan Samiti (i.e. People's Welfare Society). It is a volun-
tary community welfare organisation formed and run by the
inhabitants of the squatters' colony which was the area of
our enguirv. All the families of this colony are covered by
the Integrated Child Development Scheme (ICDS) Centre no.44.
Its office is also located in the hutment of the Jana Kalyan
Samiti. We shall describe in a separate section the activi-
ties of the Jana Kalyan Samiti and the ICDS Centre.

To the south of Jana Kalyan Samiti there are the !Man-
jusha Building, Lake Police Station, Indian 0Oil Bhavan and
Dakshinapan Supermarket which have already been indicated in
our description of the southern approach to Gate 1. Just
opposite the office of Jana Kalyan Samiti is a shrine of the
4indu goddess Sitala, the presiding deity of small-pox,

chicken-pox, measles and other epidemic diseases.

Parallel to the railway tracks, a small lane stret-
ches for less than a furlong to the west of the office nf
Jana Kalyan Samiti. The .row of shacks continues on the north
of this lane heside the railway tracks. There are a number
of two/three storied residential buildings on the lane's
south. Thus, the neighbourhood of the railway tracks on the
different sides of the bridge shows that the Gobindapur
Squatters' Colony Gate 1 is located,on the margins of an
expanding metropolis with its signs of recent ~onstructions,

newly built supermarkets and multistoried structures.

Our enquiry used no schedule for a structured



investigation of families in the squatters' colony. It aimed
more at the collection of life-stories narrated by a good many
persons of the colony. Such narratives yield information
about several experiences of the settlement, the diversities
of work and earning, and various alignments of family, social

living and culture.

In addition, we could have some data from the ICDS
records about the families 1living in its Centre 44. Every
ICDS unit has to maintain a record of all families coming
within its purview. The records for Centre 44, which we used,
were updated till December 1990 and contained information
about the number of families. their age and sex composition,

sources of livelihood and levels of earning.

We took account of 153 families in ICDS records.

Their total persons amounted to 683. The average family size
was about 4.5. The males (both adult and children) consti-
tuted nearly 53 per cent of the ponulation. Those below fif-
teen years of age were about 42 per cent of the population:;
among them the ratio of males to females was 1.10. All further
information in the IC{DS records and the narratives collected

by us will be presented in the course of this report. We may
now deal with some aspects of the origin and growth of the

squatters' colonies in the Gobindapur Gate 1 segment.

Early History

The lands adjacent to the railway tracks had only
some small fragments of human habitation before the construc-
tion of the Dhakuria Overhead Bridge. The Gariahat Road ter-
minated at the northern gate of the level crossing. The road

on the south of the railway tracks is known as Gariahat Road



South. The level crossing was the landmark between the city
of Calcutta and its south suburban ar=as like Dhakuria,

Jadavpur and sO on.

The specifications of land acquisition provide a fair
account of what had to be altered for the construction of the
bridge. Such specifications were made by the then Chairman
cf the Calcutta Improvement Trust in his letter of 25th Novem-
ver 1959 to the 1s* Land Acquisition Collector, Calcutta.

Let me quote from tne letter (CIT File LAIV~-18-LXXII):

The lands to the west of the existing
Gariahat Road should not present any di-
fficulty. In view of a pre-existing Cor-
poration Alignment all the buildings on
that side had been set back and the strips
we propose to acqguire are almost wholly
vacant.....

To the east of Gariahat Road there are
one or two pucca structures, but the bulk
of the land within our acquisition limit
consists of a big timber yard standing on
rremises No.31. The front belt of that
land is essential for the construction of
our high level and low level roads...

South of the railway line the lands
are almost vacant and should not present
any difficulty.

Numerous complaints and claims were raised by owners/
occupiers of the lands specified for acquisition. There was
a very strong though temperately worded objection from a large
nurber of people who had been mnccupying the timber yard.
They were displaced people from East Pakistan (now Bangla
Desh) and had taken lease of marshy lands, filled up and
reclaimed it, and established a large timber yard. Of the



fifty-eight objectors as many as thirty-three had started
timber or carpentry business while the rest ran miscellaneous
small-scale industries or trade, such as grocery, stationery,
smithy, clay modelling, tailoring, transport, tea houses and
even coaching classes for school students.

It appears that even in those days the railway lands
were not entirely free from the encroachment of private struc-
tures. For example, the presence of twelve huts within the
fencing around the railway track interfered with the cons-
truction of the bridge. This was reported by the Chief Valuer
of the Calcutta Improvement Trust in September, 1961. Four
of those huts belonged to families displaced from East Pakis-
tan. As for the rest, it appears that the huts were inhabi-
ted by migrants from within West Bengal, mostly from the
villages of south 24 Parganas. Thus, the beginning of squa-
tters' settlements by the side of the railway tracks can be
traced to years prior to the construction of the overhead

railway bridge.

However, the population settled around the railway
tracks was quite small at that time. We have information
from some earliest inhabitants of the locality where now
spreads the dense squatters' colony of our case-study. Their
accounts give us several clues to the mode of formation of
this settlement. Some elements of organized promotion and
political initiative can be read in those narratives of the

earliest settlers.

Gobinda Haldar migrated to Calcutta from a village
in the Diamond Harbour sub-division of 24 Parganas. He came
with his family in the late forties. Gobinda was pushed out



of his village in search of a livelihood and requested Abani
Mandal, his uncle-in-law, to find for him some gainful work
and a place where he could live with his family. Abani
arranged for Gobinda a shack at a monthly rent of Rs.10/-.
Abani was already holding a number of such shacks that were
located on the site where now stands the Manjusha BSuilding.
Jde had a shop in Garia to do the business of recycling old

and used up glass bottles and phials.

It appears that Abani Mandal initiated the settlement
of migrants in this area. He persuaded the earliest settlers
to rent the shacks and hutments which he had already raised
on railway lands. His son Adhir Mandal was also a leading
figure in the subsequent stages of development of the Gobinda-

pur Rail Colony.

Gobinda Haldar tells us ¢f the periocd when very few
families had settled in this locality. He can recall that
the entire Jodhpur (i.e. Jodhpur Park) area had been practi-
cally vacant. Gobinda also remembers the big timber yard
which had caught fire and was subsequently demolished to
enable the construction of the bridge. There were some hut-
ments in the area verging on the boundary of Gate 2.

In course of his narrative, Gobinda Haldar tells us
of Haran Manna. Haran Manna and fifteen others formed a
committee to organise the process of settlement in the area.
They also took up the task of managing the affairs of the
growing colony which, notwithstanding its sparse population
of those days, had proceedad to extend its encroachment on
the railway lands. Adhir Mandal, whom we have already men-
tioned as a promoter of early settlements, worked in the

group of Haran Manna.
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Gooinda Haldar remembers that !laran Manna had told
him to raise his hutment in cne part of the empty spaces
adjacent to the railway tracks. Haran measured up the plot
of land allotted to Gobinda for his hutment. A site rent of
Rs. 10 per montn was cnarged to Gobinda Haldar. Haran Manna
had a key role in promoting and encourzging the growth of
the squatters' settlement on railway .ands. According to
Gobinda, Haran and his associates had political ties with the
Communist Party. Haran joined the CPZ (M) after the party
split. We are informed by Gobincda Haldar that many associa-
tes of Haran evenéually secured a fair amount of material
success in their later life. Scme »f them moved to different

middle class areas and constructed their own houses.

We interviewed Ashu Das who had come to this locality
in the early fifties. He was then merely a boy of seven or
eight. Ashu was accompanied by his mother and younger bro-
thers and sisters. They all lived in a hutment rented from
Adhir Mandal at Rs.10 per month. Adhir's native village was
adjacent to that of Ashu in Diamond Harbour. Ashu's father
lived in Belur where he worked in a jute mill. Later, he
joined his family ai. 3 became a resident of this locality.

The jute mill where he had been working was suddenly closed

down.

The site of Ashu's hutment fell within the purview
of acquisition necessary to construct the bridge. Ashu rem-
embers the fire which destroyed a large rart of the big timber
yard. Since their hutment had to bte demolished for the cons-
truction of the bridge, Ashu's mother received a compensation
of 75.7000/— from the Calcutta Improvement Trust. She built

a new hutment at Selimpur. All this happened in the early
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sixties. Ashu did not accompany his mother to Selimpur and

decided to stay in the locality where he had been living

from his early boyhood.

A local communist (CPI) leader of very long standing
told us that Haran Manna, Adhir Mandal and a few more of
their type could be identified as 'local vested interests'
of the Gobindapur Rail Colony. Further, the local leader
observed, 'While being with us (he means the political affi-
liation) they also behaved like bullies in the squatters'
settlement and were involved in various acts of petty graft.
adhir was very clever. He died young around the age of thirty
five. Haran Manna often stole a part of the funds raised by
him for the party. We overlooked many such default since it
would be difficult to find his replacement as a grassroots
leader and organiser of the squatters' settlement. How could
we find in the rail colony a fully honest person with Haran's

drive and initiative?!

The establishment of the squatters' colonies had been
associated with the process of settlement of displaced per-
sons from East Pakistan (now Bangla Desh). During the late
forties and the early fifties West Bengal faced a massive
influx of persons from Tast Pakistan. The Hindus of East
Bengal migrated in large number. They were despaired of

communal violence and insecurity in East Pakistan.

3eing not well prepared for meeting such a calamity,
the provisions made by government for the rehabilitation of
displaced persons were poor in quality and quantity. Very
soon large number of migrants started unauthorized occupation

of vacant lands owned by government or private landlords.
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Thus began 'this process of the settlement of refugees in
Calcutta and its suburbs and elsewher=z in West 3engal by found-
ing what came to he known as squatters' colonies.' (Chakrabarti
1990, p.35).

The southern suburbs of Calcutta spreading over the
entire area from Dhakuria level crossing to Garia and also
from the Tollygunge tram depot to its south eastern and west-
ern directions had large stretches of vacant lands. The rich
land speculators had their own plans of developing the south-
ern suburbs in accordance with the directions along which the
city would take its course of expansion. It was among such
lands that the masses of East Bengal migrants found the sites
suitable for their settlement. The proximity of those lands
to the city of Calcutta raised hopes that the settlers were
likely to find some means of living. The main difficulty was
set by their lack of money to purchase such lands. The estab-
lishment of squatters' colonies was a device to obviate this

problem.

The urgency of finding some shelter drove the refugees
'under the irresistible pressure of circumstances along a
course which was not legitimate but necessary - unauthorized
occupation of these lands. Vijaygarh was the first example
of such a colony. It had not the sanction of law.behind it.'
(Chakrabarti 1990, pp.36-37). Many squatters' colonies had
the tacit support of Government, though without any written
document of authorization. Indeed, though not known to the
settlers, the organisers of the Vijaygarh settlement had
received some kind of prior government approval of their

occupation of lands for establishing the refugee colony.

he




The urge for establishing squatters' colonies became
a widespread phenomenon in the subsequent decades. Many such
settlements were founded in the southern suburbs of the city.
In course of time most of them were transformed into town-
ships with a mixed population of various levels of the middle
class and working people. The perspective of the land
speculators also materialized in many areas of more prosper-
ous buildings and their residents. All this indicates the
mixed pattern of development of the city's southern suburbs.

The Vijaygarh colony is situated at a distance of
about three kilometers from the Dhakuria level crossing. As
already noted, since the late forties a large number of
squatters' settlements had grown up along the areas spreading
from Dhakuria to Garia. The pioneers (e.g. Haran Manna,
A»ani Mandal, 3dhir Mandal and some others) of the Gobindapur
Rail Colony must have been influenced by the experience of
such growth of squatters' colonies. They were swayed by the
idea of seizing lands to find shelter for homeless people.
Also, there was scope for personal gains which could be de-
rived from the settlers whom they helped and mobilised in

the process of raising the squatters' colony.

It is evident from the composition of the Gobindapur
Rail Colony that the settlement was not restricted to dis-
placed persons from East Bengal. The squatters' colony at
Gate 1 consists largely of persons from south 24-Parganas,
who had been pushed out of their native villages in search
of livelihood. The pioneers of this settlement were connec-
ted with the politics of the left. The nature of political
affiliation was similar to that of the wider movement for
the rehabilitation of East Bengal refugees. In course of the

decades after 1950, the Communist Party lodged itself in the
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leadership of the refugee movement in West 3engal.

Being situated on lands extremely close to the rail-
way tracks, the Gobindapur Rail Colony involved violation of
the railway regulations and presented complex problems of
control and management for the railway authorities. Let us
take note of the various attempts by the railway authorities
to do away with these unauthorized settlements. 2Anadi Bera
the present leader of the Rail Colony, could not tell us much
about the assaults in the mid-sixties by the railway authori-
ties and of the resistance put up by the people of the
colony. He has been a resident of the Rail Tolony since the

early seventies.

Earlier 2anadi Bera lived in neighbouring Panchanan-
tala. He started a school for children. From then on he
has been known in the entire locality as 'mastermashay':

Hdis own education was a little above the primary level.
Anadi's main interest was in producing theatre and opera
(yatra) shows. He took part in acting. 2All this made him
popular and well-known in the area. The people of the rail
colony inducted Anadi and his family into a hutment of their

areae.

Anadi Bera started community work as a follower of
Adhir Mandal. 4Yis all round ability and organisational powers
caught the attention of local CPI leaders. Anadi became a
member of the CFI. He enjoys the respect and following of
the people of Rail Colony Gate 1. A fuller idea of his own
experience and work will be included among the accounts of
various activities which we shall present in a separate
section. At present we can draw on his narrative to know

the experience of several struggles for the protection of
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the colony against the attacks for eviction.

\round 1965 the Railwav authorities moved to build
a wall that would encircle the colony. 3Such encirclement
would result in the colony's extinction. Aanadi 3era had not
yet been a resident of this colony. The people of the colony

succeeded in thwarting the attack.

The most resolute action against the colonies had
been afoot during the period of the Emergency in 1975. It
had the object of complets demolition of the squatters' colo-
nies situated on the railway lands in this region. The ope-
ration had its beginning in south Dhakuria. The police force
destroy~d all the hutments on railway lands in the area
stretching from the south of Dhakuria station to Selimpur
level crossing. They wer=s then getting ready to proceed to-

wards the Gobindapur Rail Colony.

A very large mass of people of the Rail Colony could
be mobilized to assemble at the Selimpur level crossing.
Those people confronted the police force and were ready to
face their bullets i~ case of firing. The people's resistance
raceived support from both the Congress and the CPI. Somenath
Lahiri, the well-known CPI leader, was then the MLA from this
constituency: Siddhartha Sankar Ray was the state's Chief
Minister and his-wife an M.P. in Delhi. The police action
stopped after Somenath Lahiri had talked with the Chief Minis-
ter about the serious consequences of an eviction drive on

such a large scale.

The move by the Railways was abandoned at the inter-
vention of the State Government. a delegation representing

the people of the Rail Colony was assured by the Chief
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Minister that some measures would certainly be taken for
their rehabilitation at a suitable place. The then Inspec-—
tor General of Police was assigned the responsibility for
spotting an alternative site where the colony's people could
be resettled. A big plot of land behind the 3agha Jatin

rail station was proposed as a suitable site.

A committee consisting of representations from the
police, political parties and local interests was set up to
evolve further plans for rehabilitation. Aanadi 3era told us
that the plan did not materialize because of the indifference
and worthlessness of the political leadership. A prominent
CPI leader of the locality explained to us that his party
lacked interest and initiative in the matter. This was due
to the circumstances that the proposed site fell in an area
where the CPI had no political influence or following.

The railway authorities made a move in 1983 to put
up barbed wire fencing between the land occupied by the
squatters and the railway tracks. Obviously, to minimize
their operational hazards, the Railways were keen to fix some
limits to further encroachments and also to restrict movements
by men, women and children across the tracks. However, such
fencing would place obstructions at the entry and exit points
of most of the shacks and hutments. The people of the colony
were therefore opposed to the proposal for the construction

of barbed wire fencing.

After they had put up fencing at the A.T. Chatterjee
road and North Dhakuria rail colonies, the Railways men pro-
ceeded towards the Gobindapur segment. Anadi Bera (old us
that they visited all the relevant offices of the Railways

to explain their difficulties. A. Press Conference was
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convened with the aim of informing and influencing public
opinion. The people of the-colony moved in a procession to
the State Assambly for expressing their grievances. The lea-
ders of the local and district committees of the CPI gave them
all support. A deputation met the Chief Minister and dis-

cussed the matter with him.

At the intervention of the Chief Minister, the Rail-
ways abandoned their move to construct barbed wire fencing.
Anadi Bera and many other people of the Gobindapur Rail Colony
Gate 1 are extremely unhappy about the absence of any govern-
ment measure for their suitable rehabilitation. Whether in
1975 or in 1983, when there is a crisis and confrontation,
they are assured at the highest level of a serious endeavour
for the resettlement of the people of the squatters' colonies.
Th
has often been caught up in reflections on the problem of

©

plan for the system of circular railways around Calcutta
squatters' settlements in the proximity of railway tracks.

Significantly, the organisations, meetings and reso-
lutions of the colonies spreading across the vicinity of the
railway tracks have +=iterated one key point since the mid-
seventies. ©On this point they declare themselves to be in
full accord with the rest of the people of the metropolis.
The point relates to the priority of the need for circular
railways-and quicker and better transport facilities. The
dwellers of the rail colonies helpless.y continue to live in
inhuman misery and distress; the colonies also obstruct the
introduction of circular railways. Thus, in the submission
of demands by the people of the rail colonies, the urgency of
their suitable rehabilitation is inseparably connccted with

the overall priority of improving the metropolitan transport



17

system.

The account of protests and movements, which we pre-
sent above, is constructed to provide the materials necessary
for an understanding of the earlier history of this particular
squatters' cclony. Many other elements of personal and
collective reactions, their sense of dissent and acceptance
may be revealed in Jdue course when we shall focus on the
life-stories of 3 number of inhabitants, including that of
Anadi Bera and Ashu Das.

Werk and Earnings

Tre data on 153 families and their population of 685
persons w=re available from the records of the Integrated
Child Deve_opment Centre which works in the locality of
Gobindapur Rail Colony Gate 1. These information relate to
December 1990. The coverage amounted to a large part of the
particular =zquatters' colony whose total population would be
around 150C. The ICDS records furnished details of age and
composition c¢f family members, about the occupations and
earnings of workers, and about the health and education of

the childrer.

This squatters' colony is largely inhabited by the
very poor.-- 2% should be helpful to take up the indicator of
a poverty lire for understanding the economic conditions of
the colony ard the range of differences in earnings among
its inhabitanzs. Considering some ralated findings (Urban
Poverty 1989, Minhas et al 1991) we find that a poverty line
of ™~.170 per czpita per month may be appropriate for the city
of Calcutta in 1989-90.
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We could construct estimates of family income and
per capita family income for 148 families. They had a popu-
lation of 652 person-:. No sufficient ir.formation was avail-
able for five families with a population of 33 persons.

Thus our findings about poverty and income relate to 148

families and their members.

Since we had no information about family expenditure,
the population below and above the poverty line was estima-
ted in terms of its earnings. The per capita monthly earnings
of 456 persons belonging to 98 families were found to be
below the voverty line. They had an average family size of
4.65. The remaining 50 families had a population of 196 per-
sons and their per capita monthly earnings were above the
poverty line. The average size of such families was 3.92.

Let us present this information in the following summary form.

Families Below and Above the Poverty Line

No. of No. of Average Fami-
Families P.C. Persons P.C. ly Size
Below th= PL 98 66.22 456 69.94 4.65
Above the PL 50 33.78 195 30.06 3.92
Total 148 100 652 100 4.40

The extent of differentiation was quite pronounced
even among the people below the poverty line. The lowest
per capita monthly earning among the persons of families in
this group was Rs.30 and the highest was Rs.167. Let us break
up the families below the poverty line into two groups. In
the per capita monthly earning level upto ®s.100, there were
more than 55 per cent of families with about 59 per cent of

persons below the poverty line. Their average per capita



monthly income was about Rs.72. For the 45 per cent families
in the per capita monthly earnings level above Rs.100 and
below Rs. 170, the share of all persons below the poverty line
was 41 per cent. Their per capita monthly earnings amounted
to Rs.135¢ -

For per capita monthly earning levels upto Rs. 100 the
numher of earners in the 54 families were 91, while they had
total persons amounting to 268. Thus the average number of
dependents per earner were nearly two. For families between
per capita monthly earning levels greater than Rs. 100 and less
than Rs. 170, the number of dependents per earner amounted to
1.43 on the average. There were 40 female earners in the
former group of 54 families. Such women were all employed
as domestic servants and mostly earned hetween Rs.100 and
?s. 150 per month. About seven families in the group had no
male earners. This was caused either by 0ld age, ill health
or by the absence of job opportunities. 1In one family, a
woman deserted by her husband, had been living with her two

children, sons aged three and two years.

Among the families in the higher range (i.e. with
per capita monthly earnings between 8.101 and Rs.170) 10 fa-
milies had no female earners. The remaining 34 families had
37 female earners. One family consisted of a woman and his
two daughters. Hence it had no male earners. --The woman's
husband had left this place abandoning his wife and children.
All female earners worked as domestic servants. Their range
of monthly earnings had a spread from Rs.50 to Bs.300. Such
variation depended on the number of households in which a
maid-servant worked through a day and also on the nature of
work done by a person. For example thnse engaged in cooking

secured a higher pay than those washing clothes and utensils,



sweeping and cleaning rooms.

The per capita menthly earnings for persons in the
families above the poverty line was Rs.324 on the average.
There were 92 earners among the total number of 196 persons.
There were twenty-two female earners in an equal number of
families. While 21 women workers had been domestic servants,
there was one case of a young girl working as a private tutor.
She is an unmarried girl of twenty-two whose monthly earnings
of %s.100 supplement the income of her father. He works as
a labourer in a unit manufacturing parts of sewing machine.
The girl could not continue her own school studies above

Class IX.

Some families above the prverty line were found to
derive earnings from house rent. Five such families report-

ed total rental =sarnings of R.7300 as follows :

Receipt nf Rental Income

Sl., Family , Recipient i Other Earnings ;Per Capita
No.,; size ' (mcathly) 1 (monthly) 'Monthly
' X : 'Eamings
: . : P (Rs.)
1. 4 Mother - Rs.2000 2 Sons-Rs. 2100 1025
2. 4 Husband - Rs. 1000 .
Wife Rs. 2000 Nil 750
3. 5 Father - Rs. 500 2 Sons-=%.1800 460
4, 3 Mother - R®s. 600 Nil 200
5. 1 Woman - Rs. 200 .
of Sixty Nil 200

Such rental income is obtained from hutments within

the colony. The pioneers of the squatters' settlement had



raised shacks.and hutments on railway lands and rented them
out to a growing nunser of population who wers in desperate
search for some shelter. This is how a de facto pattern of
land contrcl and rent camings emerged as a substratum of

the illegal seizure of railway lands. Some beneficiaries

of this institutional legacy are reflected in the table above
In an important sense all this has no wider legal sanctions.
It is a practice standing on the conventions of the squatters

colony from the days of its first inception.

Same signs of carrying over such tenuous rights of
rent earning could be found among a few families below the
poverty -line. . A family of five consisting of a widowed mo-
ther and her five children reported a rental income of ®s,145
per month. They were living in abject poverty in the absence
of any other earnings. Another family of husband, wife, two
sons and two daughters, reported that the husband's monthly
earnings were derived from work as a helper in various jobs.
He also had some income from house rent. The total monthly
earnings of the family amounted to Rs.700. This includes the
wife's earning of Rs. 100 from domestic work. The per capita

monthly earningas of the family was less than Rs.120.

The description of occupations as stated in the ICDS
records indicated the diversity of sources of earnings. It
is apparent that a large number of earners have no stable
employment. Most of them are not particularly skilled for
any specific work. 1Indeed, the occupations do not imply
categories which are applicable to earners for only consi-
derable duration of a specific employment and income. All
this is, in the main, wage-work assigned on a daily basis

and holds no assurance of continuity in one fixed job. We
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make an attemut below to enumerate the cccupations in this
sense of broad inco e ecpportunities availed by the workers

of the sguactcers' colony.

Sl. X

No. ' Occupation- § Number of Workers
1. Joga: (helpers) 80
2. Cycle Rickshaw Pullers 12
3. Motor Drivers 11
4. Bus Conductcrs 7
5. Skilled Labourers 13
6. Mechanics 6
7. Watchmen 5
8. Peddlers and Shopkeepers 8
9. Others 20

10. Domestic Servants 98

All 260

Note: This list leaves out the persons whose entire
income is derived from house rent. There
are six such women and three men.

The prominence of helpers (jogar) among all workers

bears out the large extent of casual work as it prevailed

in the sguatters' colony. Leaving out the 98 domestic
servants who were all female, the rest of the workers number-
ed 162. The helpers constituted half of such workers. They
were spread over a wide range of activities like building
construction, house painting, pandal making and decoration,
shop hands and helpers in minibuses. While the helpers in
those activities were subject to chronic insecurity of income

and work, more than 40 per cent of all helpers could not even



specify a particular area of work. They wers constantly in
a position to hire themselves out for any work which would

fetch them some earning.

3s already noted many women of the squatters' colony
worked as domestic hands to secure some eamings for their
families. The extremely casual nature of the work done by so
many males made all the more necessary the women's earnings
of a more regular kind. The squatters' colony is located in
the proximity of growing middle class residential areas which
raise the demand for labour to do household chores of various
kxinds. This is where the women of the squatters' colony find

scope for work as domestic servants.

% []
Per capita month- | No. of ! No. of i No. of women
ly income y families ' females i working as
| : ! domestic ser-
X ' H vants
Upto ®s.100 54 125 40
s, 101 - Rs., 169 44 86 37
5. 170 and above 50 92 21
All 148 203 98

In the group upto a per capita income of ©»s.100, 36
families had at least one female member working as domestic
servant. There were four families which had two of their
members in the particular occupation. Of the 44 families
in the income group 25.101-169, 34 supplied domestic servants
from among their members. One of them accounted for three
such workers, and another two. The remaining 3, families

had one member each in the total supply of domegtic servants
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from the group. Among the families above the poverty line,

21 provided one memb~r each for domestic work.

It appears that the practice of work as domestic
servants is much less among the women of families above the
poverty line. For the families below the poverty line, the
percentage of those supplying domestic s~rvants was more
than 71. The same proportion was only 44 per cent for fami-
lizs above the poverty line. In all income groups most of
the domestic servants were above the age of twenty. Among
the families whose ICDS records were available for our exami-
nation, we found one girl of 12 working as a domestic ser-

vant. There werc four others between thz age of 16 and 18.

The wages praid to domestic szrvants were very low.
The monthly earnings of about 70 p=ar cent of domestic servants
were below the poverty line (i.e. ®.170). Of the 98 persons
engaged as domestic servants there were only three who had
ronthly earmnings between Rs.300 and 350. 1Indeed, an amount -of
Rs. 340 would be barely sufficient to keep a family of two just

above the poverty line.

Obviously, women working as domestic servants could
provide a meagre contribution to the maintenance of themsel-
ves and their families. ©On the other hand, the recurrent
contingency of unemployment of the males in their casual work
cften pushed families to live in sole dependence on the
earnings of females who were domestic servants. We have
noted this situation for a fair number of families in the
available records. The conditions of abject poverty are
evident from our finding that 37 per cent of all families
listed in the ICDS records and 41 per cent of persons had

per capita monthly earnings within Rs.100. Tne families
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below the noverty line constituted 66 per cent of all and

they accounted for 70 per cent of total persons.

We interviewcd the women workers in charge of three
ICDS centres in the Gobindapur Rail Colony. The nature of
their work required close familiarity with the families under
their care, particularly with its women and children. The
segment studied by us in detail came under the purview of
Centre 44. All of them agreed cn the point that the women
shared more responsikility than men in the maintenance of
their families. The men were more prone to doing no work.
In some cases, such a situation happened on account of addic-
tion to drugs or alcochol. The women made full use of the

opportunities available for work as domestic servants.

Let us then look at some features of the 50 families
consisting of 196 persons who were above the poverty line.
Wwe find four families in this grmup who had per capita monthly
earnings in the range of Rs.750-1025. ©Cne2 of these families
consisted of a mother and his three sons. One son was a mini-
bus driver and another a minibus helper. Their mother had a
rent income of Rs. 2000 per month. Another son aged 13 was not
yet in the work force. There was a family of four consisting
of husband, wife and two children. All income of this family
was from house rent amounting to Rs. 3000 per month. Two
families of four and three members respectively had an iden-
tical incomz of Rs.3000 per month from the combined business
of confectionary and cloth selling. 1In terms of per capita
income, these four families are at the top of the list obser-

ved by us.

Another twenty-five families above the poverty line

had a total family income of Rs.1000 and abcve. Their per
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capita mouthly earnings were spread nvzar a range from Rs.250
to Rs.750. The principal earners of thes» families were
skilled construction workers, drivers of privately owned or
office cars and also of minibuses, watchmen, and Class IV
workers in some government establishments. A few cases were
found where the principal eamers were not resident in the
squattsrs' colony. They sent remittances to their families

who were dwellers of the colony.

.Probably, even for families with relatively higher
level of earnings above the poverty line, it is not feasible
to move out of the squatters' colony due to the very high
rentals of alternative housing accOmmodation. Moreover, the
few families, which live on substantial house rent from the
hutments of the cclony, may face difficulties in realizing
their rental claims if they quit their own traditional
habitat. Such problems are inherent in the very nature of
their so-called rights over lands which are legally the
property of the railways.

Let us sum up the relevant points of this review of
work and earnings. ‘he vast majority of people in the
Gobindapur Rail Colony Gate 1 have very low levels of earn-
ings. However, souw inequalities are observed even in the
midst of such absolute poverty. A very small number of
families derive relatively large rental income from the hut-
ments of the colony. Some persons enjoy better jobs and

earnings.

But for their distinct and differentiated positions,
the signs of inequality that we find in the available records
are symptomatic of the limited employment opportunities aff-

licting the core and the peripheries of the economy. Such



opportunities fall far short of providing gainful work for
the numerous in desperate search for a livelihood. This is
th= situaticon of structural excess supply of labour. Even

at the periphery the chances and contingencies ~f casual work
generate a degrec of inequality among the absolutely poor at

any particular moment.

Further, the question of marginality of the squatters
settlement is not marely a matter of dependence on casual and
opaque work opportunities. The point about habitat is criti-
cally relevant. We find that most of the dwellers of the
Gobindapur Rail Colony Gate 1 had been pushed out of their
villages in South 24 Parganas to look for a livelihood in the
city of Calcutta. Though much less in number, there had been
such influx also from the villages of Medinipur, Haora and

Hugli.

Urban marginality is then true in mcre than one sense
The workforce at the marginal pele is not regularly absorbed
in the organised sector of the city's economy. Also the very
nature of their shelter and the paucity of urban services
which surround thei.- day-to-day living represent another co-
ordinate of marginal eXistence. Thus, urban marginality
includes among its features the inability of the market eco-
nomy, or of state policies to provide adequate shelter and

civic services to a growing number of city dwellers.

Dwelling and Living

Our initial description of the colony points to the
rows:.0f shacks on the north and south of the railway tracks
running from east to west. A shack has tiled roof, walls of
matted bamboo-slips and earthen flnor. In several shacks the

floors are made of brick and cement. There are one or two
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windows which aro openings cut through the walls of bamboo-
slips. A\ few shacks have brick walls. We found three such
units among the 148 families which were observed in the
records of the ICDS centre. .Two of them belonged to those
who had sutstantial rent income from the shacks which they
could let out; the other one is inhabited by a woman with
her two children.. -Her husband is amploy=ed in military ser-
vice and has to stay away for long periods.

Most of the shacks have no space in addition to a
single room. There is usually a cheap wooden cot with the
bedding kept on it. One or two rope-strings are fixed
across the room on one side. The clothings of the family
are hung on these ropes. The utensils are left on the floor.
The vast majority of families do their cooking in the same
room, and at times under the cot. A small suitcase or a
trunk was found in most of the shacks. Some more furniture
was rarely possessed by a family. On a rough impression, it
appearad that about 10 to 15 per cent of families had a
watch and a transistor radio. 1In our lot of 148 families,
we could find only two units which had a separate kitchen
space and a wooden sheld for keeping utensils. A calendar
with the picture of gods/goddesses and hanging along the wall

of the shack was a common sight.

The sources of water-supply for the colony consist
of two tubewells and a street tap of the Calcutta Corpora-
tion. The supply from the latter is restricted to scheduled
hours. The shack-dwellers secure water from these sources
for drinking, cooking and, as far as possible, for washing
of utensils. While some can use the same sources for bath-

ing, the pressure of numbers forces many to use the Dhakuria



Lake (Rabindra Sazrobar) for their bath, washing of clothes,
and, as and when un- voidable, washing of utensils. For many
vears, the southern side of the lake has come to be widely
used by the inhabitants of the Rail Colony.

The CMDA has buailt a complex nf sanitary latrines
for Gobindapur Rkail <olony Gate 1. The adult males and fe-
males can make ise o0f chese provisions. The pressure of
excess numbars is alsc felt in this regard. Thus the use of
open spaces near the Chakuria Lake is still in vogue for at
least a part of the adult population. The children are quite

often found to defecate on the railway tracks.

For the vast majority of the shacks no electric power
is available. Vor are the people cavable of going for such
consumptioni. However, in the area stretching from the east
of Gate 1 to Gate 3, there are instances of illesgal connec-
tions from the rallways supply line to a few hutments. Such
electric power is used for lighting and also playing tape-

recorders

Thuz=, the shacks and their allizd inlrastructure pro-
vide poor human living in bits of space with inadequate ven-
tilation and evrosed equally to the hazards of heat, cold and
rains. The proximity of this settlement to the newly deve-
loped posh middle class areas in the south of the city may
have preompted some civic efforts to improve water supply and
sanitarv arrangements of the area. Seme initiative on the
part of a community organisation like the Jana Kalyan Samiti
and the ICDS centre is also noteworthy. The details about
these organisations and their bearing on the colony's life

anc¢ the p=ople will be presented in the next section.
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Notwithstanding such efforts and initiative, the con-
ditions of this settlement ares far from meeting the bare re-
quirements of minimum human living. There ohtains a kind of
stalemate because of the difficulties, legal and otherwise,
in developing a settlement so dangerously close to the rail-
way tranks. We have already noted the widespread marginality
of occuvations among the people of this squatters' settlement.
However ill-paid and casual their work may be, some (e.q.
domeastic servants, cycle rickshaw pullers, helpers in cons-
truction work) do provide essential services to the ever-
extending metropolis around the settlement. Thus, they do
menial tasks which keep the city going but which provide them

the meanest of incomes and habitat.

Most adult males and females go out for work in the
morning. They have rice cooked overnight and steeped in
water.-- The children also eat the same food in the morning.
Those children, who come to the ICDCS centre, can eat a drop
of com-soya blend. The centre keeps free provision of this
high protein food for all children who attend its scheme.

The women return by midday. The children share any food whieh
their mothars may bring from the work place. It is about 3

or 4 in the afternoon that they all have their day's meal.

The male members, who stay out of their homes for work, have
some food within their means at midday. In some families no
full meal is prepared for the day. It is evening cooking

and only one full meal for all is provided at night after the
return of the males from work. Wheat is not at all popular
among these families. Rice is almost always the principal
food.

Considering the low levels of expenditure and liv-

ing, the families have little scope for purchases from the
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market. Some shacks arrange creepers to grow from ground
along their tiled roof. They provide pumpkins, bnttle-gourd
(lau) and edible herbs. Pulses, being very dear, are not
included in their food. It is a common practice to buy very
cheap fishes of inferior guality from the markets at Fancha-
nantala and Thakuria station. Coal is the common fuel used
in kitchen. HNo doubt the nature and the amount of food con-
sumption which a family can afford is conditioned by its
current earnings. There are plenty of instances when a
family can do no cooking for days. They try to subsist on
the food that the women domestic servants may obtain from
their work-places and on a few pieces of loaf which can be

purchased with their meagre means.

Many of the dwellers had their own ration cards
which could be obtained through the recommendation of the
local M.L.A. or the Corporation Councillor. The extreme
poverty of the numerous dissuades some of them from entering
the formalities of s~ocuring ration cards. For weeks some
families have no means to purchase their rations. Indeed,
we observed cases where the same ration card was used by

different persons fiom one week to another.

Amidst the perpetual state of want and squalor, no
clear ideas can be directly formulated about the cultural
features of the squatters' settlement. It may be possible
to gather various fragments from the patterns of occupation,
earnings, dwelling and living. Moreover, the experience of
CTana Kalyan Samiti, of its initiative efforts, organisation
and leadership should manifest some aptitude and preferen-
ces of the settlers in this colony. The intividual narra-
rives may also contribute in pieces to the same understand-

ing.
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"hile deferring a full~r viaw of th~ settlement till
we present all thosa materials, one moment of leisure in the
life of th= settlement can appropriately be noted to conclude
this section. We have already noted that everyday in the
hour between three and four in the late afternoon many fami-
lies (particularly the women and children) have their meal.
The meal is cooked by women after they return from their
rorning shift of work as domestic hands. 3y 4 P.M. the
entire area along the railway tracks on the east and west

of Gate 1 is full of women and children of the colony.

An observer is struck by the mood of relaxation in
all of them. It is as if the rail tracks doubly represent
3 domestic compound and a public ensemble. The women talk
among themselves sitting on the railway tracks. Some of them
can be seen combing their hair while talking merrily with ene
another. 'On the other hand, a number of vendors throng the
area during these hours. This is how the tracks turn into a
promenade for the children, some of whom are enabled by their
mothers to have titbits 1like very cheap ice-cream, kulfi,

fried chick-pra, monkey-nuts and things like that.

Jana Kalyan Samiti

We have already indicated the location of the Jana
Kalyan Samiti. It is an organisation founded and developed
by the people of the Gobindavur Rail Colony Gate 1. Aashu
Das, a resident of the area since the fifties, says that
the Jana Kalyan Samiti had its beginning during the late
sixties and took a definite shape by the mid-seventies.
Ashu recalls the role of Pravat Sangha, an earlier club of
the local people, as the precursor of a community organisa-

tion like the Jana ¥alyan Samiti.



o In the earliest stage of the settlem=nt men like
Adhir Mandal and Haran Manna were the undisputed leaders of
the squatters' colony. Adhir Mandal owned about 200 shacks
in this settlement. They were bullt at a time when most of
the lands around the railway tracks had been lying wvacant.
Adhir had done something bcth in terms of money and organi-
sation to provide building materials to those who came to
settle in this area. Thus, Adhir znd his associates were
'all in all' (as said by Ashu pas) *n each and every matter

eof this squatters' settlement.

amidst such a state ef thingz, a club like Pravat
sangha represented some elements of kroader initiative and
participation. TIts main interest was In the field of enter-
tainment. Pravat Sangha wanted to prezent operas (yatra)
before the people of the lecality. Sucrh eperas/theatre
shows were presented during the Saraswa%l and Kali Pujas

which the Pravat Sangha organised on a Z2ommunity basis.

Anadi 3era was at first an inhabitant of Panchanan-
tala. He had particular aptitude for producing operas and
theatr= shows. Anadi was also popular in his occupation as

a teacher (mastermashay) of the local children. His perfor-

mance as an actor and director of a3 theatre show impressed
the younger people of the squatters' settlement and also seme
local political leaders of the left. Seame of them intended
to involve Anadi more in the day-to-day social work of the

celony. - "

Ther=s was a move to induct 3dnadi as & dweller of
the squatters' settlement. He was in difficulties of clear-
ing rental du~s for his hutment in Panchananzala. All this

led to his shifting from Panchanantala to a zhelter arranged



by some young enthusiasts. He continued teaching, epera/
theatre production, and social work. Aanadi 3era was a pro-
minent leader of the resistance against the strong move by
the railway authorities to eliminate the squatters' settle-
ments during the period of emergency. We have already noted

the event in a previous section on 'Early History'.

Such were the circumstances leading towards the de-
velopment of the Jana Kalyan famiti as an organization of
local initiative and effort. FPreviously, in social and po-
litical matters affecting the settlement, Anadi 3era used to
work as a follower of adhir Mandal. 3ut with changes already
mentioned and also after Adhir's un=imely death at an early
age, we can associate Anadi Bera witn the inception of a new
leadership and its distinct directions. Anadi recalls 1981
as the year when he had started dwelling in a part of the
hutment of Jana Kalyan Samiti.

The follewing 'Appeal' signed by 2Anadi Bera as the
Secretary of the Jana Kalyzan Samiti znd circulated in
early 1986 gives some ideas about th~ nature and mode f wel-
fare work sponsored by the Samiti. Tre 'Appeal' was in

Bengali.

+ On behalf of the Jana Ka.yan Samiti we
are planning to oPen a free hemecpathic dis-
pensary and a library in the “™bindapur Rail
Colony Gate 1, at the juncticn of the Garia-
hat R#ad South and Gariahat Read West.

There will be a meeting -t discuss this
matter. The Councillors of Wards 91 and 92,
the Officer-in Charge of the L&ke Police
Station, political party leade:rs, and some
prominent persons of the local:ty will be
present at this meeting on 7.2.36 at 7 in
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the evening. I request you all to make
this discussion meeting a success with
your kiné@ presence and particivation.

It appears that the room of the Jana Kalyan Samiti
had become the venue for meetings to discuss such issues
and to decide upon matters of general interest for the colo-
ny. Also the entire appeal points to the participatory mode
of decision making. It entreats the people of the colony to

join the meetimg and to express their position and views.

Thus, some kind of a general opinion of the colony
is being considered for taking decisions in matters of common
interest. This is a striving to articulate the identity of
the squatters' settlement as a community. Further, the
assurance of attendance by the Ward Councillors, political
leaders, prominent citizens and the local police head is
significant. While moving to represent the settlement as
a community, its organisation admits the need to secure
support from the wider domain of politics, order and civic
alignment. all this was egqually important for getting

things done.

In the narratives of personal lives collected by us,
there is frequent mention of the new cdirections of the Jana
Kalyan Samiti since the mid-seventies. Let us present the
sequence of events as narrated by Ashu Das, who has always
been an active worker of the Jana Kalyan Samiti. Ashu
begins by telling us of those days when men like Adhir Mandal
and Hdaran Manna were in leading command cf the squatters'
settlement. They were connected with left politics. 3ut
both in terms of his huge ownership of shacks and his

modalities of operation, AZhir Mandal ccnsidered the



squatters' settlement to be under his rurveillance and con-
trol. The people of the colony had little room for their

own initiative and effort to resolve any problems.

Ashu Das contrasts this state of things with what
had happened along with the development of the Jana Kalyan

Samiti. We may quote from his recorded narrative.

Gradually we were more familiar and
intimate with mastermashay. He showed us
different ways of doing things. Master-
mashay advised all concerned to exchange
views among themselves and to take posi-
tions on local issues. He told us often
'I can decide to attempt things only after
listening to what you think about the
matter. It is my view that such a course
is desirable for any decision about what
to do for the improvement of living con-
ditions in the squatters' settlement.'

The Samiti had then been shaping as
a place where people at large would come
for arbitration in local disputes, or for
help and advice in cases of illness, or
with the appeal for establishing a chari-
table dispensary, or for an intervention in
somebody's family quarrel and so on and so
forth!

aAnadi 3era's ideas and style of work evoked a new
sense of responsibility and participation ameng the people
of the colony. Anadi's own recollections of Adhir Mandal's

style of work give some meaningful indicatiocns.

Adhir Mandal did not bhelong to any
party. Later Adhir talked of nis affiliation
with the CPM. This was mere tzlk. I could
see his opportunistic tendencies as he always
sided with those appearing to be more power-
ful. Adhir Mandal was known as the zemindar of
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the Rail Zolony. HYe had about two hun-

Ared shacks. There were only a few who
would quection any of his actions. I was
one of then. e tried to app: ase such
dissidents by feeding them muri, rosogolla
and tea. Those were the days when displaced
persons from Tast Pakistan had been occu-
pying lands for their settlement in the
southern suburbs of the city. The same
course was operative in the origin and
growth of the Rail Colony, although its com-
position was largely weighted by migrants
from the West 3engal Jdistricts.

ashu Das stressed that under "nadi 3era's leader-
ship, the dewllers of the Rail Colony were all deeply in-
volved in the work of the Jana Kalyan Camiti. The functions
of the Samiti were on the increase. It had tasks like the
treatment of diseases, the management of small dispensaries
and hospitalization for the extremely deserving patients.
Such functions gradually shaped into regular items of the
Samiti's work. This is evident from the present pattern of
activities ot the Jana Xalyan Samiti. The Samiti could also
cast its effective influence on appropriate authorities to
improve the availability of water supply (taps and tubewells)

and to build a number of sanitary latrines.

The responsibility for health care finds a tradition-
al expression in the maintenance of the shrine of goddess
Sitala. A routine of daily worship is observed with an
offering of 100 pieces of 'batasa' (a convex drop of sugar
or molasses) tc the goddess. Ashu Das says that this cost

is bome by Anadi 3era himself.

In the Bengali month of Jaishtha (corresponding to
May-June) every year the Jana Xalyan Samiti has its annual
celebration of Sitala Puja which lasts for a week. This is
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the biggest festival of the colony. It entails a cost of
five to seven thousand rupees. The people of the colony
contribute to the Muja fund. Some larger amounts are collec-
ted from rich donors outside the settlement. The ability to
raise such “unds depends on the range of contact and accep-

tability of the Samiti's leadership.

During the week-long Sitala festival, the Samiti
often presents a dramatic performance of its own production.
Anadi Bera's enthusiasm in this matter is still quite alive.
There are years when an external opera/theatre group is
hired for the performance. At times, music parties are hired
vy the Samiti for the presentation of musical contest (tarja)
gajan song or devotional songs during the Sitala festival.
The older leaders do not like to have video shows during
this festival. Such stows are usually organised by the young
er people cduring the Kali Fuja which is a shorter affair of
two nights. AaAshu Das tells us of the increasing attraction
of video shows which are arranged by young people, as an when

they can, at any time during <he vear.

another important activity of the Jana XKalyan Samiti
is in vogue since its inceptior.. There are cases of serious
disputes and conflicts between & husband and his wife, het-
ween parents and their grown up children. Such disputes are
often settled through the Samiti's arbitration. An aggriev-
2d person comes to *he Samiti for redress. There have been
occasions when the Zocal police station advises a complain-
ant to seek settlemert through the intervention of the
Samiti. As appreciatid by the local people and society
such a move by the poli“e station often does good to all.

A
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An IZCDS (Integrated Child Devz=lopment Scheme spon-
sored by Government of India) centre is located in the hut-
ment of the Jana Kalyan Samiti. It is a cormmon practice for
ICDS centres to find accommodation in the room of a local
club or voluntary organisation like the Jana Xalyan Samisi.
The scheme has the aim of immunizing poor children against
diseases like diphteria, tetanus, whooping cough, polio and
tuberculosis. It also provides some nutrients for those
children. A centre is intended to cover children upto the
age of six in families (one centre for a total population
of one thousand) which dwell in slums or in similar segments
of poverty and squalor. The children are also expected to

have some pre-primary lessons at the centre.

zpart from story-telling, games, elementary learning

of alphabet and numbers, such lessons consist of the making
of paper models of flowers, birds etc. and, 3s and when
possible, simple and easy songs and dances. 2An Anganwari
worker (i.e. the wom=n in charge of a centre) undergoes a
course of training in all this before she joins work. In
addition to what is done for the children, an ICDS centre
has the task of persuading couples to :zake up the practice
of birth control. The CZentre sends a wcman, who may be
willing to use some protective device oI birth control, to

the family planning unit at the 3angur nospital.

We could gather some useful information from the
Anganwari worker at the ICDS centre of Gobindapur Rail
Colony Gate 1. Much of our information zhout families,
their composition, occupations and levels of earnings were
obtained from the records of the centre. Suc: records are

to be prepared by an Anganwari worker by surveying all
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families under the purview of her centre. As stated already
the limit of a centre is usually set by a population of one
thousand. Since we made use of a part of the data for the
whole centre, our coverage of population was about seven
hundred. We used this part because the relative data had been
brought up-to-date till Cecember 1990. The rest of the
records related to 1981.

There are arrangements for the inoculation of chilad-
ren and pregnant mothers as prcvided in the ICDS rules. This
is done by teams of workers either from the Bangur hospital
or from the health service wing of the Calcutta Corporation.
They come on periodic visits to the area for the purpose of
inoculation. The Anganwari worker talked of the inadequate
supplies of medicines which the local people expected her to
give in case of common ailments like f=ver, dysentery, cough
etc. The medicine for the treatment of worms is received in
sufficient ~uantity. Vitamin A oil is supplied to children
and pregnant mothers. This is to prrevent any damage to eyes
from malnutrition. An average number of 40 to 50 children
attend the centre in the morning. !Most of them are left by
their mothers while going for the morming shift of work as
domestic servants. The Jdrops of corn-scya vlend are given to
the children as their nutrients.

The work of the Jana Kalyan 3Samlti extends beyond
welfare activities alone. A major experience of the colony
relates to the struggle provoked by several attempts by the
Railway authorities to demolish the squztters' settlements.
Anadi 3era is a member of long standing vf the CPI. There
follows a close alignment of the Jana Kclyan Samiti with the

local CPI unit of Dhakuria.

R
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In all instances of a movement against eviction the
Jana Kalyan Samiti has invariably acted -as the »ase unit for
mobhilizing not only the people of the Gobindapur Rail Colony
Gate 1, hut also of all the neighbouring squatters' settle-
ments around the 3allygunge-3udge 3udge railway tracks. The
scope of any movement against eviction bears upon 25 to 30
thousand dwell=rs of such settlements between Dhakuria and
Kalighat rail stations. It appears from old leaflets,
apprals etc. that the hutment of the Jana Kalyan Samiti and
the spot near Gate 1 has always been a central place for
large mass meetings attracting people from all over the entire

stretch of the squatters' settlements.

Anadi Bera, the Secretary of thz Jana Kalyan Samiti,
has been a leading figur=s of the Budge Budge-Chakuria Rail
Colony Rehabilitation Committee in the eighties. The latter
consisted of representatives from the base units of the many
squattars' settlements and some prominent political leaders
of the area. This Committee or some other joint body of
similar composition becomes active on the cccasion of a move-

ment for the protection -of the squatters' settlements.

The last notable movement on a large scale dates back
to the eighties when the provosal for the introduction of
circular railways around metropolitan Calcutta pointed to
the need for the elimination of the squatters' settlements
beside ths rail tracks. The position of the squatters'’
movement was expressed in a letter which the Rehabilitation
Committee wrote to A.B.A. Ghani Khan Chowdhury, the then
Minister-in-Charge of Railways. Since the points mentioned
in this letter still represent the dominant attitude of the

dwellers of those settlements, let us state their position



Wy citing some relevant excerpts from the letter which was

in English.

We, the undersigned petitioners, have
been residing for the last 30-35 years in
bustees built on railway land by the side
of 3allygunge-3udge 3udge line. Arong us
are refugees from erstwhile East Pakistan
and landless people from South Bengal.
Having lost everything - means of livelihood,
land and even homestead, we had to come to
Calcutta to eke out a living and in search
of shelter, and fighting against various
odds we are keeping our bocdy and soul toge-
ther.

Along with other citizens of Calcutta
we are also keen on promulgation of North-
South line and Circular Reilway and for that
strengthening and extension of the Ballygunge-
3udge 3udge Section Railway Lines and offer
our fullest cooperation in this work.

3ut we are mostly day labourers and
household help, living below the poverty
line. We have somehow »Huilt a shelter of
our own. If our homes are hroken and we are
evicted from the shanties, we have no where
to go. ©2n a previous occasion in 1975 such
a move by the Railways was abandoned on the
intervention of the State Government of which
you were a Minister, pending suitable reha-
bilitation of the inmates, of which we were
assured by the then Chief Minister....

We would therefore eamestly request
you to provicde us with suitable alternative
homestead, if it becomes absolutely nece-
ssary to shift us from cur present dwellings
for the sake of extension and strengthening
of the Ballygunge-Budge Budge lire with a
view to introduce Circular Railway.

* * *

This paper has developed its positions from four

main sources. The ICLS records provide information about
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work and earnings of a large number o families in the
Gobindapur Rail Colony Gate 1. The "nganwari worker of the
ICDS centre gave us further information ahout their condi-
tions of Adwelling and living. As regards the accounts of
early history of the colony and of protest movements against
eviction we depended on the narratives of individual life-
stories collected from some inhabitants of the colony. The
squatters' colony had been growing since the late fifties
and its earliest stage coincided with the period of construc-
tion of the Dhakuria Overhead Bridge which had its inaugural
in 1966. “lence, some information from the old files of the
Calcutta Improvement Trust relating to the construction »f
the bridge were useful for tracing the early history of the
colony. A general review takes shape in terms of a re-

sume of the conditions that we can derive from these sources
of information. Though not always telling the same thing,
the different sources have a degree of comwonness about the
items of information regarding the origin and present condi-
tions of the sqguatters' settlement. Our general review is

based on such comron items of information.

The general review does not make full use of the
life-stories collected from several inhabitants of the
squatters' colony. As a particular dweller of the colony
narrates one's life-story, it manifests the individual's
perception of grievances and conflicts and also articulates
the subject's own view of the course and nature of life in
the Rail Colony. We can see how some elements of the pro-

cess of living matter to the subject, and some do not.

Further, when we collect a fair number of such life

stories, it is possible to have a medley of many voices,



each saying the same thing or differmnt things on themes like
that of the backgrrund which pushed one to seeking shelter

in the squatters' settlement, the conditions of work and
eaming in a life close to the subsistence margin and its
vagaries, the growth of social being in the colony's course
of life, and the spectre of eviction. All this will consti-

tute the next part of our report on this case-study.

2. A Medley of Many Voices

The life-stories of about thirty dwellers of the
colony had bzen recorded in our case-study. The same set of
issucs did not have equal importance for all of them. How-
ever, we can select a number of themes and put together the
views which are expressed on such themes in the life-stories
of individuals. All the stories and their subjects may not
bear upon each and every theme selected by us. We have
already noted that the themes were not exactly the same in

all life-stories. The themes under which we break up and
present the narratives are A. 3ackground, B. Work Historv.
BEarmings, and Level of Living, <. Community, Culture and

Politics.

A. Background

Sudhir Karmakar, who is now aged around forty, comes
from the village Chowdhuri Chak which is situated at a dis-
tance of nearly seven miles from Mathurapur in South 24 Par-
ganas. e gives the following description of his life in
the village and of the circumstances in which he left for

Calcutta.

My father died when I was a child of one
year and a half. He had zbout 150 beeghas of



land. After his death one of my uncles
was responsible for losing a lot of those
land holdings. This uncle was addicted

to alcohol and tawdy. What was still

left amounted to about 12 berghas and it
contained a pond of the siz=z of one bzegha.
Our joint family broke up in the year '77
(i.e. 1377 3.S.) when I wag nearing twenty.

We wers four brothers. My eldest
brother had already moved to Calcutta. He
work~d at a stationery shop in 3ehala. Our
mother lived with us in the village. Our
third brother lived with an uncle who
brought him up. I lived together with my
moth=~r and second brother. We used to
cultivate 7 to 8 beeghas of lands taken on
agreement. My second brother stayed at a
grocer's shop in Magrahat. Our eldest
brother had difficulties of sending money
to us at home. It meant his virtual sepa-
ration from our family.

I got marri=d in the year '83 (i.e.
1383 3.S.). Two years later. I set up
my separate household. There occurred an
increase in the scale of my cultivation of
lands taken on agreement. I had my own
bullock for drawing the plough. A s=cond
crop of paddy could be grown on lands close
to a pond or any other source of irriga-
tion. I had this opportunity for a part of
the lands cultivated by me.

In the year '86 (i.e. 1386 3.S.) I was
in trouble in regard to about ten beeghas
of land which I had taken up for cultivation
There was' a’ feud between the Muslim owner
and his uncle over the title of the 1land.

I was debarred from completing cultivation
on which a lot of labour and other resources
had alr=ady been expended. I faced a
serious setback.

I had thirty-four bags of paddy in my
village home. My mother-in-law lived in thi
Rail Colony Gate 1. sShe died in an accicdent
My father-in-law took two bags of paddy for
the sradh of my mother-in-law. This sradh
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required my presence for two weeks in
Calcutta. I left the bhags of paddy in
othars' c~re. A\ part of this stock was
damaged in the proc=ss. I was thecn bodly
ch=ated ™y the husking units to whom many
bags of p~ddy were given by me for pro-
cessing intc rice. They did not give me
even one kilogram of rice. I haid no
documents. All this was given by me in
good faith.

I was in severes difficulties. There
was no point in living on lo~ns from
others. I came over to this colony and
rentcd a room. Before leaving the village
I completed on borrowed resources the cul-
tivation of seven beeghas of land. It was
my hope that things would ch=nge in case of
a good harvest from those lands. I went for
reaping the crop and found to my dismay
that the lands yielded no paddy for the
particular year.

B3imal adak:lived his childhood at Dighirpar, his
native village near 3akultala of South 24 Parganas. We may

present the account of his early life in his own words.

We had about seven beesghas of 1land,
plough and bullock. Mv mother died when
I was fourteen. Three years _ater our
father had his second marriace. We were
five brothers and sisters. Mv younger
brothers and sisters had serious discontent
over our father's second marriage. His
s~cond wife bore no childrer.

I read upto Class IV. Aas I had been
growing up, it becgme clear to me th=2t our
entire family could not go on livirg on the
retums from the seven beeghas of Zand. We
could grow only one crop (i.e. aman a year.
In those days the yield per beegha 33 not
exceed twelve m~unds. This was not enough
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for me=ating the needs of our whole family.
4y elder brother h~d alrzady m~rried =nd
left the family. He e~med his living by
bits of cultivation =nd m=inly working -s
a day l-besurer. Seeing 2311 this -round me
~nd feeling the burden on cur f~mily, I
requested 3 friend of my village to find
s-me work for me in C-lcutta. I left for
Calcutta in the company of this friend.

There w2s =2 gap of =bout three y2ars between Bimal's
coming to Calcutta in search of work =and his settlement in
the Rail Colony Gate 1. However, this part of his 1life-

story p=rtains more to the thems of work history.

Abhoy Sardar comes from the village Bhatia of Mathu-
rapur police-station in South 24 P=rgzn=s. ™e is =ged about
forty years. Abhoy narr=tes the experience of his former

rurcl life.

My father was 3 cultivator. He had
twenty beegh~ags of land. We were five
brothers, four sistars, ©v=arents, grand-
mother and an =aunt {(father's sister). My
eldest brother is still in our vill-=ge
home. He is a cultivator »nd ~lso a petty
dzaler in rice =and paddy. The second
brother now lives in neighbouring Panchanan-
talz and works as 2 labour2r in lorry
transport.

I am the third broth=sr. Our €amily
could live on returns from agriculturs=.
The elder brothers joinad work in due course.
I had lovs for music =nd singing. I wished
to form my own group for singing songs =bout
the life-cycle of Radha and Krishna (harinam
kirtan). At the age of thirteen I leamed



singing from a teacher who staiyed in our
home to give me lessons. Yy Father bore
all the expenses. When we ha@ earnings
from our performances in vgrious places
which we visited for this purpose, the in-
come was shared among the group.

Those early years of my life were lived
in reasonable comfort. We had two hig ponds.
There would be plenty of fishes in each of
them. One pond was kept for having fishes
for our family consumption. The other was
leased out to fishermen for cash retums.

My music teacher stayed for a week as and
when he came to give me lessons. 'le was
maintained@ in all care and comfort. & cash

amount between ®s.50 and ".100 was paid to
him. The teacher was a gifted khol player.

Our family lands h=d to be sold for
meeting the expenses of our sisters' marr-
iage. It started when I was fourteen years
o0ld. My eldest sister had been married in
that year. Two beeghas of land were sold
on the occasion of each sister's marriage.
The youngest sister's marriage was arranged
by me after I had come to live in this Rail
Colony. I was married at the age of
eighteen. My elder brothers had married
earlier.

There occurred gradual deterioration in
the financial condition of our family. My
elder brothers went for separate establish-
ments. We had much of discord and discon-
tent in the family. IMy music party was no
longer fetching any income. I took resort
to a particular way of eaming. I would
purchase a bag of paddy and then husk it
dry at home and in small guantities. This
gave a better rate of conversion of paddy
into rice. It covered the cost of the bag
and left a margin of extra rice of about
Bs. 10 to ®s.15. This is how I lived with my
wife and children in severe distress.

I am living in the Rail ‘Colony. for about
twelve years. Earlier I came to Panchanantala
where lived persons from our village. My
visits were then intended for seeing the city
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of Calcutta. For the last twelve vyears or
a little more I have heen staying here to
earn a livelihood for my family. The
family consists of myself, my wife and four
children. Two children were horn after we
had settled in the Rail Colony.

Sadhan Samanta was horn in his native village of
Yhordonoula in the Diamond Harbour sub-division. He appears
to be aged hetween Fifty-five and sixty. He cannot state
his exact year of hirth. iis father was a cultivator. Sadhan
had a number of elder brothers. e was specifically asked
about the conditions of his life in the village. Sadhan re-
plied that they lived in reasonable comfort. In narrating
his life-story, Sadhan seemed inclined to give us a few sur-
prises. This was expressed in what he said apbout the renge
and flexibility of his own wcrk. He begins from his discon-

tinuance of studies in school.

In the mid-forties I left school. I
was then a student of Class VI. I read in
the high school at Matur where lived my
sister's husband. My first work was rice
cultivation. The lands which had been culti-
vated on an agreement or on a share-cropping
basis amounted to about thirty teeghas. My

elder brothers also worked in agriculture.

I got used to several types of work.
It started with cultivation and its subse-
aquent processes like threshing etc. I could
knit socks, a craft which was leamed by me
at Matur: then in the next cropping season
I would@ be back for work in paddy cultivation.
This was followed by parching rice in hot
sand. I worked to thrash boiled paddy into
flattened rice (chira). I made molasses. So
I did many types of work: I worked to dig
ponds and earth, and even carried bags of
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paddy from one place to another. It means
that I did all sorts of work.

Sadhan Samanta was emphatic that he did all this for
further improvements. There was still no pressure of want
in the family. Sadhan's two elder brothers had heen working

at India Fan in Talcutta. He gave some explanation for his

migration to Calcutta.

I left my village in a rush of anger.
The elder brothers decided tc have separate
establishments. Our family broke up. I
felt shame to face questions from village
peorle. As the brothers had their separate
kitchens, I was even asked hy some peobvle,
'Where do you have your food?' I came to
Calcutta and joined a hosiery mill at
Maniktala. My knowledge of knitting socks
proved helpful.

Sadhan 3Samanta had lived in many areas of Calcutta
before he settled in Rail Colony Gate 1 at Dhakuria. Some
pieces of that part of his life-story will feature in our

presentation of the theme of work history.

Badal Das comes from the village Jumainaskarer Hat
in South 24 Parganas. The village is ten to fifteen minutes
walk from a point on the 8%A bus route which spreads along-
sicde the Lakshmikantapur line. 3adal is now aged a little
more than thirty. His life-story does no* indicate an agri-

cultural background.

We never had any lands. There were ten
to twelve members in our family. We were six
brothers. My father had a small business of




trading in potato. Potatoes used *o be
brought from Burrabazar Fosta market and
sold in weekly markets (hat) of the loca-
lity. #uch a hat was scheduled for diff-
erent days of the week in the neighbouring
areas. Indeed, one hat or the other would
be active on each day of the week. Our
family had no other source of income.

A lorry came from our area to Calcutta
for taking the purchases to us. This lorry
was used by many other traders of our loca-
lity. The arrangement reduced our expenses
of transport to practically nothing. The
returns from business were sufficient for
the maintenance of our family.

I was the first member of our family
to leave for Talcutta. At first there were
no differences in the family. The shape of
things was satisfactory for some time. All
the brothers used to attend the shop by turn.
This led to lack of trust among ourselves as
some had heen stealing money from the shop's
cash box. It led to an unceasing discord.
we fell apart.

It is now more than ten years that I
have been living in this colony. I read
upto Class VI. My friend Aaswini Purkait
came earlier to this place.

Aswini Purkait comes from village Nakali of Kulpi
police station in Diamond Harbour sub-division. The narra-
tion of his rural background is brief and it indicates that
Aswini left his village for Calcutta in search of a live-
lihood. The increasing economic crisis of their family is

evident from Awsini's narration

we had ten to twelve beeghas of arable
land. Our joint family consisted of twelve
members. I was the only child of my parents.
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My father had two brothers. ‘le was the
eldest of them. The pressure on our small
holding of land resulted in tension and
discord =an3i the joint family bhroke up. The
partition of arable lands and homestead was
no solution of the vervasive crisis. The
shares were much too tiny to meet the basic
needs. Our homestead lands were spread over
the area. I lived with my parents at a place
known 3s Puai Naskarer Bazar which was adja-
cent to the river. One year our arable lands
were flooded. This recduced the fertility of
those plots to one or one-and-half maunds per
beegha. That flooding enhanced the salinity
of the soil.

I was then about twenty-five. I had
married earlier. The situation in our
family was most distressing. A woman of our
village worked as a maid-servant in one house
at Bhowanipur. The head of that household
was a factory owner. I had never been to
Calcutta. I reguested the woman to take me
to her employer so that I could pray to him
for some joh. The woman helped.

Anadi Bera, whom we already know as a key person of
this colony, was born in his native village Kanjiya in Con-
tal suh-division o* edinipur. xlthough he cannot exactly
identify the events, it is apparent that his chilcdhood
spanned through the days of repression following from the
1942 movement, the severe cyclone of October 1942 and the

Great 3engal Famine of 1943. 1In Anadi's own words,

I remember my mother took me with her
as she went to hide for the night in a thick
wood of plants and fibre. It was during
3ritish rule.

There was a terrible flocd. It was
water flowing everywhere. A very sharp gale



was blowiry. I remember the heaps of co-
coanut.s. We had to stand for hours in
water and clung to hig trees for safety.

Then followed the fimine when my fa-
ther died. He was a teachar and a matri-
culate of those days. I have no other memo-
ries of my father's love and care for me.

It appears then that Anadi Bera was born around
1940. After his father's death, anadi's elder brother, who
was an employee of the 3angalakshmi Cotton Mill in Calcutta,
looked after the family. Anadi received primary education
at Xanjiya Pathsala and then got admission to the neigh-
bouring Manikhasan High School. He got through the annual
examination of Class V. Anadi had no strong inclination

for studies. He states his own position.

I was attracted to opera plays (yatra),
and left the digh School after one year. I
meved abcut with opera parties. After se-
.veral amateur performances, I was for a long
time associated with Bhargavaranjan Opera,
a renowned group of Medinipur. All this
promoted my elder brother to shift me to
Calcutta.

Thus, anadi's migration to Calcutta was not caused
by economic difficulties. The role of Anadi's aptitude
and inclinations had its influence on his work history and
experience. This will be clear in our reflections on the

theme of work history.

Raren Debnath comzs from Golahat which is six
miles to the west of Nabadwip. Golahat was 3aren's birth-

place. He is the second son of his parents and fourth among



all the trothers and sisters. 'dis father was an agricultural
labourer. Saren migrated to Calcutta all of a sudden at a
time of extreme economic distress in consequence of a flood.

In his own words,

I was about ten years old at that time,
There was a big flood. We had no .food at
home. A government relief centre was set
up at Fhulerhat, a station next to Nabadwip.
One small potful of gruel made of rice and
pulses per each ration card was being dis-
tributed from this centre. We had about four
cards. My parents were ill. I had to go to
collect the gruel. After going for miles in
walst-deep water I found a long gueue of
people waiting for the gruel a* the relief
centre. Instead of standing in the queue,

I suddenly cdecided to get into a train and
reached Haora station in due course.

I had with me only a pot, a metal plate
and the ration cards which were intended for
receiving and carrying the gruel home from
the relief centre. I had to sell the uten-
sils at Haora station to meet my exvenses.

This is Baren's narrative of his first entry into
the citv of Calcutta. His whole life-story gives us the
account of many twists and tums including a short period of
return to Nabadwip for some time. Some salient points of
the rest of Baren's story are likely to feature in his work
history. 1In any case, this sudden journey of ten year old
3aren to the citv of Calcutta had a cecisive influence on

how his life was shaped in subsequent years.

We collected many more life-stories from some other

dwellers of the squatters' colony. But they had little of



real significance in regard to the background prior to their
settlement in this squatters' colony. Ashu Cas came with
his mother at a very early age and began living in the slum
which was then situated under the present bridge. Thiren
Manna and Yena rlandal are related as brother and sister.
They were »orn in this locality. Hena, a widow, lives with
her daughters in the sguatters' colony. They work as maid-

servants.

We have the examples of 3iman Mandal, 3Ajit Pandit
and Mani Chowdhury. At the age of two or three Biman came
with his mother to this locality. His father was a share-
cropper. Their native village is Naoshoa in Diamond Harbour.
After his father's death 3iman's mother was pushed to the

city in search of a livelihood.

Ajit Pandit has no memories about his village home.
He spells out his narrative entirely in terms of his life

and experience in this squatters' settlement.

Mani Chowdhury comes from village Naoda in the Falta
police station of South 24 Parganas. . He is aged about fifty.
Mani's father was a worker at a jute mill in Kidderpur.
Their joint family had an arable holding of four beeghas.
For about 8/10 yeares after his father's death, Mani stayed
in his village and worked as an agricultural labourer. He
decided to migrate to Calcutta in the hove o“ better eam-

ings than what was received in agriculture.

In addition to Hena Mandal menticned above we had
the life-stories of nine women who worked as maid-servants.
Their narratives were always short and almost fully confined

to a description of their present woes and worries. Ve find
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cryptic references to their childhood spent in rural poverty
or in some other slums of the city. In most cases they have

come along with their husbands to this settlement.

As for the persons whose life-stories have been
cited in excerpts above, we see that economic distress has
pushed most of them out of their villages. The pressure of
increasing family size on a small and limited holding of lan
was a frequent influence on such migration. Obviously, em-
ployment opportunities outside agriculture are extremely
scarce. Family feuds, break up of joint families and parti-
tioning of small properties appear to e matters of common

occurrence in the rural life of South 24 Farganas.

B. Work History, Tamings and Level of Living

There are dwellers in the squatters' settlement who
have no clear memory of any background other than a sense
of constant struggle for bare existence. They present se-
quences of moving from one work to another and of their
continuous living in abject poverty. For example, Rajen
Halcder tells us that he can recall nothing about his early
life in a place named Xeneghari of Lot 18 which can be
reached in about two hours by a cycle van from the Lakshmi-
kantapur railway station. Rajen holds that political con-
flicts amcng the various parties like the Congress, CPI (M)
and SUC deprived his father of the possession of some lands
which had.bheen allotted to him. Rajen left his village
since he had found it extremely difficult to live on the
meagre wages of the arduous work of agricultural labour and

earth-digging.

Rajer came with his family to the Rail Colony about
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seventeen years ago. We asked him that how could he be sure

ef securing a livelihood and shelter in this area. His ans-

wer gave us some ideas about the early days of this colony
and of its features of settlement.

It was a common practice among the
people of our native place to come to this
place in Dhakuria. During the construction
of the bridge we coeme t& find wirk and were
employed for piling work by a man named
Shanti Mandal to do piling work. This loca-
lity had only five to six hutments in those

days. One of my cousins (son of my father's
elder brother) settled in a shack of this

area. We stayed with him for two to four
days. I rented a shack at the rent of

8s. 20 per month. It is now seventeen years
that I had first settled in the colony.
The present rent of the same shack is Rs.35.

It is owned by Bharat Mandal who has nine
shacks.

We find a few gaps in Rajen's narrative. The bridge
was completed in 1966. Rajen's visit to Dhakuria and his
work under the supervision of Shanti Mandal was much earlier
than his settlement in this colony. A period of seventeen
years as stated by him implies that Rajen started living in
this colony in 1971 (the interview was recorded in 1988).
There are then no clear indications in Rajen's narrative of
what happened during the years which clapsed between his days
of work for the construction of the bridge and his eventual
settlement in this colony. Obviously, for Rajen, life is a

continuous wandering for mere subsistence.

Rajen is now nearing sixty. He tells us of his

work history.



My family consists of my wife, a son,
his wife, and their two sons, one aged three
years and cnother four months. A younger
brother (aged about 55) of mine lives with
us. He works as jogar (helper) in various
activities and can make a monthly contribu-
tion of %.100. My wife eams ®.50/- as a
domestic servant. She does not keep well
these days. My son is a helper in building
construction. If he gets work, my son can
earn Rs.12 a day. I have worked for many years
as a helper in the building of huts. I have
lost the physical ability to do heavy work.
My present occupation is that of a helper to
a chief cook who takes charge of catering to
ceremonies like wedding, annaprasan, sradh
etc. This work is seasonal and I often remain
without any work. Just now I l1ave no work
for about two months.

Rajen and his entire family live in abject poverty.
Their per capita average earnings per month are about Bs. 80.
They share cne single room where a bunk of very cheap wooden
plank has been put up to provide additional accommodation for

Rajen's son and his wife.

We have already noted in the observations about the
'background' that 3iman Mandal came with his widowed mother
to this locality. ™e was then a kid of only two and half
years. This was in the forties. Biman says that he was in
his early twenties at the time of the construction of the
bridge. 3Bimal's present age is nearly fifty years. His work
history proceeds as follows.

There was a timber yard in the area now
under the bridge. We lived in a shack close
to the timber yard. My mother worked as a
domestic servant to maintain our family. At



the age of thirteen I first join~d work in
an eating shop by name 'Ukiler “Hotel' near
the level crossing. I had to wash utensils.
No definite pay was fixed for me. I was
given my meals. My hands and feet had sores
on heing continually drenched in water for
the kind of work that had to e done at the
eating shop. I could do this work for a few
months only. My mother dié not allow me to
continue this work.

A young neighbour worked as a mason's
helper. He took me to Behala for work in
the same line. For some time I used to live
with this man in Behala. The work that I did
was that of a helper carrying bricks, sand
and other materials for building construc-
tion. I came home to my mother once in a
week. I did not know anything about my dues
for this work. The neighbour, who had intro-
duced me to the contractors, received my
dues and paid the money to my mother. For
some time I shifted to the work of loading
lorries. It did not suit me. I was not tall
enough to do such loading work.

Biman's eldest brother was a masén and he lived in
his separate establishment. The second brother worked in a
ration shop. He lived with his mother. They had two
sisters. The eldest sister had been married to a person in
Panchanantala. This man was a fish seller at the CGariahat
market. Biman was still in search of a stable occupation.
At a time when the bridge was under construction, Biman
worked as a helper for one contractor who was a rod suppli-

er. Biman tells of this experience.

I had to carry big and heavy rode.
The daily wage was ®s.3. This work was
exacting and tiresome. The hours were in-
convenient. No time could be spared for
having regular meals. All this impaired my
health. I could not work for a long period.
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2iman went to work in a decorator's shop. HHe is
still a vandal worker. The decorators' business has the
common name of 'pandal company' among the dwellers of the
squatters' settlement. Uet us then take note of 3iman's

experience of this work in his own words.

I started work at a wage of %.3 per
day. There have been several upward revi-
sions of the wage rate through the years.
The role of the union is noteworthy.
Currently, the daily wage rate has reached
a level of %.18 to ®.20. I get %.19 a day
when there is work.

There are lean periods in the decorators' business.
These are the months when no major pujas are scheduled in
the almanac. Further, Hindu wedding is not permitted in
several months of the year. In the absence of such cere-
monies no demand comes up for the decorator's service. The
workers have to lonk for altemative means of earming.
3iman also works in colour painting of buildings. A painter
initiated 3iman to brush work. R2Biman tells us how he can

now combine the two types of work.

I go for colour painting when no work

is available in the decorator's business.

It is now two weeks that I have been engaged
in colour painting. The previous weeks kept
me busy in pandal work. I can do distemper
and plastic painting. I am also capable of
-painting the outside walls of a building.

I cannot work with Plaster-of-Paris. It
involves heavy. toil. The leader of the labour
gang in which I work does not usually take up
assignments involving the use of Plaster-of-
Paris. The daily wage rate in colour painting
is at least %.30. For plastic painting on
piece rate a day's earning may go upto Rs.45.
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However, I cannot hope to get work in
colour painting throughout the year. There
is little work during the rains. TFurther,
I am afraid of working for the high-rise
buildings which are so prominent among new
constructions. I feel unsafe to climk so

high and then stand on the scaffolding while
working at such heights.

I find another point of attraction in

pandal work. It has more scope for overtime
work. I have never worked overtime in colour
painting. Further, in case of overtime work
through a whole night in pandal business, the
employer provides cooked meals for the workers.

Biman's wife worked earlier as an ayah in a nursing
home at Ganguly 3agan. The marriage was arranged by Biman's
mother. Now with no one to look after the children, Biman's
wife has given up her work. 3iman earns on the average
Rs.600 per month from pandal work. This is at times supple-
mented by work in colour painting. The family consists of
Biman, his wife and three daughters. It appears that in
terms of per capita monthly earnings, Biman and his family
may be placed just above the poverty line only in case of

adequate supplementary earnings from colour painting.

Ajit Pandit starts his narrative with the words 'I
got married ... I had to work for earning my daily bread.'
de has no memories of his childhood and native village.
Ajit was brought up in his matemal uncle's house. They were
all very poor. Ajit cannot say anything definite about his
age. It appears on some indirect evidence that Ajit is now
aged between sixty and sixtyfive. While Ajit is unable to

tell us the name of his native village, he refers to south
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Jaynagar as the arra wherefrom he came to Chakuria. e came

befcre the construction of the Dhakuria Cverhead Bridge.
Ajit's account of his work history is full of abrupt twists
and@ turms and not at all free from elements of incoherence.

Let us note the course of events narrated by Ajit Pandit.

I worked for some months as a helper in
masonry. The daily wage was hetween two and
half and three and half rupees. I could get
work for three to five days in a week. After
doing this work for some months I shifted to
colour painting of buildings. Such work of
painting was more in demand in New Alipore.

I had to do any work that would fetch
me an earning. I did the work of earth-
digging, harvesting of rice and its thresh-
ing. The payments were four to five rupees
for a whole piece of work. Still those were
the days when I was happy. My age was
between twenty and twenty-five. OCne could
alwavs get some work to make an earning.

The pressure of so many men had not yet made
a gainful work so scarce as it were these
days. As a helper in the work of masonry or
colour painting I used to get assignments
from a shop in Dhakuria.

311 his 1life till now Ajit has worked as a helper
either in masonry or in colour painting of buildings. It
is now about three years that he has been doing no work.
de is too old for arduous manual work. His wife still works
as a Comz=stic servant in two houses and earms about Rs. 100
per month. One of Ajit's sonsis a minibus driver. B3ut he
lives separately and does not offer much of any assistance

to his father.

It is then not very clear how Ajit meets his mini-
mal living expenses. He was known as a man of occult power.

According to Ajit such powers cannot be wielded by a man



who is 0ld and toothless. Thus, Ajit is no longer capable
of having any eamings from the use of his so-called occult
power. - The answers we could get from Ajit in reply to our
questions about his present sources o livelihood contra-
dicted the earlier information he had given us about his

rotirement from work.

I still do some work as a helper (jogar)
in miscellaneous activities, sometimes help-
ing a mason, and at times in gardening. The
latter suits me more even though such work is
rare. It fetches a daily wage of .20 plus
food. My sons-in-law, who work as colour
painters of buildings, help me in cases of
illness and also provide my clothings.

Thus, Ajit Pandit continues to live in abject po-
verty, He is not in a position to explain cogently to us
the sources of his present livelihood. This is how he lives

an old age of hand-to-mouth existence along with his wife.

In our obhservations ahout the 'background' we pre-
sented the story of dramatic migration of Baren Debnath from
Nabadwip to Zalcutta. He was then a boy of ahout ten. Even
as a small boy, Baren, the son of a very poor agricultural
labourer, worked as a domestic servant and also in a tea
shop. Later, Baren's mother was also pushed to Calcutta and
worked as a domestic servant. Baren dJdevelop=sd a tiny busi-
ness of selling vegetables a3t the Gariahat market. His

younger brother joined him in the same business.

They lived in the very spot of their business.

Their mother also came to live with them. They could
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purchase a plot of land at Ghutiari sSharif and set up their
own hutment. Baren married a girl with whom he had fallen
in love. His eldest brother also married. All of them
started living in Ghutiari Sharif. Seing unable to live in
accord with the rest of his family, 3aren left with his wife
and settled in the Gobindapur Rail Colony Gate 1. His
mother-in-law was an old resident of the colony. It was
around this time that Baren suffered from a chronic chest
pain which stood in the way of his continuous work. From

this voint Baren gave his narrative as follows.

I could not do regular work due to my
intermittent chest pain. Iy connection
with the vegetable business had already
ceased because of family discord. At times
I worked as a helper in masonry. This
involved the heavy work of carrying bricks
and bags of cement to the second or third
floors under construction. I also had to
mix sand and cement for the work of the
masons. Because of chest pain I left this
work. For about a year I tried to work as
a cycle .dckshaw puller. I could not con-
tinue for more than a vear because of the
recurrence of my chest »ain.

If I could get it Qirectly, the helper's
work fetched me an income of ®.5 per day. In
case I had to go throuct a contractor, he
gave me Rs.4 after deduczing his commission,
Rickshaw pulling reguired thzat I would keep
a deposit of %.25 with the owner. I had to
pPay %.2 as hiring charce per day. My earmn-
ings were between 8.9 znd R.12 per day.
Since my chest pain did no* allow me to con-
tinue in rickshaw-pulling . had to persuade
'mastermashay' to secure for me the job of a
watchman.

I was assigned to a bt:ilding near
Mallikbazar. My monthly esming was Rs.225.
I was soon transferred to -he Birla Plane-
tarium. The work was that ~f a security guard
tg manage the queue of %hese waiting to buy
tickets. I could work-F~+ two days only. A



racket of pickpockets and other miscreants
had heen c¢reating trouble. They had an
understanding with the watchmen. They
threatened me with razors and knives.

I was then transferred to a small fan
factory near Piyasi Zinema at Behala. My
monthly pay was increased by 8.25. After
serving for about eight months, I was asked
to work in double shifts. The other watch-
man, who was from 3angla Desh, left the job.
I continued to work in double shifts for
some time. I had to quit this job because
of my illness.

I started a petty tea shop in an open
strip of the locality. The spot was adja-
cent to a new building under construction.

I earned what I could from this tea shop
for about two years. Meanwhile the building
was completed. I could persuade the men
concemed to appoint me as a watchman of
this new building. My present pay is 8s.400
per month. Two of the other watchmen being
absent for some time, the rest of us are
sharing their work. This fetches me five to
six hundred rupees per month. Xy wife works
as a domestic servant in cne household and
earns %.100 per month.

Baren Cebnath's narrative tells us of a lot of move-
ments from one work to another since his boyhood. VYo seri-
ous ailment was diagnosed by doctors who examined Baren for
his chest pain. 3Baren says he had an injury in his child-
hood@ due to a fall while bathing in the pond. This pain,
in Baren's view, lingers as a trace of that injury. 3aren's
family consists of five members including a son and two
daughters. Considering the monthly earnings of Baren anc
his wife, it appears that their income capability is not

sufficient for living above the poverty line.

The local Anganwari worker informed us that Baren's



mother-in-law had been working as a helper at the ICDS Cen-
tre for many years. We get a different picture of Baren
from the Anganwari worker. 3Raren is very lazy and also
heavily addicted to drinking. His wife has to work hard for
the maintenance of their family. Thus, 3aren's long narra-
tive may have many elements and nuances which he devised for

concealing some truths about his life and apathy to work.
>* * >*

Shefali Makal was hom in Roydighi. The place is
located in lot 24 of South 24 Parganas. der father was a
marginal peasant-cum-share cropper. She came to the Rail
Colony after her marriage. Her husband was a hand-cart
puller. Before coming to the Rail Colony Shefali had worked
as a domestic servant in some flats of the govermment guar-
ters in the Shyambazar and Sealdah areas. <chefali's narra-
tive puts together her own work-history with that of her
husband.

%y husband did not earn more than ten to
twelve rupees per day. He pulled a hand-cart
carrying vegetables from the Sealdah to the
Jodhpur (i.e. Jodhpur Fark) market. It is
now about six years that my husband is no
longer a hand-cart puller. =2 now works as
a helper in cooking for wedding ceremonies.

Shefall is now aged between thirty and thirtyfive
years. Her eldest son 1s eleven years old. She has two
more sons and a daughter. The daughter is just one year
0ld. chefali began working as a demestic servant about
seven years ago when her husband had an attack of tubercu-

losis. In her own words.

I started working as a part-time maid
servant in three houses in Panditia 2ead. In
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one house I worked only in the morning. lYy
monthly pay was %.60. In che two other
houses I worked in two shifts both in the
morming and evening. I got a monthly pay
of #.80 in one hause and of rs.60 in another.
My work was that of washing utencils and
clothes, grinding and rolling spices etc.

I went out at six in the morning. The
children went with me. I could return home
at noon between 12 and 1-30. It would be
about three or four when we had our meal
after I could finish cooking. In the places
I worked they gave me tea and snacks. I
gave some food like muri (parched rice),
pieces of loaf, or chira (pressed rice) to
my children who accompanied me.

shefali had to give up work when she was in a state
of advanced pregnancy. She started working again a year

after the birth of her daughter.

I work for the family living in the
ground floor of this house (Shefali points
to a building near the hutment of the Jana
Kalyan Samiti). The oth=r house where I
now work is in Chakuria. .%y work relates
to washing of utensils anc clothes, carrying
drinking water from the nearhy tubewell,
sweeping of rooms and rubbing their floors
clean with water. I work in two shifts
(morning and evening) at the Thakuria house.
I am paid ms.65 per month. I work only in
the morning at the house in this neighbourhood.
My monthly pay is ®s.40. In adéition to pay
I am given tea and some snacks.

Shefali's husband had an attack of tuberculosis
seven years ago. It was a desperate situation. The local
people helped in his treatment by raising funds from the
dwellers of the Rail Zolony. The treatment was in major
part free of cost. He had his treatment at the Bangur

Yospital and then at the Chittaranjan Hospital, Park Circus.



At times, Shefali had to buy m=dicines which were quite
expensive and had gone out of stock in the hospital. Her
mother-in-1law helped them. Shefali says she had to beg even
in those critical days. Their eldest daughter (2nd issue)
died of tuberculosis at the age of three and half years.

The fourth son also suffered from the same disease.

while describing the present state of things, Shefa-
1i tells us again about her husband. Her hushand works as a
helper in cne unit of catering business. This is what she
described elsewhere 'as a helper in cooking for wedding

ceremonies.

The 'caterer owners' helped during my
husband's illness. I could get some money
on going to them. They also gave me some
food (e.g., fish, meat, vegetables) from
their stock.

My husband had a daily wage of Rs.15.
de now gets ®s. 20 per day.

My husband has again fallen ill. He
is having medicine.

Tven when my husband is fit to work, there is no
certainty of getting work evervday. The catering business

is extremely seasonal.

The narrative of Shefali Makal presents a family in
utter distress. It appears that the serious illness of
Shefali's husband is dangerously mixed up with their having
further children. HYer husband is often debarred from any
work due to an aggravation of his illness. Shefali had to

work at home and outside from six in the morning to nine in



the evening for earning a livelihood and the maintenance of
the family. Even then her earmings as a domestic servant
are extremely insufficient to meet the minimal needs of a
family of six including four children and an adult male who

remains liable to a relapse of his tuberculosis.

Bela Dasi was born in Simla, a village in the Dia-
mond Harbour sub-division of South 24 Parganas. She has very
few specific memories of her childhood. Her father was a
bidi-worker and migrated to Calcutta when Bela was just a
kid. They lived in the settlement which had to be dempli-
shed for the construction of the Chakuria Overhead Bridge.
3ela's father received some compensation and returned to his
native village. He came bhack {0 Calcutta to live with his
family in the Rail Colony. Bela was married at the age of

fifteen. Her husband was a mgson.

Before her marriage- 3e.a worked as a domestic ser-
vant in one house at 3abubagan. She received a monthly pay
of 75.30. Her husband did not allow her to work outsice
their own home. e was a mason ard received a daily wage of
Rs. 25 in those days. 3ela had to work again as a domestic
servant after her husband's death. He died about nine years
ago. 3Bela's account of her own routine of work runs as

follows:

I work in two houses at Hindusthan Park.
They are in the neighbourtood of Jyoti Basu's
house. I get a monthly szlary of %.70 from
each house. Washing of u*ensils, grinding and
rolling spices, fetching arinking water from
a nearby tubewell, bringirng milk from the local
hooth, miscellaneous dav-to-day shopping -such



are my chores in both the houses. I go for
work in the morning between 7 and 7-30. I
can retum home by 10-30 and d> the cooking.
My afternoon chifts of work begin around
3-30. I can finally return home by 6 in the
evening. My afternoon work consists of
washing utensils, rubhing the rooms and
kitchen clean with water.

I have continued work in the two houses
and at the same salary for all these years.
I am now unwell. My sister is working in
my place. 3She will quit as and when I
get fit for work. I went to the dispensary
to have medicine for my ailment of fevar.
The doctor gave medicine. I was advised to
have rest for three months. The doctor said
that I had been suffering from anaemia.

I have no desire to change the houses
where I work as a domestic servant. These
peorle maintain good r=lations. My sister
assures that I can retum to work on getting
fit. Earlier on one occasion I could not
work for a month. Still I was given the
full month's payment. During the Fujas my
present enployers give me pairs of saris,
petticoats and blouses.

Bela Casi's youngest son lives with her. He is
still too young to do any work. His eldest son works in a
sports goods'! shop. The second son pulls a cycle-van for
the delivery of various consumers goods at shops. Both of
them are married and live in separate establishments. Now
during 3Bela's illness, her eldest son gives her some assis-
tance. When she is fit and working, 3ela tries to manage
on her own. Since her earnings are not even ps.150 per
month, Bela is in continuous debt to meet the bare living
expenses of her son and herself. Usually, she bormws an
amount from her sister at the end of a month and repays the

loan in the beginning of the next month. This is the position



of Bela Dasi at the age of fifty.

Some of the women interviewed by us could give no ela-
berate narratives. They were all working as domestic servants.

Let us then present brief sketches of their position.

Menaka ‘laskar gives her birth-place at Lot 9 near

Kakdwip in South 24 Parganas. She was married to a man who
was much older than Menaka. “e weas incapable of hard work.
3eing in extreme distress, Menaka came to Calcutta and start-
ed work in a house at Bhowanipur. Her children lived on the
pavement. CShe rented a shack in this Rail Zolony for their
accommodation. Her children work in a shopr. The elder son
gets Rs. 15 per month and the younger %.10. They are twelve and
ten years old respectively. Menaka gets a monthly payment of

Ps. 50 plus her food.

Sarala Naskar comes from the village Dakshin Matilal
in Lakshmikantapur of South 24 Parganas. After Sarala's
marriage, she accompanied her husband to this Rail Colony.

As a helper in masonry work her hushand eams Rs.15 to Rs.20
per day. e gets no work on many days. Sarala works as a
domestic servant in two houses at Dhakuria. Her monthly pay
is 8%.80 in one house and R®s.30 in another. They have three
daughters, the eldest aged eight vears and the youngest one
and half year. Sarala goes on saving 'We are extremely poor.

It is awful distress!'

Suniti 3arman refers to L.akshmikantapur as her na-
tive place. It is about 18 years that she had come to this

Rail Colony with her husband. Her husband works as a helper



in carrying bricks, sand and earth. When he gets work, a
daily wage of "5.20 is received by him. Suniti says, 'I work
as a domestic servant in one house. My work is to wash
utensilas and clothes, sweep rocoms zand rub their floors clean
with water. I get a monthly pay of %.50. Formerly., I worked
in five houses. I have cut down work because of my poor
health.' They have five children. The eldest daughter has
been married. Suniti is not definite about the total monthly
earnings of their family. It all depencs on the freguency
of her hushand's work. Suniti says, 'We can somehow manage

to meet sur minimum needs.'

Sabita Sardar'‘s native village is Kalikapur. Her
father-in-law's place is in Haldarer Chawk. Both these
villages are in Lakshmikantapur. TFormerly, her husband was
a daily commuter to CTalcutta from Lakshmikantapur. He worked
in a transformer factory on a monthly pay of %.300. Sabita
says, 'This amount was not enough for the maintenance of our
large family. My husband left the factory and joined the
work of a helper. We settled in this Rail Colony. My hus-
hand then became the victim of a disease. In summer heat
he gets rashes all over the body. 'is hands, legs and feet
are swollen. He is then incapable of zany work. I work as a
domestic servant in four houses. My mother-in-law has long
been a full time resident domestic servant in a house. She
h=lps us in many ways. iy mother gets from her employers
the clothes for my two daughters. She comes daily from
Lakshmikantapur to do domestic work in two houses. This is

how we go &n living in poverty and distress.'

Hdena Mandal was born in Panchanantala. Her father




73

worked as an electrical mechanic. Hena's mother worked as a
cook in one househcld of this locality. Her father died
when ‘lena was only three years old. They were two sisters
and two brothers. The elder sister had »e=sn married hefore
their father's death. The elder hbrother was a fish-seller
in the Gariahat market. ™ena and her next brother (Dhiren
Manna whose own account will be separately presented) ware

very young when their father died.

Hena r~ad for some years in Jagriti vVidyapith, a
free school sponsored by the Marwaris of the locality. The
school had a short life. It was situated at a site where
now stands a huge multistoried building. Hena did not go to
any other school. She remembers the big fire in Panchanan-
tala. It destroyed the slum which sprawled along the lands
beneath the present overhead bridge. A large timber yard

was gutted.

Yena was aged thirteen years when she married a man
of her own choice. This man, Atul Mandal, was a rod mechanic.
HJena and Atul had been in love since the days of their early
meetings at a place near Hena's school. Hena's mother and
elder brother were opposed to this marriage. However, Atul's
mother was ready to sclemmize the marriage at her own place.
This resolute stand scared Hena's close kins. Her mother
and elder brother then accepted Atul as the grcom. They
performed the wedding ceremony in their home. Hena started
working as a domestic servant after her husband's death in
1981. TLet us present her account from the earlier point
when she had become a resident of the rail colony after her

marriage.



The bridge was then in the last stage
of its construction. Two years after our
marriage the bridge was opened for vehicular
traffic, and a year earlier 'electric trains'
had been running on these tracks.

In the process of his work, my husband
moved from one building under construction
to another. He got a daily wage between
Rs.3.75 and Rs.4. - For about fifteen days in a
month my husband did not go for any work.

My mother-in-law had her returns from a
business. In view of this source of income
my husband thought it unnecessary to work
for more than fifteen days a month.

Jena was asked about the nature of her mother-in-

law's business. She lowered her voice and said

My mother-in-law sold country liquor.
This was one reason of my mother's opposi-
tion to my marriage. My mother-in-law made
A daily net earning of Rs.100 to Rs. 150 from
this trade. It was so arranged that she
could pick up the bladders filled with
liguor which were thrown from the running
train. My husband thought that even without
his eamings the family would face no di-
fficulties. His mother's trade income was
quite suf-icient. This was behind his
apathy to work. The police knew about this
business. They arrested none and left with
some payment between Ps. 30 and Rs.50. On some
occasions the 'excise people' would arrest my
mother-in-law and drag her for further
interrogation. While being taken to the
police station, she was always accompanied
by her younger sons.

Hena's first daughter was born within a year after
her marriage. There was then a wide rumour that the rail
colony would be demolished. Hena's mother-in-law rented
a room near Ramlal 3azar and removed most of the goods in

the household to that place. As desired by her mother-in-



law, dena shifted to the same room and lived thare with her
daughter. On a very hot summer day d2na bathed the child in
plenty of water. This led to a severe attack of fever and

the child died on its way to hospital. Let us then note

After my daughter's death I lived
for sometime with my mother at Panchanan-
tala. 1ty mother-in-law wanted my husband
to set up a separate household of his own.
She rented a hutment for this purpose and
told me, 'Live with your husband in a
separate household. Tell me in case of
any need. I'll help you. Lon't tell my
son about this assurance of help. He will
then remain his lazy self.' Her design
worked wall. My husband was no longer a
shirker. HYe did regular work as a rod
mechanic. I do not remember his daily
ramings during this period. He died
suddenly in 1981 leaving me with four
daughters who were borm between 1972 and
19773,

After my husband's death I lived for
ahout two years on the savings left by him.
I had never worked before as a domestic
servant. My husband did not like it. The
introduction of 'electric trains' stopped
my mother-in-law's liqucr business. The
bladders could no longer be thrown from the
running train. They would burst in the
process due to the higher speed of the
'electric trains'. She did not shift to
any other work or business. My mother-in-
law ownedé a number of shacks in the Rail
Colony. She received rent from their occu-
priers. iy husband was her eldest son.
Among her three other sons, one is a watch-
man, one a cycle-rickshaw puller, and the
youngest works at a factory in Diamond
Harbour.

I could see how my holding of money was
being depleted. Three of my daughters were



in the school, I decided tn worX as a
domestic servant. This would enable us

to meet cur hare living exp-n+-os. It

was my desire to continue the =ducation

of my dauchters. I requested my mother-
in-law »nd hushand's brothars to help me
with 8s.150 per month so that my three
elder daughters could continue their
studies. None of them had a positive res-
ponse to my request. I went to work along
with my daughters.

We asked Hena Mandal whether she had to get her work
through somezone's help and contact. Hena replied that on
her r=aquest, some women, who had already been in domestic
service, gave her the necessary information. She commented
that one could always get work in domestic service through
such a network of information and contact. It is however
possible to introduce only those persons who are known to be
fully dependable and trustworthy. Hena proceeded to give

the account of her own work.

I started work =2t & Marwari household
in Maharaja Thakur Road. It was a first
floor flat. Very soon I got work on the
second floor of the same building and then
in a neighbouring house. My monthly pay was
2%5.50 in each housshold. I had to wash uten-
sils and clothes, sweep the rooms and wipe
their floors clean with water and fetch
drinking water. My two daughters aged nine
years and seven years helped me in this work.
The two young=ar ones stay=ad at home. Since
I had no experience of such work, it became
my need to have the help of my Jdaughters.
I went out between 6-30 and 7 in the morning
and could return home around 1-30 at noon.
It would be about three to four in the after-
noon when we had our day's meal after cooking.
I had to go again for work around this time.
There was less work in the second shift. It
was only washing of utensils and sweeping
rooms.



In the beginning I was very slow at
work. After some time I got used to it and
worked faster. In all the households where
I worked, the employers wers nice in their
behaviour with me and my daughters. It is
still an occasional pleasure for me to visit
those houses although I left their work many
years ago. I worked for three years in
those houses. An ailment forced me to leave
work. I had a severe pain beshind my neck
and my right arm and hand ached when I did
the washing of utensils and clothes.

I took up ths work of tending a baby.
I joined work when the bahy was only
three months o0ld. The mother of this haby
was a college teacher and the father a
lawyer. Their house was in Lhakuria.
The parents neaded a person who would take
All care of the baby when they were out of
their home for professional duties.

As I had joined this work, all my
pains of the neck, hands and arms were
cured. I did not go to any doctor. Obvi-
ously, the strain of washing utensils and
clothes was the source of my treuble, I got
a monthly pay of Rs.215 plus one meal for
tending the baby. My usual working hours
were from eight in the morning to seven in
the evening. I stayed for some time even
after the baby's mother had returned home
in the aftermoon. I had my »2th and mid-
day meal in that house. The snacks and
tea for the evening were prepared by me. I
took the baby round in open air for sometime
towards the late afternoon. My main work
was to take care of the baby, do its bath-
ing and wash its clothes. In additioun I did
some cooking and suncry shopping for the
household.

Hena worked for three vears in this household. The
'baby' grew up and began going to school. There was no need
for an ayah to tend a baby. Hena is now engaged in cooking

in two nearby houses. Her total monthly eamings are Rs.250.



I go to one of these houses, at seven
in the evening when the resident couple
returms home from office. I do their cook-
ing at night. In the oth~r house I cook
in the moming. I go at seven in the morning
and finish cooking befors the ccuple, who
dwells in the house, l=zaves for their day's
work in offices. I get a monthly pay Rs. 1285
from each house. My second daughter does
sweeping in a photo studio every morning.
She also goes to school. Her monthly earn-
ing is 8s.60. The eldest daughtear works in
two houses of the locality and earns ?s.150
a month. My husband npened A tea shop some-
time bafore his death. I now get a monthly
rent of Rs.50 for this hutment.

Hena Mandal is aged about forty years. She became
a widow more than ten years ago. Since then she has been
working as a domestic servant in various assignments. She
has four daughters. The two elder ones have been sharing
dena's work-load from their very early life. 3Both of them
are earmers. One works at two houses in the neighbourhood
of the Rail Colony. The second daughter sweeps the floor
of 3 photo studio. Hena has arranged to send her third
daughter to a free boarding school near Magrahat. She reads
in Class V. The second and the youngest daughters ar=s stu-

dents of the local Ram Roy School.

The total monthly earnings of this family of four
amount to Rs. 510 including the hut-rent of Rs.50 received by
Hena. Theirﬂﬁar capita monthlyv income is beslow the poverty
line. While giving no impression of any affluence, Hena's
account indicates no condition of abject péverty. All their
earnings are exhzusted in meeting the family's food require-
ments. Still Hena does not talk much about their poverty
anc¢ shortages. She mentions that their clothing needs are

met from what she and her eldest daughter receive from the



hcuses where they work.

Susama Eamnta comes from a slum area of Shyambazar
in north Calcutta. They ars two brothers and four sisters.
Their native place was in Mathurapur of South 24 Parganas.
susamm's father migrated to Bardhaman. He was a seller of
parched rice (muri). They moved to Calcutta when the family
had been passing through severe economic hardship. Susama
was borm in Calcutta. Her father had then taken to pandal
work for decorators. Susama is the youngest of their sis-
ters. They lived in a slum-like settlement of Mohanbagan

Lane in north Calcutta. Susama had to join domestic service
at a very early age. She narrates the nature and circums-

tances of the work during her childhood.

Our father suffersd from mental derange-
ment for several years. We were in sxtreme
economic distress.

My mother worked in domestic service
for several houses. Our eldaest sister, who
had assisted my mother, was married at an
early age and left for her father-in-law's
place in the Sundarban region. TCuring our
father's serious illness, the second sister
started working in our house at a monthly
pay of Rs.25. She had bheen living in the
3ally-Uttarpara area. The third sister was
fixed by our mether to work at a house in
Mohanbagan Lane. She received 2 monthly pay
of ®s.25. All this was devised to cope with
the rising economic pressurzs caused by our
father's illn=ss.

I was then aged about ten vears. My
mother arranged that I could stay with a
family in a house near the Hedua tank. No
payments were made for my service. I had my
food and received clothings. My work was



light. It related to petty shopring and
minor errands. I stayed with this family
for two years. This was my first exveri-
ence of domestic service.

\mong Susama's brothers, one was the youngest of
them all. e was too young to do any work when their father

had that attack of mental illness. Their elder brother

always lived in the native village of Mathurapur and worked
as a marginal cultivator and wage labourer. After prolonged

treatment their father was cured of his illness. e joined

pandel work again.

My mother called bwack all her daughters from domestic
service. The second and the third sisters were married on
the same date. Their husbands were inhabitants of Mathurapur
Cne of them worked in cultivation and the other was an elec-
trical mechanic who came regularly tc Calcutta for work. As
stated by Susama, while living in Calcutta, their family had
links with Mathurapur where they went for seven to ten days

on the occasion of pujas and fairs.

Susama was married at the age of fourteen. This
marriage was arranged by a sister-in-law of her elder brother
Susama's hushand was a distant cousin of this woman. The
marriage was performed in her place at Mathurapur. Susama's
father-in-law had his native place in Diamond “arbour. All
her in-laws were present at the marriage. 'owever, it later
became clear that they had reservations about the marriage.
There was a furtive sexual relationship between Susama's
husband, a cycle rickshaw puller, and the woman who arranged
this marriage. They lived together in a shack of the Rail

Colony. Susama was hrought to live in the same shack after
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her marriage.

Susama had to bear with a lot of torture and perse-
cution by her husband. Once she attempted suicide by having
poison. She was advised by all to have patience. Even that
woman moved to set up a separate household for Susama and her
husband. She told Susama's husband to assume the proper
responsibilities of a married man. Still he took some more
time to stabilize his own marital life. Susama gives her
account of how his husband was changed and of their 1life

thereafter.

We had a daughter in the second vaar
after our marriage. This brought about a
change in my husband. He ceased to be drawn
to that woman. For abeut three years after
our marriage he continued to work as a rick-
shew puller. It is now seven years that my
husband has been working as a helper in a
minibus. Our daughter is now aged seven
years. We have a son of five years.

My husband does not like my working
outside home. I follow my own wish in this
matter. I like to have things of my own
choice. The children have their needs. All
this cannot be met without my earnings. My
husband has never given me either an orna-
ment, or a fine cloth. The necessity for
some good things of life, as I like them,
prompts me to work. I contribute no more
than .50 towards day-to-day family expenses.
My husband would- like to have larger con-
tributions from me. I don% vyield to his
persuasions.

T started working in one apartment of the
Man jusha building. The monthly pay was Rs.70.
I had to do all household chores except cook-
ing. Due to ill health I could not continue
after five months. Recently I have started
working again in two houses. One is situated



behind the bus stand, and the other near
the Xali temple. I do all household chores

except cocking. My monthly pay is rs. 100
from each house.

I go out between 6 and 7 in the mom-
ing. The work in the two houses is over by
10-30. Sometimes I return home for half an
hour after the completion of work in one
house. Taking both the houses, it takes me
an hour to comwplete my work in the late after-
noon shift. My husband bears the responsi-
bility for providing the daily needs of the
family. Not that I den't give anything for
such purchases. 3ut most of my eammings
go to buy my medicine and also to provide
for the sundry needs of the two children.

Ssusama's eaming is distinct in the sense that it
is spent to have things which are not essential for the
bare maintenance of their family. She talks of her own
needs of better clethings and other fancies. No less im-
portant is her concern for fulfilling some needs of child-
ren's liking. The per capita monthly income level of the
family is °.300. Some more implications of this pattem
of income and expenditure should be revealed when we take
account of the broader cultural features of Susama's life

story in the next section.

Dhiren Manna is the younger brother of dena Mandal
whose account has already informed us of their childhood
in Panchanantala. Their father w&s an electrical mechanic,
and mother worked as a domestic servant. Dhiren describes
how he seized upon the end of her mother's sari and
followed her nagging for a few palses while she had been

on her way to the work place. If he got one paise, Dhiren



could buy a loaf. !is mother always tried her best to give
him something bafore she left for work in the moming.

Dhiren started working in a house at Kan%ulia. ide was then

aged about ten years.

I did not have much work. My work
related to fetching milk in the morning,
dusting the doors and windows and a few
other errands. I had a monthly pay of
Rs.10 to 12. They gave me food. I stayed
in that house. This marked the end of my
studies. We had no money. I was pushed
to manage my livelihood by working in the
houses of babus who engaged domestic
servants.

My brother-in-law (sister's husband)
told me that such work was demeaning and
without any future. He got me the job of a
helper at one lathe workshop in 3howanipur.
I was paid a daily wage of twelve annas
(i.e. 75 paise). This enabled me to cover
my transport and tiffin expenses. The
workshop manufactured sockets for the Usha
fan. I was then aged ahout sixteen years.
After working for some time I requested
the ~wner to raise my wages. The owner told
me to learn more work.

I started spending about four annas a
day for the mechanic whom I helped. This
atTount was meant for the mechanic's tea and
snacks. He lived in Subhasgram. When the
mechanic went to have tea, I had my practical
exercise of running the machine. The empley-
er could see how I had bzen learning the
mechanical operations.

On an attack of chicken pox, the mecha-
nic went on a long leave for about one month
and a half. The employer asked me to work as
a substitute for the mechanic. I made it
clear that my rate of outturn would remain
below that of the mechanic. The employer said
such lowering of production would not matter.

I broke the drill. The employer did not rebuke



me. On the first day of my new assignment
I cut about twenty units less than what
could be done by the mechanic. Gradually
I got well set for all kinds ot work.
3eginning my machine work on a wage of
twelve annas for one shift of eight hours,
I could advance to a monthly pay of ®s.150.
I can still recall that after my first
day's work at the machine, the employer
gave me ten rupees and told me to offer
puja at the Kali temple before coming for
work on the next day. I worked for six

years and left this job because of differ-
ences with the employer over the issues of
increasing my salary and honus payments.

Dhiren adds that before joining the lathe workshop,
he worked for some time in a tea shop. He cannot recall what
he was paid at the tea shop. He was aged about twenty-two
years when he left the job at the lathe workshop. His elder
brother started fish selling at the Gariahat market. Dhiren
helped in laying out the selling spot everyday. He says
that their family was in a better state Jduring the period
of this fish business. It is now about sixteen years that
his elder brother set up a separate household after his

marriage.

L

As advised by Dhiren's brother-in-law (Hena's hus-
band) they raised a shack of their ewn in the Rail Colony.
Dhiren's mother and elder brother made the necessary provi-
sion of money. Dhiren was then without any work. He sold
his gold ring and contributed its proceeds towards the cost
of raising the shack. Let us take note of the stage of

Chiren's life without employmer.t.

After leaving my job I spent my time in
the Rail Colony in the company of groups
playing cards. I got one to two rupees a day



by sweeping the floor of a nearhy decora-
tor's shop. I was still a bachelor and

could have my food at home. 2 rupee per

day was enough to meret my expenses for

seeing cinema shows, I did not look for

a job elsewhere.

One of my friends took me to a man
in Moulali-Sealdah area. This man had
the intention of starting the business

of lathe machine operation. I told him
that if he could »ring the machinery,

rest of the arrangements for setting up

a unit might be left to me. Alongwith a
few others whom I calle” from my former

work-place, the workshon was organised

by me in all details. It was ready for

the

starting work. After I had initiated some
local young men to the work of lathe

machine, the employer said that it would

not be possible to keep us employed at the
salary fixed for us. I declined to con-
tinue work under such circumstances. I
was back to my gossip and card-playing
corners in the Rail Colony. Since I had
no income, it was really a state of unem-
ployment. Still I had a sense of pride.
Having the necessary skill, I would re-

fuse to accept any offer of work without

proper payments.

Dhiren did occasional work as a helper in building

construction. HYe learnt more about the use of rods. There

was however no regularity of getting work.

.at all happy about this state of things.

Thiren was not

It was

at this

stage that Dhiren got the offer for a job in an entirely

new line of work.

One evening when I had been moving
round the area adjacent to Gate 1, one
friend of mine approached me with the
offer of a job. The land on the immediate
south-east of the hutment of the Jana
Kalyan Samiti was then an open space.

I



was rencuired to act as its watchman. The
point was to prevent any encroachment by
illegal oc.upants. In case of eny such
+hreat, I was to a=sg the information
immediately to the office of the estate-
owners. I accepted this assignment at a
monthly pay of &s.80.

In course of my work as a watchman,
this land was sold to a new cwner. I came
to know of this from the earlier owner's
office where I used to go every menth to
receive my pay. Thz2 new owner tipped me
twenty iruvees on his first visit to this
site and assured me that I would continue
in my present work. The new cwning com-
pany called me to their office and gave
an appointment letter which specified a
monthly salary of Rs.150. I was very
happy about this rise from Rs.80 to Rs.150.

I+ was in 1976. I hac married a year
earlier. We were in love before marriage.
My present monthly pay is Rs.274.

The multi-storied Manjusha Building
was constructed on this site. The repre-
sentative of the company which conducted
the construction was always nice to me and
helped me if I had fallen in any trouble.
Je ldft after the completion of the build-
ing. The new ocCupiers took possession aof
the aparti =nts. I was told that my ser-
vices were no longer required. I was
cismissed.

It was then that we took a move from
the Jana Kalyan Samiti. We were guided
and advised by 'mastermashay'. It was our
demand that the Manjusha Building should
recruit its watchmen from among the young
men of this locality. Indeed, through all
these years, in addition to myself some more
young people of the locality had been
appointed as watchmen of the construction
site and the building under construction.
We all faced dismissal. There were tension
and conflicts over the issue of our conti-
nuance Iin work. Eventually the residents of



the building agreed to place our jobs
under a company whom they entrusted with
the maintenance of security. Since then
we have been working under the security
company.

Tor some time after our marriage my
wife did not work outside home. <che wished
to work when our needs increased in result
of the birth of several children. Working
in two houses she has a total monthly earn-
ing of 8%.150. I make some additional
earnings by washing and cleaning cars. We
have, two daughters and a son. They are
all in schools. The eldest daughter also
does a lot of household chores as her
mother has to go out for work.

Thus, Dhiren MManna continues to work as a watchman
and car-cleaner. It appears from his narrative that Dhiren
learned with consicderable effort the skill of operating the
lathe-machine. When we asked him about his removal from
skilled mechanical work, Dhiren justified his decision to
aquit the first factory. There was no scope for diversifica-
tion in that unit which only manufactured sockets for Usha
fans. Dhiren extended his persrective of skilled work to
wider areas. He has got no opportunities. ©On the other
hand, Dhiren's work-history, as presented in his own words,
also gives an imoression of a man who, in his younger days,
was rather unconcerned about getting a job in the sphere of

his reported skill.

The total monthly earnings of the family amount to
%.650. This includes Dhiren's casual earnings from tips
at the Manjusha building. The family consists of five
persons. Their per capita income ability falls below the
poverty line. CLhiren says that the total family earnings

are just enough to meet the minimum food needs. In ~ase
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of any erergency r2eds like that of costly medicine or even

for the purchase o clothings he has to incur debts. The

usual sources of craedit are the employ/ers of his wife and

himself or some acighbours cf the Rail Colony.

Ve have no*ed. earlier the rural background of Badal

Das and the circumstances which pushed him to Calcutta in

search of more earnings. He gives an account of his subse-

guent work-history.

I have said that my friend Aswini Pu-
rekalt came earlier to Calcutta. At first
he introduced me to thc owner of Chakrabarty
and Company where Aswini worked. This com-
pany was doing work for the lletro Rail. I
began work on a daily wage of ®.12. The
company was closed after some time.

The manufacture of studs provided a
very important structural component of the
construction of the Metro Railways. It
involved fabrication, cutting and welding.
In all this work at the Chakraborty and
Company Aswini was the mechanic, and I
served as his helper. I learmed all this
work from Aswini Purkait.

After the closure of the Chakrabarty
and Company, one of its partners started
a new company to suprly orcfers for the
construction of the Metrc Railways. We
worked first at the spot ovpeosite the
Indian Museum on the Chowringhee Road. We
movec then to the YHazra Road junction. The
latter work was done by Sarkar and Company.
I had a daily wage of n.16. This company
was also closed after some time. At this
point I was separated from Aswini Purakait.
We did no longer work together at the same
place.



Badal Das went to a new company. In reply to the
emplcyer's query about his level of skill, 3adal Das said
that he was perfectly capable of welding and gas-cutting.
as for his fast acquisition of skill Badal states in his

account.

Those who had joined with me as help-
ers still remained at the same level. I
learned welding and gas-cutting within six
months. Turther, take figures, or, in
other words, if you place all kinds of draw-
ings before me, I'll be able to read them
rightly through observatiorn. I have
received no extra help frcm anyone. Frankly,
I have more 'outknowledge'! I can retain in
mind what is once seen hy me.

I started working in tre new company
on a daily wage of Bs.16. This employer had
appropriated the company where he once
worked as a supervisor. I nad a nasty
accident in 1982 when my four fingers were
amputated. My employer took charce of all
my treatment in a nursing home. Ee had
also provided for labour insurance, I have
not yet got the money on this account. The
employer paid my family expenses <o the
extent of %.80 to Rs.100 every week. I was
in the nursing home for thirteen cays and
then treated at home. All expenses were
bYome hy my employer. I joined wcrk after
three months. Yo difficulties wezre faced
by me. However, this company was closecd
after another year.

I joined Mitra Mechanical Ingtrument
Corporation at Asutosh Mukherjee Road in
3howanipur. It supplies orders f¢r tools
and instruments from larger const:uction
units. It is now five years that I have
been working in this company. Mv present
daily wage is ®.24. I am now paic for all
holidays. However, no payment is received
for sundays. I am paid at twice the usual
rate if I work on a holiday. In <he



‘yusiest months the volume of my overtime
work goes upto seventy Or eighty hours. .

I have joined no union. This deprives
me of casual leave and mecdical leave. But
I enjoy some flexihility about the hours of
attendance. The union members have no such

advantage. I get a lump sum bonus of
5. 300. This year I have pressed for a

hicher payment.

The average total family earmings of Badal LCas are
reported as Rs.750 per month. He is the only earner. The
family consists cf four members - Badal, his wife' and two

The younger son is aged a few months. Badal's work
He main-

sons.
history is that of a fairly successful mechanic.

tains links with his village home and shares with other

brothers the maintenance of their old parents.

According tc RBadal their family expenses can be
managed within his earnings. 3adal's work history is re-

plete with the experience of chronic mortality of small

engineering units.

We have noted in the section on 'background' how
Bimal adak left his native village to find work in Calcutta
Je was then a boy of fourteen and came with a friend who
knew more of Calcutta. 3imal's work history in Calcutta

began with the job of washing cups and dishes in a tea shop

I got a monthly pay of ®.12 plus food.
The work-load was very heavy. I had sores
on my hands and feet. After two months I
was inclined to return to my village home.
My friend dissuaded me from this course. He



said that I would mazke myself a laughing-
stock by such a retreat from Zalcutta. Iy
friend's e“forts got me a job in one very
0l1d tea shop of Gariahat. I worked@ in this
place for eleven years and could move from
dish-washing to the technical assignment of
a cook. % monthly pay increased from
".16 to Rs.o05. Xnowing of all this my father
hastened to arrange my marriage. I was not
quite willing to marry at an early age.

3ut my father paid no heed to my point.

Returning to my work at the tea shop
I could see that the prospects of any im-
provements were extremely meagre. This
would never enable me to live a regular
family 1life. I had left my wife in the
village. Before joining this tea shop I
had a brief experience of working as a
helper in masonry. The daily wage was Rs.3.
It was not possible for me to continue in
that work since I had been reguired to
move widely, say from Haora, Sibpur, B3.E.
College to some place on the Tarakeswar
line, then to Cakshineswar and so on and
so forth. This is why I did.not remain
in the field of masonry.

In the new circumstances after my
marriage I decided to work again as a
help=r in masonry. My favourite contrac-
tor was Jiunandan Singh, who worked also
as a head mason. de wanted to train me
up in masonry. I hesitated since such
work was not in keeping to my lineage.
Jiunandan initiated me to holding the
trowel. Thus began my worx as a mason.
My daily wage was raised to ®s.4. I went
on learning the techniques through actual
work. Jiunandan Singh helped me in
learning all that was necessary.

Jiunandan saw that I had developed
proper uncderstanding of the plans and also
of the various problems of building work.
Ye went home leaving a few unfinished
constructions in my charge. I was told
that he would return after a month. He



came after three years. I took care of all
work during his absence. I am still in his
team of workers. My daily wage has got up
to Rs.50. I do the work of mosaic-tile
flooring. I have today returned at four

in the afternoon after completing the layout
of a 4000 sg.ft. area in 3ehala.

I am now both a contractor and a labour-
er. There is work on all the days of a month
unless I decide to take rest for a while. I
never encroach upon my master's area of
business. There are people who come directly
to me for their work. I do such work with
the assistance of helpers. Such labourers
are available at the Xankulia, Dhakuria and
Jadavpur rail gates. %very morning you find
them waiting in those spots in search of
work. Some are attached to me as regular
helpers. I pay them .18 per day while
charging .20 for each helper. 1A labourer
working casually with me for one or two
days is paid Rs. 20 per day.

3imal Adsk then explained in detail his gains from
any work done on contract. In the construction of a struc-
ture at the cost o€ %.120 (excluding cost of materials), he
pays .40 to a mason and Rs.20 to one helper. 3imal's own
share amounts to 50 per cent of the total labour cost charged
for the work. This includes his transport cost and other
contingencies. 1As a mosalc-tile worker, 3imal's daily wage
is Rs.50. In other masonry work he charges a daily wage of
Rs. 40.

Bimal adak has been living in the rail colony for
eighteen years. ©He has two sons and a daughter. One son
is a minibus conductor earning about Rs.600 a month. He
read upto Class V. The second son read upto Class IV in
Ram Roy School. He has recently joined work as a minibus

helper and earns about Bs.350 per month. Formerly, Bimal's



wife worted in two houses as a Aomestic servant. The son s
have now dissuaded her from such werk. They have promised
to meet all her sundry reeds. It is now eight years that

3imal's daughter has been marrind. <She hAw lives in Surya
Babu's Lent, a village to the south m~f. Roydighi in Smuth

24 Parganas. Hder husband is a cultivator.

Bimal Adak does not state his total monthly eam-
ings. It may lie betvcen Rs.1200 and %.1500 as indicated by
his points on daily earnings. With a per capita monthly
income around Rs.500, their family is fairly above the
poverty line. This i1s a case of rising from humble begin-
nings t7 a life free from any trace of abject poverty. Bimal
has achieved this much through his own hard labour and abi-
lity to make good use of some opportunities for acquiring

the skills of masonry.

Some features of the early life of Aswini Purakatt
in his native village of Nakali have heen presented in the
previous section on ‘background’'. He came to Calcutta with
a woman of their village. She worked as a maid servant at
one house in Bhowanipur. Yer employer was a contractor
giving supplies for the construction of Metro Railways. e
appointed Aswini as a darwan-cum-attencdant in his workshop
which was engaged in fabricating supplies for the Metro Rail.

This was the beginning of Aswini's work in Calcutta.

I got a monthlv pay of ®s.150. I lived
and had my food in -~hat employer's house.
There was a cow. 1= was left to my care.

A mechanic of the workshop pointed to the
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inadequacv of my pay at Re. 150 and.gavg

a suggestica. I might stand bv his side
while he was working and thus learn as
far as po.:sinle the processes of welding
and gas cutting. My hours of work were
from eight in the morning to five in the
evening. After doing moming chores at
home I went to the workshop with my em-
ployer. de drove the car himself. I
carried his brief-case. I would again
reiurn with him after the day's work and
checking up all the things. The workers
were not reliable. In case of no vigil
the clocks and regulators would be missing.

After working for sometime in sucb
conditions I requested my employer to 1n-
crease my pay. He was angry on knowing
that I had learmmt a part of the mechanical
work without his knowledge. I“was rebuked
for wasting materials like rpds. and gas.

I joined then the Roy Engineering Works
in 3rabourme Road. They were engaged in
vrocessing studs for the Metro Rail. I
received a daily wage of %.9 and overtime
payments. The need for overtime work was
quite frecuent. A tiffin allowance of
e, 1.50 was raid to each lakourer for work
after six i1 the evening. In case of work
aftter ten a2t night a labourer received a
meal allovwance of %.5. I had no lodging.

A relative of my mine lived in a shack of
this rail colony. I left wy very few
clothings with him and spent the night on a
sackclcth spread by me in front of the Jana
Xalyan Samiti. There was a limit to »earing
such hardship. I rented a shack in this
settlement. The monthly rent was %.25.

I used t> send #.100 to my village home
every month. I went myself to give the money.
My wife had always been keen to come to
Calcutta and live with me. sShe suggested that
her eamings from domestic service could be
of help in the payment of monthly rent for the
shack. It is now fourteen years that I have
been living in this settlement. My wife came
within four years after my renting-of the



shack. In the beginning she worked in one
house at a monthly pay of »®s.30.

The Roy Engineering Works was closed
after two years. They shifted to Asansol
and opened a new business. I had no fixed
place of work. There were many contractors
and sub-contractors processing and supplying
various parts of the requirements of the
Metro Rail. I moved as a casual labourer
from one such unit to another. There was
no regularity of work. I have got no fur-
ther opportunity for a stable job after the
days of my work at the Roy Enaineering
Works. In course of such casual work I
had once been the victim of a serious acci-
dent. You can see that my fingers had to
be amputated. I was then working at the
Park Street section of the Metro Rail. My
employers were Sarkar and Company. They
bore the expenses of my treatment and also
provided for the maintenance of our family
during my disablement. This company was
closed after the completion of their work
for Metro Rail. They shifted to transport
business.

These cays no work is often available
in mechanical processing. I have therefore
started doir.g some work in masonry. For
example, my Dresent work relates to the
constructior. of the shade of a cloth mill
in Lake Town. This has been undertaken by
@ contractcr who is an o0ld friend of mine
and once used to work with me in welding
and gas-cut-ing. He is able to work as a
contractor with the initial money left by
his father wro died two years ago. There
is another corntract for the construction of
the shade of & jute mill in Budge Budge. I
get a daily wage of Rs.20 in masonry. I am
not certain ¢f continuous work in masonry.
Last summer, in the Bengali months of Chaitra
Baisakh and Jaistha, I did pandal work. I
may join it again during the puja season.

I go occasionally to my native village
to work in cultivation. My own lands and
that taken on sharecropping amount to about



six beeghas in all. 3ut the retums from
agriculture are very poor in our area.

There is t.» problem of salinity in water.

I believe most of the migrants from our
part to this settlement could go back to
their villag= homes in case of plentiful
provisions of water from shallow tubewells
throughout the Diamond Harbour subh-division.

Aswini DPurkait acquired mechanical skills through
arduous efforts of his own. He has found no stable demand
for his skilled labour. In one previous account, Badal Das
refers to his joint work with Aswini. 3acal sai” he learned
work from Aswini. 3ut Aswini's account mentions nothing
about all that. His account presents several examples of
small and medium engineering units which have no inherent
stability and act only for some guick gains. They are in
the habit of moving from one quick-earning business to
another. For his livelihood, Aswini has to comhine his
skilled mechanical work with masonry, pandal work and even

with some marginal cultivation in his native village.

We don't get a clear picture of Aswini's monthly
earmings. Aswini has four daughters and a son. Two
daughters live in their village home. Aswini has to bear
part of the expenses of the village household. It appears
that he has to give at least Rs. 100 a month to his parents
in the village. The monthly earnings of his two daughters
and his wife from cdomestic service are Ps.150. Aswini's
monthly earnings are likely to be be*ween Rs.700 and Rs. 800.

We can guess that the family lives akove the poverty line.

Nanda Mandal comes from the vililage Bhadrapara in

Lakshmikantapur. He gives his age as thirty. His



neighbeaurs of the RrRail Colony say that Yanda is much older
and alszo report absut the marriage of Nanda'

man in Lakshmikantapur.

s daughter to a

This man deals in fruits at the

Dhakuria market. Narda's account turms on his occupation

of collecting car-parking fees.

I collect 'car parking' fees in the
Lake Mark~— segment. Tirstly, it is nece-
ssary to subrit a tender to the Corporation.
After the zcceptance of the tender, we can
go for t-e collecticn of fees. Scme other
young mer work with me. I started work
under a ur.lt by name Sur Company. The park-
ing charce was 20 paisa for the first half
an hour znd it would be 40 paisa thereafter.
We were clven a commission of 15 paisa per
rupee. Wren I had begun work in 1971, the
eamings zmounted to accruals for about
three hours. The current rate of conmi-
ssion is z rupee per hour. My hours of
work were Irom six in the moming to twelve
noon. We ~ave now formed our own coopera-
tive. I wirked in Sur Company for eight
years.

Cur wcrking team consists of twelve
persons. In the days of the previous
company we rad a daily commission of eight
to nine rurees per person. Therz was a
crisis of "ur work when thz segment under
our purview was declared a 'one way' road.
This was <ue to the construction work of
Metro Rail. We had to move a lot for the
allotment ~f a segment where we could make
our usual zarnings.

The f.rst cooperative was formed in
the New Market-Dalhousie region. The collec-
tors of trhz Gariahat area followed. We
required f:fteen members to form the coopera-
tive whictk was founded after the Gariahat
urit had s-—arted operation. I!ost of our
yzung men are from the Jadavpur-Tollygunge
areas. I am the only member from this loca-
lity. The cooperative has been functioning
for six years. We get monthly payments on the



basis of sctual work at the rate of
Ps.40 per cay.

~nee when the Sur Zompany was closed,
I worked for some time as a helper in the
colour work of buildings. I have four
children. The eldest daughter helps her
mother in her domestic work at two houses
in Lake Road. The other children are in
Ramchandra and Binodini schools. iy wife
has a monthly eaming between ®.100 and
%.150. I have been a residant of the Rail
Colcny for about twenty years.

The account of Yanda Mandal tells us of a rather
unusual occupation. The terms and conditions are not always
clear in his statements. It is not pnssible to form a de-a
finite idea of Nanda's monthly earnings. The family does
not appear to he “ar ahove the poverty line. Formerly Nanda
Mandal had some regular links with his village home. These
days he has ceased such relations because of some sharp

differ=nces with his brothers.

In our refiections on the 'background' we have
obsarved how Sadhan Samanta left for Calcutta after their
joint family in the village had broken up. HYe join~d work
at a hosiery mill in Calcutta. Thus began his work history

in Calcutts.

I was paid on a piece rate which
varied between 2%.1.50 and Rs.2 per one
dozen socks. I could prcduce 2 to 3
dozens a day. My daily income was Ps:5
on an average. The employer allowed me
to stay in his house. After some time
I joined another hosiery company at a
monthly pay of 8.40. I left this job



very soon because of low wages.

I moved to Behala and stayed with my
elder brother who provided my food. My
field of work oscillated between colour
painting of buildings and lathe machine
operation. I worked for a brief period at
Indira Engineering Works in 3ehala on a
monthly pay of 2.28. I had already leamt
the work of painting buildings. A matemal
cousin, who drove the car of a building
contractor, informed me of the work relating
to the construction of the Priya Cinema. I

got the work of a colour painter at a daily
wage of 8.2.50.

This work involved much hardship. The
head mistry of the team doing colour work
at the Priya Cinema put me in contact with
a person who took me to the Lotus Cinema.
I got the job of an Air Conditioner opera-
tor. Losing one finger in a nasty accident
I shifted to the work of a gate keeper. The
middleman who secured me the appointment at
the Lotus Cinema used to take away a major
share of my pay. I went back to colour work
for bhuildings.

I could then get an appointment in the
hig factory of Brown and Miller. Some money
had to be given to the secretary of the
labour union for securing thig appointment.
It was 1958. I had a daily wage of about
Rs.15. My first posting was in the canteen
where I could have free mid-Jay meal. I
worked in the production bradches of the
factory in course of the subsequent years.

After working for threé years I was
due to be absorbed in the tactory's perma-
nent staff. A medical examination was ne-
cessary. I had been living in the house of
the canteen manager and did a lot of domestic
work including cooking in his household.

On being made permanent, I would be shifted
to another unit of the gompany. I came to
know that the canteen manager had managed to
delay my medical examiration. I left the
job in anger. My elder brother rebuked me



for the hasty move. I knew in due course
that in a permanent job, my starting salary
would be s5.500 per month. I did very much
repsnt then the thoughtless decision to quit

this job.

During th2 period of my work at Brown
and Miller I went occasionally to my village
hom~ and found no economic distress in our
family. My eldest brothar was a very
active cultivator. Most of the family's
neads were met from own production. As for
food items, some spiccs and oil were the
only necessary purchases.

After leaving 3rown and Milley Sacdhan Samanta shift-
ed again to colour work in buildings. It was at this point
that Sachan became a resident of the Rail Colony. An engi-
neer living in the neighbourhood gsve Sadhan an opportunity

of working at a small tools workshop in Haora.

The unit used to manufacture tractor
parts. Its name 'General Machinery Works'
was changed to 'Quality Tractors'. I worked
in this workshop for seven years. My menth-
ly pay was about 9%.30", inclusive of over-
time earnings. Yehru died when I had been
working at 2uality Tractors. I remember
this day when the factory was closad after
tiffin. I left this job because of the
employer's strong disapproval of my occa-
sional absence from work. It was around
1965 that I married a girl of our village.
She used to live in this settlemsnt
before marriage. I took again to the work
of colour painting of buildings.

The manager of 'Quality Tractecrs'
called me to his new workshop at Joka. I
worked for some time in 'Sharat Metal' on
a daily wage of %.5.

Sadhan worked also as a mason in the Border Security

de cam2 in contact with a Security Officar who was
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also an engineer. 3adhan worked as a colour painter in the

Theatre Road office of this man. He was pleased with

This was the background of his appointment
as a mason in the Border Security Force.

sadhan's work.

Sadhan Samanta Spoke of a few other assignments which
he had done. ©Cnce re went to Haldia to Jdo roof-casting work.
His present work is that o° a colour painter of buildings.
S5achan said that, according to the availability of work, his
monthly earmings woul.d vary hetween %.200 and %.1200. On

more proving he informed us of an average monthly earning
of 1v.700.

Sadhan has twé{ daughters and two sons. The son aged
about eighteen years 1s a minibus helper. 4Ye earns about
%5.500 per month. The eldest daughter works as a domestic
servant. She spends on her own clothings and other needs.
Sadhan's wife makes a monthly earning of Rs. 200 from domestic
service. The other daughter does household work. She has
read upto Class II. The son of aghout ten years reads in
Class IV.

As reported by Sadhan Samanta, their family appears
to live fairiy above the voverty line. His entire work his-
tory is full of too many shifts and changes. There is a
touch of eccentricity in many of the decisions made by Sadhan
to move from one work to another. Indeed, in his own words,

Sadhan mentions some of his moves as 'whimsical'.

Abhoy Sardar and his family have heen living in
this settlement for ahout twelve years. They were pushed

out of their village home hy extreme economic difficulties.



Wwe have noted in the previous section Abhoy's account of his

farily background, of his aptitude for music, and also about

their growing economic distress.

For a brief period I lived alone in
Panchanantala. I eamed .10 to Rs.12 a
day from my work as a helper. I had my
meals in an eating shop. After my mother's
death I rented a shack-in this rail colony.
I worked there as a cycle-rickshaw puller.
3y this time my family came to live with me
in this settlement. It consisted of my
wife and two children. Ve now have four
children.

My work as a helper in building cons-
truction work fetched me a daily earning
of %.14 per day. After meeting my own
expenses I could send home an amount between
Rs. 100 and 2.150 every month. For regularity
of work one would be better placed under a
contractor who received a cut-back of Rs.2
from the wage of the worker. I worked in
~this line Tor a short psriod. The work was
quite strenuous. It involved carrying of
bricks anc sand.

I shifted to cvcle rickshaw pulling.
It was poszible to earn %.15 to ®.20 a day.
This is wren I brought my family to this
colony. Trne shack was rented at Rs.20 por
month. Af<er a year I joined pandal work.
The dailv rate was Rs.8. I tied ropes and
fixed poles. The decorator's shop was in
Park Cirzus. I could see that the emplover
was charzing at least %.15 on my account in
the bill r=2alized frcm his customers.

. I lef: pand 1 work and started selling
fried gram? and peas on the pavement. I
chose a spct near the high-rise building by
rame ‘Meghzmallar' in Gariahat, I had to
keep a burring coal-stove so that I could
sell thingz warm and crisp. An amount of
%5.100 was reeded to start this business. I
coul@ provide it from my savings. My daily
€armings were petwesn 85,10 and Rs.12. This



wis just sufficient for the maintenance of
my family.

Ona_pr.d>lem was to see thatL the edibles
were not strawn with too much dust and &irt
from the psvament. The occasional police
raids wern troublesome. Trey would haul up
the hawkzirs on the pavement. T did not know
the escare Lute through bribing the police.
Whenoev:' » ar. ~sted, I had to pay a fine of

o

Ps. 5 to ®.6 . the court for my r=l=ase.

I -'se -, pavement verdor for one vear.
Dhanan' ay “urkait work2d as a labour con-
tractor in *“he dicorators' Susiness. He was
an elderlv person who initiated many young
men of this settlewent to 'pandal' work.
Shananjay himself was an expert worker. He
asked me tc work with him. He taught me to
do all the finer works of decoration like
making desions with cloth and fixing of such
designs on barboo frames. I worked in this
line for seven.years. I Yegan on a daily
rate of ®.13. There was a lot of overtime
work. I received part of my payments on a
Gaily basis and the rest after the end of
the particular month. My total monthly
earnings were about %.700.

After working for five years in this
line I felt that my life was being wasted
in 'pandal' work. With a piece of drawing
before me, T could produce the design of a
man or a peacock in cloth or thermocol.
3ut my skill &id not have its right recogni-
tion or reward in 'pandal' business.

I tcok the decision to takse up motor
driving. While doing 'pandal' work, I
started attending the training school in
the early morning. A sum of %5.650 had to
be spent to learn driving and then to have
the driving license. I got my first appoint-
ment thirough the contact of a number of
drivers who would assemdle in the hasement
of a four-vtoried house near Tyagaraj Hallt
I accepted a monthly pay of .300. The daily
hours of duty ware twelve. My salary was .
much less .than the market rate of Rs.600. Still



I agreed to do this work. It was essegt%al
to acquire some experience in motor driving.
During those days I got some help both

from my father and father-in-law.

T am now the Jdriver of a car wnich
belongs to the fleet of one big newspaper
house. Iy direct employer is a top officer
of the Personnel Department of this busi-
ness house. He draws ®.2200 per month on
my account. I have a monthly salary of
8. 700. lMoreover, I am paid for all my
contingencies including medical assistance.
I am very fond of the little son of my
employer. I am allowed to do one part-
time work at Keyatala. There I get
%s. 400 per month by working for two hours
on two days a week.

Abhoy's family consists of his wife, two daughters
and two sons. His wife eams ®.150 per month from domestic
service. Abhoy learned sewing during his work in the pandal
business. e has a sewing machine at home and earns bhetween
%s. 100 and ®s.200 a month by selling readymade garments.

Abhoy Sardar has a life full of various work experiences.
Their family earnings are sufficient for living fairly above
the poverty line. Abhoy gives the impression of heing

happy with his present earnings and conditions of work.

Sudhir Karmakar was pushed out of his village by
economic distress. The account of crisis which he faced in
agriculture, has already been presented in the previous
section. We may now follow his work history from the point

he had come to this settlement.

‘I began work as a day labourer for
ioading and unloading lorries. This work



:as very heavy and extremely strenuous.
Me rate ror one trip was %.7. We were

a gang of iy. 1Imagine how mary trips
were necessary for an earning of .18 for
gach of us! After working for two years
in this line I shifted to colour work in
bu@ld%ngs. In case of no work in colour
baintitg 7 worked as a helper in masonry.
One a7 carried bricks on niece rate
Payment. snother cday I right get work on
a dajly wrge of %.10. There were many
contractois. The rates varied between lo-
cali.ies. ®uilding construction was a
w._cdz2sor2acd ettivity in so many areas like
Golf sreer, Tollygunge, Thakuria and
Ballyqunge. On a few occasions I went as
far ac Seeldah and Tum Dum.

Orce or twice in a month I go to my
village to work in cultivation. In all I
cultivate about two beeghas of land either
on sharecropping or on agreement. Three
labourers at a daily rate of %.20 are
employed for three days to prepare the soil,
do the ploughing and sowing. TFor harvesting
in the Bengali month of Agrahayan I require
twelve man days of labour for reaping and
storing the crop. My income from cultiva-
tion is low. This year I got Rs.400 after
meeting a’l costs. This was more than the
usual accrual. It may be attributed to
the high price of straw.

For more than a year I have been work-
ing as a watchman of the Christian Coopera-
tive building which is close to Gate 1.

We are five from this settlement. 'Master-
mashay' has secured this job for us. There
are two non-Bengali watchmen working in our
team which has a total strength of seven.

We manage among ourselves and ensure the
attend@ance of at least four watchmen at night
and three during the day. In any shift, some
remain free to go for other work to supplement
their earnings. This is how I combine the
work of = watchman, with daily labour in
construct.on work and colour painting and
also cultivation. When no other work is
available, seven of us can he present as
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watchmen.

cudhir gets a monthly pay of Rs.400 in his watchman'g
job. We get no definite information about his earnings from
other sources. It appears that in his calculation of income
fiem agriculture, <udhir leaves out the accruals for own
consumption. Sudhir has two sons and a daughter. The eldest
son of ten reads in a school. Neither his daughter, nor his
wife werks as a dcmezstic servant. While Sudhir's account
emphasizes the amcunt of hard work done by him, it is not
unlikely that with some earnings in kind from agriculture, he

and his family can afford to be above the poverty line.

We have noted in the section on 'background' that
Mani Chowcdhury cam= to Calcutta from his native village in
Falta. Ye was locking for better earnings. Cne fellow
villager of Mani had his ketel-leaf business in the Gariahat
market. HYe fixed up Mani as a helper in a shop selling

chira murki (flattened rice and parched paddy mixed with

moplasses) . Thus began the working life of Mani in Calcutta.

The shop was located in the old
Ballygunge market which occupied the
lands beneath the present Kasba flyover
bridge. I rec=sived a monthly pay of
Ps. 15 plus food. I had the work of load-
ing and unloading carts which either
delivered goods to the shop or took deli-
veries from it. 'I also attended the buyers
at the shop and put their purchases in the
paper bags (thonga) for delivery.

The mid-Jday meal for all workers of the
shop was brought from the owner's house. I
stayed in the shop at aight and cooked my



own food. The cost of my food was borme
by the shop-owner. 1In course of time I

legrned hov to make murki and patali (dis-
coid or retangular solid pieces of molasses)
ancd sugar-candy. My monthly pay rose upto

It was 1260. A gentleman, who fre-
quented our shop, told me on= day that the
Hdeadih Department would recruit some peovle.
2 advized me to make an application. This
2 Nad & vory friendly attitude to me.
seven oy oight months later I was called for
it iars ~v.o at the Central Medical Store
in Moulali. T got an appointment letter
si» mnta  afi=r the interview. It was the
job ¢of a stretcher-bearer. iy hours of work
iere Zrom eight in the moming to one after-
noon. I wa. 20sted in an outdoor section of
the Medical College Hospital. The monthly
par was Rt 5. I still stayed in the shop
and Jdid Z.s wcrk for the rest of my time.

I had ry mid..day meal at eating shops in
Moulali a- ! 3allygunge.

Mani Zhowdhurv married after getting the job of a
stretcher-bearer. His two younger brothers wers rzading in
schcols. Mani's sister had been married and his mother lived
with his brothers in their village home. Mani describes the

conditions in his village home.

On the whole the state of things was
not bad. We had a pond. My mother and the
two brothers could meet their essential
needs. I used to visit my village home
twice a month. My marriage took place four
years after my getting the job of a stretcher-
bearer. My matermal-uncle knew about this
settlement at Gobindapur. He worked in hut-
ment-building (gharami). At his suggestion
I rented a shack in this settelment and
started living here with my family in 1965.
My present monthly pay is ®s.1200. The_usual
duty hours are from 6 to 8 in the moming.



I do no other work these days. My eldest
dauchter is married. Our family in the_
Rail Colony consists of my wife, two child-
ren and myself. 1!y wife does no work for

earning.

The work history of Mani Chowdhury is quite straight.
forward. He got a government job through a elose contact.

It has enabled his family to live without any experience of

critical poverty.

aAshu Das h=2s heen a resident of this locality since
the early fifties. He has grown up from his early boyhood
in the areas around the railway tracks. We have noted ear-
lier his accounts of the origin and growth of the Rail Colony.
Ashu's work history begins with the activity of selling fuel
wood which was collected from the rural arzas in the neigh-

bourhood of Dhakuria.

I was then about fifteen or sixteen.
My mother worked as a domsstic servant and
earmed atout %.20 a month. With some earn-
ings adcded by us we could barsly mzet the
minimum needs of living. Our samings were
made from selling wood for fuel. The cons-
truction of the bridge had not yet started.
wWe had been hearing about such plans. There
was a large timber yard spreading from the
westerm end of the Panchanantala Road to a
part of the lancds beneath the vresent bridge.
We saw people buying waste wood from the
timber yard and selling at spots by the side
of the railway tracks.

we took to the same business. Very soon
it bacam2 impossible to have supplims of
waste wood from the timber yards of the loca-
lity. It was then that I used to go with my



Father to nearby villages and sven more
distant ones to collect wood by cutting
down trees. The main trunk of a tree was
purchased by the timber yard. This cover-
@d the cost of our cartage. We cut the
branch=s into pieces which were sold as
fuel wood. Our business came to an =nd
with the changes following the plan for
the bridge. Also we had to face eviction
from the slums situated on the lands that
had to b~ anquired for the construction
of the bridgs., My rother received a
cormpensatior of Rs.7000 from the Calcutta
Ime covamecnt Trust.

+ Y M xt place of work was the Star
Company which occupied a part of the lands
where nov stand the new government quarters
on the S-riahat Road. The daily wage was
"s. 2.50 and the hours of work amounted to
eight per day. My grandmother arranged my
marriag= wvh=n I had been working in this
company.

¥y mother knew one gentleman (babu)
who was a storekeeper of the Martin Bum
Company. He gave me an appointment in
their Kidderpur godown. I lived in that
gentleman's house where I was given my
food. iy monthly pay was %.75. I found
it insufficient for meeting our needs. ©Cn
svery working day I had to spend eight
annas for my transport. My wife lived in
a shack in *his settlement. The construc-
tion of the bridge was then in full swing.
I had a guarrel with Adhir Mandal, a pro-
minent person of this rail colony. It led
to my living away in Bosepukur for about
two years.

Z got the information that the Star
Compar.vy had been recruiting men for some
work oitside Calcutta. I took their job
and went to Candakaranya where I remained.
in their =smployment for two years. In.thls
job I came to know the us2 of a vulcanizer.
some of 1s worked as helpers of some
Japanes~ meachanics. The daily wage was cne
rupee and some paisags. Ther= was plenty of
overtime worr. and payments. The workers
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did their own co~king. Our menthly
carnings were Rs.300 to Rs. 400 per worker.
Some of u - decidad to quit this job
after a serious accident. TFrom the top
of the hills, where our work-place was
located, we had to come down for market-
ing. One day the lorry carrying us
turned upside down on the hilly road.

I had iniuries.

Th> Japanase mechanics told us that
plans wore being made reacdy "for our perma-
next aprcintments. We agreed to return on
receipt ¢f such appointment letters.
.nleec, they sent us letters by registered
rost. My mother was very much against the
acceptance of the Dandakaranya proposal.
che told me 'You left soon after your

marriage. You must not go again.' There
was no one else from this settlement who
had been with me at Tandakaranya. This

was the =2nd of my working outside €alcutta.

I had to live without any work for
some days. Chananjay Purkait was well-
known for his proficiency in pandal
work. He had initiated several young men
of this settlemsent to Pand=21l work. As
advised by him I joined this line.

The decorators' business takes up the building of
temporary pandals for receptions and ceremonies in connac-
tion with the various pujas, marriage and other social,
religious and cultural festivals. 2Ashu Das gave the details
of such pandal work. It is now about eighteen years that

he has been working in this line.

I work as a helper. It is beyond me
to make floral or any other designs with
cloth. This is done by the skilled labour-
ers. We can only set up the structure and
fix up »lain cloth. I could leam this
part of thes work. I startead work on a daily
wage of "s.1.75. There was an understanding



between the workers and their employers
that wages would increase AVETY vear.
My presen daily wage is ". 18,

Th~ ®engali months of Pous, RBhadra
and Cha. ~z.. are extremely lzan periods of
work for tie decorators' business. The
busiest .mnth is agrahayan. Our system
of overtim: works as follows. It is one
and hal® cay from 8-30 in the morning to
6 in the ' vening with half an hours break
for tiffin. A worker will be paid for
twelva hoirs for this length of work. It
will be twe days when work continuscs upto
10 at nigrt. Another half day will be
counted for work upto 12 midnight. It
will be full three days if work continues
from midrnight to four in the morning. Thus
at %.18 per day, I can earn %.54 by working
for this entire duration. Some additicnal
allowances are raceived for work after six
in the evening. This is meant to cover our
tiffin and meal expenses depending on the
duration of work. an allowsance for one full
meal is received when we work after ten at
night.

A skilled lahourer has a daily wag=s of
’s.30. I have worked in two shops. The
first shop where I began work declined after
the original owner's death. I can say that
over all these years, the rates charged to
the customers have increased in the decora-
tors' business but not without corresponding
increase in the payments to workers.

The estimate-of 'three days work' per-
tains only to the busiest months. Thers  are
periods when we have to share among all of
us, say *twelve men, the volume of work which
can be Ad~u-~ ey six only. This is a device
to keep 21l of us going during the lean
pariode ¢ £ pandal work.

Treore are fiftesn labourers in the ghop
where - am currently employed. They are both
skilled =nd unskilled hands. In case of
execu=ing an order we go in a team of one or
twoO skilied workers (head mistry) and a number



of helpers as required by the job. The
materials are carried in a hand-cart by
two pullers. The latter are not employees

of the shnv.

Ashu Das talked of seasonal fluctuations in the
volume of pandal business. He eams wages of about forty
to forty-five days (i.e. including overtime payments) in the

month of Agrahayan. Cn the other hand, in lean months the

volume of work goes helow twenty days or even less. At

times the earnings reach such a low level that some workers
have to incur debis for meeting their bare subsistence
needs. They usually take from their employers advances
which are to be adjusted against wage payments on account

of future work.. 2As regards dlfferences in wage rates Ashu

says,

Our daily wages are different according
to the relative levels of skill. For exam-
ple, I cannot make any floral cdesign, nor am
I capable of elegant wire-work. My daily
rate of .18 is the lowest. The daily rates
have a range from my level to that of 0s.30
for the most skilled worker. However, most
of the wcrkers are paid at daily rates bet-
ween R8s.18 and Rs.22.

A large number of people engaged in
pandal work are daily commuters from Jay-
nagar, “lathurapur and Ciamond arbour.

I can mention many other places. Given
due notice, they are ready to stay over-
night for even 'three days work' as
explained by me. »

Ashu Tas moves then to his experience of another
work. We have zlre=ady presented the account of Dhiren
Manna. Thiren referred to some difficulties in maintain-

ing his job as a watchman of the Manjusha Building. Some
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collective efforts by a section of the young men of the Rail
Colony had been ne. -sary to influence the employers. Dhiren

Manna spoke of some tensions and conflicts. ashu's account

gives more details in this regard.

When the construction of the Manjusha
Building htad been completed, we thought of
our claims to be appointed as its watchmen.
One “ay three of us went to talk about this

; matter wi- the new residents of the build-
2 ing. T" v =2aid that the task of watch and
ward had *~<n assigned to a security company.
It was the responsibility of this company to
appoint watchmen for the building. Dhiren
Manna, a resident of the Rail Colony, worked
as a watchman of the particular site even
befgre the construction of the building.
Hde continued in his job during the period
of construction. He faced.dismissal as the
security company took over and appointed
its watchmen for the comcleted Manjusha
Building.

We caught hold of a security guard and
gave him a good beating. They were warned
by us not to come again for work in the
Man jusha 3uilding. Our threat worked. *These
men expressed their inability to continue
work in this building. The security company
and the Manjusha residents called us for
negotiation. We got advice and guidance
from 'mastermashay'. Also he talked on our
behalf in course of those negotiations.

The security company agreed tc appoint
two of us as new watchmen. They decicded to
have four watchmen. Thiren ifanna got back
his job. The fourth man was also an old
employee who had come from Medinipur. I
was one of the two newly appointed watchmen.
It is now five years that I have been working
at the Manjusha Building in this capacity. I
had a starting pay of ®.240 pzr month. It is
now “=.274.

Y csn comboine this duty with my work as



a helper in the pandal business. The watch-
men work in three shifts, six in the morning
to two past nonn, two in the afternoon to
ten at night and ten at night to six in “"the
moerning. Through mutual understanding among
ourselves we change our shifts between day
and night after each fortnight. For example,
I work for a week in the moming to after-
noon shi€t, then for a week in the aftemoon
to night shift, and then for a fortnight in
entirely night duty. TCuring the fifteen
days on night duty 1 can go for pandal work
from eigh% in the morning to nine at night.
In the busiest seasons of pandal work I take
leave from the watchman's duty. All this is
done by mutual adjustments among ourselves.
We have =0 take caution that none is conti-
nuously zbsent fr»m the watchman's work.

We zre employees of the security com-
pany. Tre Manjusha residents do not enter-
tain anv cf our cecmplaints and grievances.
Recently a resident assaulted one of eur
colleag.es. We have to seek the interventian
of the szcurity company in the settlement >f
such mat-ers.

Ashu Caz' account presents a leng experience of
many types cf wo-k done by him. His present combination nf
twr activities 1s certainly an attempt to make for the
seasonality of pzndal work with a regular monthly pay frm
the watchman's ‘zbh. Being one of the earliest residents ef
the lecality, ashu gives a work history which has significant
aliwnments wi<r tre Jdevelopment of the Rail Coleny and of

its wider surrundings.

Ashu's wife earns %.150 a month. She works as a
cook in two apar~ments of a high rise building at Gariahat.
They have four children. The eldest daughter has married
a man of his own jrnoice. She lives with her husband in the

Rail Colony. Ashi's own monthly eamings are about Rs.700



on the average. Their family income is sufficient for liv-
ing above the poverty line. Ashu Das is a prominent person
of the Rail Zolony because of his active role in many
matters of general interest. He is an important follower
of Anadi 3era, commonly known as 'mastermashay', who has the
position of a leader in the Rail Colony.

In the previous section on the 'background' we cited
excerpts from Anadi lera's life-story which narrated the cir-
cumstances in which he came to Calcutta from a village in the
Contai sub-division of Medinipur. The account of aAnadi's
rise to the leadership of the Rail Colony constituted an
important part of the general review that we presented in
the first part of this report on life and labour in a

squatters' settlement.

From his early youth Anadi was inclined not to go
for any job of a routine or arduous kind. This is evident

from his own account.

My elder brother had influence on a
gentleman whom he requested to get me a job
in the railways. I went to see this man
named Das Gupta. HYe told me that I would
work part-time as a domestic servant in
his house and my other assignment through
the day was that of pulling the bellows at
the Railways workshop. The work was
exacting. Returning home on the very first
day I told that gentleman's mother of my
unwillingness to do this work. !My next
assignment related to work at different
spvts on the railway tracks. ' Cne day my
clethes wer= torn in course of the work.
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I went again to Das Gupta's mother and
told her that such had bheen the coarseness
of my work that my clothes were tom.

The gentleman was annoyed and arranged to
place me at the store. I had no fixed
hours and could go to and leave the office
at my will. I had to live in the house of
a police officer whom I disliked. I left
this house and also the job.

3y this time I got a permanent appoint-
ment in the railways. I was the third man
in the panel of those selected. I was first
posted at a place on the Dankuni line and
then transferred to Petrapcl. There I fell
very ill and staved at the Railway hespitals
I then went to my elder brother's place.
Since no medical certificate had been sub-
mitted by me, I was dismissed from the job.

My marriage was fixed in the early
sixties. t took place in our native viliage.
I came to Calcutta with my wife soon after
our marriage. I could get no johs, not even
a single one. The reculations for fish con-
trol came into cperation »y that time. I
did some work to secure licenses for fish
sellers, filled up the forms and wrote the
necessary papers. I came to s=2ttle in
Panchanantala, rented a hutment at 8s.15,
and started a 'pathsala' for giving lessons
to childr n. This was a device for some
eaming es a teacher. MYy att-mpts to do
rice tracding failed due to police trouble.

These were my cdays of axtreme economic
distress. On two or thres occasions, we
were turned out of our hutment. Our things
were thrcwn out. There was a »ig fire. A
large part of the timber vard and the adja-
cent slum were gutted. I joined doirg re-
lief work., Ranen Sen of the CTPI was then the
local counciller. He telped us in many ways.
Somenath Lahiri, another CPI leader, was
also helpful.



The subsequent events in Anadi Bera's account relate
te his presentation of opera plays (yatra), the growth of
his identity as 'mastermashay' and as a man with the capabi-
lity for social work and leadership. He is currently employ-
ed in the work of a porter in one large bookshop of the CPI.
Anadi has serious complaints ahout the management and condi-
tions of work in this shop. He has very close association
with the communist movement and is reputed as a prominent
grassroots leader of the squatters' settlement in the Rail

Colony. Anadi told us about another work for his eaming.

Bvery morning I go to Dhakuria Service
Station and Petrol Pump to do the work of
washing and cleaning a number of minibuses
and taxis. At present such washing and
cleaning covers twelve minibuses, on2 bus
and three taxis. Previnusly, I had mre
vehicles in my charge. The number had to
be reduced because of the growing pressure
of my other work. Two to four young men
work as my helpers in car cleaning. They
are paid by me from what I rec~ive from
the ewners of those vehicles.

Anadi Bera's account gives no details about the
amount of his present earnings and level of living. It
appears that he cdoes not suffer from any serieus economic
distress. In the earlier part of his account Anadi appears
rather fussy about sticking to any job calling for regular
attendance and work. Anadi was perhaps more attached to his
initial urge for producing operas, theatres etc. His own
histrionic aptitude was no less prominent. In his experi-
ence at the Rail Colony Anadi's role in the realm of npera
shows turned to be complementary to his wider initiative
for social work, political mobilization and the articula-

tion of a community in the Rail Colony. We have already



dealt with some features of this squatters' settlement which
pertain to various activities of Anadi Bera. Some more

cbegarvations will follow in the next section.

C. Community, Culture and Politics

The individual narratives consist of specific events
and experiences . which have a much larger background. A
part of it relates to the past life of the dwellers of the
squatters' settlement. In a previous section, we have
already observed that their migration to Calcutta was fre-
gquently connected with a search for some livelihood. Avail-
able for any work because seldom getting an offer of one job,
the migrants are often unskilled or ungualified for a non-
agricultural activity. They can look for employment only as

the product of chance.

However, the work histories provide examples also ef
people who are subject to sudden lay off and unemployment
even after having consicdarable skill and zxperiencsd of a
particular line of activity. Aall this r=aveals thé inability
of the economy's cavitalist nucleus to absorb the numercous
who are seeking gainful work. Obviously, the large back-
ground is then embedded in such conditions of duality that
can assimilate only a small part of tha population into- the
economy 's capitalist nucleus, the rest being abandoned to

peripheral wildemess.

It is within such an overall scheme of things that
the dwellers of the squatters' colony have to move from ene
casual work to another. They live at the marginal pole and
in the lower depths of metropolitan Calcutta. The occupa-

tions available to them have no stable access to the basic



resources #f production. The earings ar~ largely derived
from tertiary antivities like that of petty trading, watch-
men, cycle rickshaw pullers, car cleaners, drivers, and
domestic servants. Even when an activity is not casual psr

se, the mechanism of organisation holds out no assurance
of secure employment.

A man like Rajen Halder was an agricultural labourer
in his village. Coming to Calcutta in search of hetter earn-
ings, he works first as a day labourer in piling work, then
as a hut-builder (gharami) and finally in his o0ld age as a
helper of one chief cook who takes charge of catering to
social cerrmronies like wedding etc. Rajen is always in
abject poverty. 4 number of persons are found to move bet-
wesn the fields of masonry, colour work in buildings and
pandal-work. Most of them begin and end as heipers. They
can rarely stay in a work long enough to acquire its rela-

tive skill ancd expertise.

There are some skilled workers among the dwellers
of the Rail Colony. In an account of the previous section,
3imal Adak presents his experience of rising from the posi-
tion of a helper in masonry to a fully skilled worker.
Bimal's specialisation relates to both masonry and mosaic-
tile flooring. He can now take up big contracts which are
executed with the help of hired laBour. The account of Badal
Cas provides the example of a fairly skilled mechanic who
succeeds in continuing his work ef tools manufacturing.
While moving from one unit to another, Badal could remain

in the line of work for which he had acquired skills in

the beginning.



3adal Dse 13d his initial t-aining from Aswimi Pura-
kait. Howev~r, Aes-ini's account prrsents a sharp contrast
to that of Badal Das. Aswini found no stamle demand for his
skilled labour. +His ways of earning consist in continual
shifting frcm mschanical work to masonry, pandal work and
even to some marginal cultivation in his native village.
Chiren Manna, the case of a skilled lath~ machine operator
now werking as a watchman, also appearsed among the foregoing

accounts of indiviual work histories.

The rise snd fall of 'pandal work' in the decora-
tors' business illustrate the elements of uncertainty in the
occupational conditions of the squatters' settlement. For
some time past 'pandal work' had been a prominent source of
livelihood for the colony dwellers. Through the recent
decades, as the . population of tha southern suburbs of the
city had meen expanding at a fast rate, the demand for the
decorators' service want on rising to meet the increasing
needs of community festivals (e.g. pujas) and social cere-
monies (e.g. wedding). In several accounts of individual
work history (e.g. Ashu Das, Abhoy Sardar), the subjects
referred to their dependence on 'pandal work' as a source of

good eamings.

Even then the decorators' business was subject to
sharp seasonal fluctuations. A,n?re recent interview with
Ashu Das gave us the inferxgnation about soms abrupt changes
in the Aecorators' business. He is no longer engaged in
'pandal werk'. Th= husiness faces a serious crisis of dec-
line. Manv new nous-< in the entire region from Dhakuria
to Garia arz now being rented out for the accommodation of

social ceromoni~s. This had l=d to a fall in the demand for



decorators' service, particularly in the scope and need for
'pandal work'. We get an example of the dependence of work-
ers at the marginal pole on residual activities which are

liable to be replaced by altemmatives having superior command
over basic resources of production.

v

The work histories of women indicate that their
returmms from domestic service augment total family earnings.
Further, the casual nature of the work done by males increa-
ses the need for the women's more regular earnings from
domestic service. There are many cases where a woman is
praatically the sole eamer because of her husband's nld age,
er serious illness, Oor even sheer gpathy to work. The widows
work as maid servants to earn the means of surviving with
their children. amidst all this, Susama Samanta presents nne
rare example of working as a domestic servant to earn the
means of fulfillinc her requirements of 'luxury' spending on
herself and her children.

The dwellers of the squatters' settlement have their
nrwn differences and differentiation. As an example, we can
take account of the difference in eamings between the family
of Bimal Adak (a per capita monthly earning of ®.500/- and
that of Rajen Halder (a per capita monthly earning of ?s.80).
Some families derive sizeable rent income from their owner-
ship of shacks in this settlement. We have c8mmented ear-
lier on the dubious legal status of such ownership. But for
the quite infrequent arbitrations by the Jana Kalyan Samiti
in disputes over rent fixation and payment, we found little
evidence of any conflict between the so-called owners and

occupiers of the shacks.

Again, the success of a few dwellers in having more

secure earnings can be taken by the rest merely as a matter



of chance or good fortune. For the vast majority, unemploy-
ment and intermittent employment at very low levels of living
produce an overwhelming economic pressure which even tends to
prohibit their protest against what is intolerable. It is
bey#énd them to think of any measures to change the world
outside their habitat. The evidence of the work histories
shows that the workers from the Rail Colony are rarely in-
vilved in union activities. Indeed, most of their work
places are much too informal to afford any scope for the
promotion of trade unions. The demands and protests of the
colony dwellers turn almost invariably on the defence ef their
habitat and can extend, at the most, to its immediate surr-

oundings which they identify as their own locality.

The habitation ovf this shanty settlement generates
a sense of community among ifs dwellers. Many of them are
aware that the shacks are unlawful on the Railways lands.
It makes the dwellers liable to a perpetual possibility of
eviction. The dwellers are therefore @.1 concerned over the
constant necessity for a united mobilisation against any moye
to eliminate the Rail Colony. This is evident in the experi-
ence of several struggles through the recent d=cades. We
can also read from the life-stories reco;ded by us how a
sense cf belenging pervades the squatterz' sentiments and

ideas about sharing a space for their sh-nty settlement.

Ashu Das, a member of the Rehabllitation Committee,
express~@ his feelings in a sta*tement mare to us. He said,
'The squatters on this entire stretch oZ land around the
railway tracks from the Dhakuria to Kalijhat stations repre-
sent a single family. We must not distisguish betweer the

displaced persons from East Bengal and those from the



villages of West Bengal. We don't want to persist in vio-

lating the Railways regulations. They must provide us with

some alt~mative site for rehabilitation in case it becomes

imperative that we quit this settlement. We have no cther

place to build our homes. These lands have remained in our

collective occupation for so many years. This is the basis

of our claim to a space for cur own homes.' Aashu added that
along with 'mastermashay' he was among the vanguards ef

each and every movement against the railways steps tn demo-

lish the Rail Colony.

Badal Cas, a skilled mechanic, said, 'We live in the
face ot the tiger!' Badal means by tiger the pervetual
threat of eviction. He added, 'Oyoti Babu assured us that
we would not be evicted from this settlement without some
altermative provision for our rehabilitation. JTn case of
the return of Congress to power, there may be attempts again
to evict us by deploying CRP. I am used to this place. I
find it so convenient and congenial. e are always united
to resist any such move. There li%s our strength.'

Aswini Purakalt, whose work history gave us the
account of combining the work of a skilled mechanic, masonry,
pandal work and marginal cultivation in his native village,
said, 'I wish to spend the rest of my life in Calcutta.

I'll not return to my village.' He holds that even a Cong-
ress government cannot go back on the assurance of rehabi-
litation given to the dwellers c¢f the Rail Colony. While
Aswini is rather indifferent to taking part in meetings
and processions, he clearly expresses a sense of beloncing
to the Jana Kalyan Samiti. In his own words, 'Wle thouvght

of a place where we could meet after a day's work. This is



hew the Jana Xalyan camiti had taken shape. We used to play
carom in this room. This shrine of Sitala is our making.

All this has been ~rganised by the youth of this Rail Colony.'

We have mentioned the point about the demands of the
Rail Colony on its immediate neighbourhood. This was manifest
in the mawoceuvres and negetiations made by Ashu Das, Dhiren
Manna and others to secure the jobs of watchmen in the
Manjusha Building. Indeed, the same attitude is expressed
in Sudhir Karmakar's account of getting the job of a watch-

man in anether building. He received mastermashay's help

in this matter.

Ashu's demarcation of their own locality is note-
worthy. He told us, 'We don't cross the limits. You reach
a Cifferent locality on the other side of the bridge. The
new buildings there should be left to the youth of that
locality. Here you see one building, then another, and one
is now under construction. No more svace is available for
new construction. In about four or five new houses of our
locality some eight to ten men from the Rail Cnlony have

secured the work of watchmen.'

We find brief references to the problems of eviction
and politics in the life accounts of four woiwen. For example,
Susama Samanta said, 'When an attempt had been made to put
up barbed wire fencing, the women stood in the front line of
resistance. We followed the instructions of 'mastermashay'.
This could stop the extension ef harbed wire fencing to the
Rail Colony. I have heard of the threat of eviction. 1Is it
possible? We are soO many people dwelling in this settlement.

Can they evict us @ll?' Shefali Makal knew they were living



on railways lands. She mentioned the role of movements and
mastermashaylg‘ leadership. Others like Hena Mandal and
3ela Dasi had similar views and talked of leaving all res-

ponsibility in such matters to 'mastermashay'.

Dhiren Manna described his memories of the movement
against the railways steps to put up bharbed wire fencing
that woulcd close the entry and exit paints of the shacks.

In his words, 'As I could see the men getting ready to start
the work of fencings, I brought it immediately to the notice
of 'mastermashay' and others. We collected a large number
of people and did all that we could do to stop their work.

I was n the front to face those men. We also went in pro-
cessions and deputations to several offices. The pressure
of cur mnvement stopred the move to raise barbed wire

fencing.'

As regards the threat of eviction, Dhiren Manna
talked-of the role of the 'Rehabilitation Committee' in
protecting the interests of the settlement. He observed,
'The danger is there. But we remain ready tc launch eur
movement ef protest and resistance. We have grown eur ewn
courage. It assures us that we cannot he evicted from this
place without some alternative provision for our rehabhili-

tation.'

Jowever, Dhiren Manna expressad his unahppiness
about dwelling in the Rail Colecny. Since’his daughter's
death in a hus accident in 1984. Dhiren has lost all liking
for this place. He added, 'It is an econnmic compulsien!
The children have to grow up in an unhealthy atmesphers. We

live amidst unceasing quarrel, words of ahuse and trouble.



It would “e better to live in rural surroundings in one's

native place.

Simal Adck has a flexible attitude to the questicn
of dwelling in th2> Rail Colony. He said, 'I go from this
place to do all my work. So does my son. Our neighbours
are all well-wishers. Still I havs a Cesire for retumine
to my native viliay~. I live here in a rented shack. With
some savings I cen build my cown house in the village.
8uilding construction is now an expanding activity in the
rural areas. So I shall find work with my skill in masonry.
I alsc wish to take up some cultivation. My son can be a

daily commuter to Calcutta for his work.'

3imal adak set cut the persvective of a man of means.
In spite of his association with the Jana Kalyan Samiti,
Bimal expressed gome doubts agbout the possibility of living
forever on the Railways lanas. He also said, 'I do no lnnger
consider myself just a labourer. I am now a contractor. If
I can procure a suitable site, it will be nice to set uo my
owWn stoie of building materials. I can then have ready
supplies fer my wcrk.' Bimal added, 'No question of my
return to the village would arise, if I had sufficient means

to build my own house in Calcutta.'

Amng those interviewed by us, Susama Samanta was
the only woman who expressed her general views about social
life in the Rail Colony. It is nearly a decade that she has
been livihg ir. this settlement. The account >f her work
history* has been presented in the previous section. We
have noted above her attitucde to the threat of evictien-

Befere her marriage Susama lived with her mother in a slum



of north ~Zalcutta. “he expresses her dislike for the Rail
Colony as follow:, 'Ther= is no friendliness among the
dwellere ¢f this cettlement. They have the habit of talk-
ing behind your back. T find none to ke frank and straight-
forward in their dealings. The conditions were far better

-

in the place where lived with my mother. '

The narrative escerpts, which we have cited above,
aYe exprescive of Loth similarities and @ifferences in the
accounts of various individuals. All of them do nont have
the same attachmert for the Rail Colony. Mor do they have
equal confidence a%wout the strength to resist evictica. We
find a few like 3imal Adak whose material success in course
of time leads to the idea of shifting to some better acce-
mmocatior. Hdowever, they felt uncertain of finding.within
their means a suitable altematiwve in Calcutta. Some others
like Phiren Manna and* Susama Samanta expressed their dislike
for the conditions and surrouncdings of this settlement.

They were not in an economic nosition to think of any alter-

native.

In any case, the vast majority of the dwellers of
the Rail Colony looked upon themselves as 'members of a
single family' who were utterly marginalised in their con-
Qditions of socio-economic existence. This marginal situa-
tion implied that they had no stavle work, nor a lawful
chelter for their living. The growth of the Rail Colony
wears out the story of a settlement of people who had ne
initial cavital, no technical cqualification or special
ckill, no education, no money, no premises and no stable
connections with the core world of the city. The settle-

ment then evolved as a community of these negations. It



had the scle resolution of occupying a space to accommodate

the shacks reeking of poverty and squaler.

We have discussed elsewhere the role of the Jana
Kalyan Samiti and its modalities of work. This is where
the leadership of Inadi 3era, commonly known as 'mas*ter-
mashay', became significant in vacious matters of crucial
importance for the Rail Colony. Indeed, most of the life
accounts reccrded my us refer to the contributions of
'mastermashay' in one field or the other of the Rail Coleny's
life. ™e have su” icient evidence of such references in the

E
narrative excerpte cited throughout this paper.

Anadi 3ern's political affiliations with the left
influenced the dwellers of the Rail Colony. The nature of
this pmlitical element in their experience, understanding
and deeds was exiressed in several life accounts. The res-
pcnse of the dwellers to inadi 3era's mediation and alsc to
that of the local CTPI leadership of Dhakuria revealed some
features of the margin's cryptic association with the poli-
tics of the city. We cshall come to this part of our obser-
vations after descibing some cultural features of the

settlement.

The proporticn of literates did not exceed 30 per
cent of the total vopulation. The percentage of literates
among women was about ten. !lMost of them had merely an
elementary “nowledge of the alphabet and they could just
sign their names. The percentage of women who could write

letters was five only. While many parents tried to send



their children to schools, the rate of drop-out was very
high because of poverty and the need for some earnings by
children. However, the extent of child labour was not very
high in Gobindapur Rail Colony Gate 1. Still there were
boys of the age hetween ten and fourteen years who worked

as helpers in tea shops, car cleaning and washing, and motor
repairs garage. The girls were often compelled to do house-
hold chores since their mothers had to go out for their work

as domestic servants.

The life accounts had very few references to the
patterns of spending leisure time. Shefali Makal said that
she spared no time to watch the TV pictures in the houses
where she worked. Her main concern was to finish her
scheduled work on time. Her visit tc a cinema show was

extremely rare. She saw devotional films only.

Susama Samanta, whose work history indicated her
willingneses and ability to spend for things which she liked,
said that she saw both Hindi and 3engali films. She remark-
ed further, 'I don't like viclence in films.- I see Bengali
films quite often. I cannot sort out my likes and digslikes.
The vatras, varticularly the performances of our locality,
are not to my liking. Once I saw a yatfa at the Southem

Park. I liked it.'

Dhirer. Manna spoke at some length on the kind oi
films he liked, 'I like films with a lot of fighting and
violence. ami=abh 3achchan and Mithun are wy favourite
actors. I am ncw more fond of Hindi films. 3ut an actor

.

like Ranjit Mullik is improving the tenor of Bengali films.

Chiren does not _ike to see video shows sitting with a crowd



and noise around him. He looks for the opportunity tA gzee

video shows in somec¢ e's house. Dhiren is a reqular worker
of the Jana Kalyan Samiti. He holds that a yatra org¢ganised
and presented by the Jana Kalyan Samiti is 'a form of educa-

tion.

Rajen Halder. whose work-history gave us an account
of ahject poverty, talked about TV and cinema shows, 'Very
occasinonally I have glimpses of Ramayan and Mahabharat on
the TV in the house of one Marwari gentleman. I have no money
to see cinema shows. Formerly, the yatras were different.
A performance lasted from night to about eight on the follow-
ing morning. Compare the present day performances.! Yau say
these are yvatras.! They are just some mishmash. And you have

to pay for all this.

We know from the work histories that abhoy Sardar
was happy working as a motor driver after a long and varied
experiance of diverse activities for earning. He talked as
follows & out TV and cinema shnws, 'But for the features
turning on family life, I don't see TV at all. I have no
liking for 4Yindi films. Every Thursday there are shows of
devotional films in the Gnl Park Ramkrishna Mission. When
it is prssible for me to spare time, I go to see these films.

I don't go to cinema halls these days.

In cur reflactions on the 'background', there was a
description ~f the musical talent of Abhoy Sardar. He con-
clude?d his life account with these words. 'It is impossible
to live on music without plenty of paternal suppewrt in
money. Still I love musiz. I ~ften play tabla in my spare

time and also do s~me singing. The kirian pieces are my



favourite songs.'

About 20 p=2r cent of the families in the Rail Colony
had “ransistor radios. The males were used to gossip and
card playing. The elderly men had no liking for TV. Their
visits to cinema shows were also very rare. The praferences
are different among the younger people. In one of our con-
versations, Ashu Cas told us of the craze among the youth

for video shows and noisy music.

The celebration of Sitala Fuja is the most important
community festival of the Rail Ceclony. It is organized by
the Jana Kalyan Sariti. Ashu Das said that it still marked
an occasion when the traditional norms of the colony were
duly ohserved. Ashu expressad concexmn over the habits and
fancies of the younger veople. He saw perversity in their
way~. All this, in Ashu's vi~w, was full of dire portents

for the future of this settlement.

No Jdealings in country liguor or drugs came to our
notice in the Gobindapur Rail Colony Gate 1. Some workers
of the Integrated Child Development Scheme informed us of
heroin addicte and dealers in the segments adjacent to the
Rail Colony Gate 1. Also we were told about a shack where
country liquor was regularly sold without license. Such
developments might have a bearing en Ashu's views about thre

worsening of things. v

The spatial identity of the Rail Colony is of prime
importance for its dwellers. In its cultural features how-
ever, the settlement was subject tc an ~verbearing influence

of the metropolis. This followed from the very location of



the settlement. The dwellers had daily experience of the
brutal impersonality of casual work relations in a metropo-
lis. In course of this desperate search and wandering they
could hardly escape the cultural traces of those core media
like radio, TV, film hoardings and cinema shows. Probably
due to the constant hazards of their marginal existence,
many dwellers, particularly the older veople, had little

interest in those media.

Such exposure begins to grow with the duration of
the settlement, which has now a life of about forty years
behind it. Further, the city and its nature and means of
culture have changed through the recent decades. It has now
a more decsultory and bewildering state of things. Ashu Das,
a dweller of this colony, since its inception, disapproves
some tendencies of change in the settlement and blemes the
youth of the colony for what he describes as their lousy,
vulgar and noisy entertainments. Ashu's reference to the
'traditional norms' observed during the festival of Sitala
Puja, really reminds us of the content of an earlier expo-
sure to the wider metropolis. The yatras produced by the
Jana Xalyan Samiti had borme the reflections of the same
influence. One point is of crucial importance. The squa-
tters' settlement had to seek its legifimacy by conforming
to the order and culture of the citv. We shall find more
instances cof such conformity in the po.itical orientation
and alignments of the Rail Colony. We have discussed earlier
how the erigin and formation of the Gotindapur Rail Coleny
Gate 1 had been influenced by the growth of numerous squa-
tters' settlements associatad with the Influx of displaced
persons from EZast Fskistan since the la%e forties. The

movement for the rehabilitation of upr~dted persons from East



Bengal became a major plank of communist politics in West
Bengal. The squatters' settlements in the southem suburbs

of the city had the sam=s political alignment and support.

The initial political affiliation of the Gobindapur
Rail Zolony has been Jdescribed in our general review of the
features of this settlement. Its links with the Communist
Party shaped into closer and more regular ties along with the
leadership of anadi Bera and the working of the Jana Kalyan
Samiti as the cdolony's community centre. The main focus
of thies political following has always turmed upon the pro-
tection of this settlement against any move for its elimina-
tion. The broader meaning and directions of such politics
are relevant to our understan-ding of the Rail Colony. We
may proceed then to a resume of the social attitudes and po-
litical orientation of the dwellers, as expressed in their

life accounts.

Bimal Adak, who has secured notable success in the
work of masonry andé mosaic-tile flooring, told us that he did
not directly participate in the movements against eviction.
As regards his organisational links, Bimal said, 'I am a
member of the Jana Kalyan Samiti and respond to its call for
any work.' Bimal expressed his party links in a moocd and
tone as if he was mocking at his own position, 'Having no
other proper dwelling place, we are in occupation of the rail-
way lands. It follows that I must be with the CPM. This is
my position for more than a decade. Freviously, I was least

concerned ahout any political party.'’

We do already know the work history of Aswini Purakait.



Though a skilled mechanic, he has no stable work in his own
line and often moves between masonry, marginal cultivation,
and pandal work for his livelihood. Aswini is explicit about
his suppert for the Left Front. He said, 'We are assured

of protection so long as the Left Front is in power. I used
to move in the company of the "master" (i.e. "mastermashay"
Anadi 3era) and became a follawer of the Left from the very
beginning of my arrival in the Rail Colony. We were CPM
supporters in our village. We considercd Congress to be the
partvy of the rich, and CPM the party of the poor. Such

political views are a part of our family heritage. '

Badal Cas, whose work history gave us the story of
a fairly successful skilled mechanic, expressed his appre-
hension zhout the danger of eviction in case of a Congress
govemment. 3adal agreed with the local CPI leader who
recalled the instances of past resistance directed by the
party and emphasizc3d its role in the protection of the Rail

Colony.

Ajit Pandit's work history informed us of his daily
lahour as a helpsr in masonry and colour painting of build-
ings. Due to cld ige he gave up regular work about two
years agce. We got no clear ifleas about the present mix of
ad hoc work which fetched Ajit his livelihood. Ajit spoke
to us in the presence of the local CPI leader. Recalling
the successful resistance to the move for fixing barbed
wire fencing hetw=en the shacks and the railway tracks, he
said, 'The Aadababus (i.e. the CPI leader and his associates)
did@ everything to stop the move. We went in procession upto
Dharmatala.' Ajit spoke of hooliganism in broad daylight

by 'Congress goondas'. In his words, 'This new police



station has done us good. It has brought peace to our loca-
lity. The CPM people look after us. ' 1jit could not say
whether his 'dadababu' belonged to the CPI or CPI (M) .

As described in his work history, Rajen Halder lived
in abject poverty. Thouch not at all clear and cogent in his
statements, Rajen made several oYservations ahout matters of
political implications, 'Vle come from FPatharpratima. There
were many peasant movements in my boyhcod. I have no clear
memories. The squatters' colonies in our locality are full
of families from South 24 Parganas. They had to leave their
villages because of continuous eppression by big lancholders

and Congressmen. '

as Rajen talked ahout his son's marriage to a girl
of Kakdwip, we rais=zd questions ahout his caste discrimina-
tion. He replied, 'It has been all right. We are Puundra-
kshatriyas, so is m’ daughter-in-law. Yow in the Kaliyug,
there is intermarriage between the “Yindus and the Mussalmans.

who will he responsible for defiling my caste? God alone.'

As regards his present political position, Rajen
said, 'We are in the club (he means the Jana Xalyan Samiti)
and@ the party. I had no idea of what was nqoing on. Anadi
Sera called us to meetings. We could not follow the written
papers which were signed by us. They also raisecd subscrip-
tions for the Sitala Puja.' Rajen pointed to the local CPI
leader and said that he was ready to resgond to any directioun

from this rabu 'who loves us and provides relief in our

distress.'

In the previous section, we have presented the wcrk

historv of Chiren Manna who found no stable job» in lathe



machine operation Aespite being skilled in the work. Tven-
tually he moved to .10 work of a watchmen at the !lanjusha
Building. Let us take note of Dhiren's political position

in his own words, 'I don't understand much about the party.
In the beginning, 2irenda (i.e. the local CPI secretary) came
to our club (Jana Kelvan Samiti) to discuss affairs of local
interest. Curing th: early seventies we had to pass through
the terror and oppr=ssion of Congress goondas. It was our
aim to achieva CFM's victory in the elections since that
might restore psace in the area. I worked as a volunteer
helping people to reach the polling booths. I also told them

about the right course of casting their votes.'

Dhiren said that he had no trust in the role of the
police in general, even though the establishment of the
police station near tne Rail Colony improved the conditions
of this localitv. 2As regards his experience of the Left Front
govermnment, Dhiren observed, 'They have done pieces of good
work. 3ut some signs of corruption can now be seen among
their worc<ers.' For Dﬁiren, 'Congress victory implies the
return of the rich men and thsir money to power. They have
no consideration for the demands of the poor for higher
wages.' DThiren himself appeared to »e in a mood to go on
strike along with his co-workers with a demand for higher

pay in their work as watchmen.

Abhoy Sardar stated a distinct point about problems
of party loyalty, 'A local political leader did not keep to
his promi-e of giving me a job. I was denied the job be-
cause of my Adifferent political position. I make no secret
of my suprort for a particular party. I know that some

people get away bv telling lies about the party for whom
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they have voted. I cannot do so. It is as if I am tc name

as my father a man who is not so.'

Abhoy said more, 'Most people support the winning
party. The sides are changed if the same party loses on the
next rccasion. "t tresent, the CFM commands a good position
in our locality. The toilers get a better d=al from the
CPM. I have my owr way of uncerstanding the difference bet-
ween Congress and CPM. Supphse an elder brother (dada) allots
one crore of rupees for a particular lccality. The Congress
would misappropriate three-~fourths of zhe amount. The extent

of filching is not so large in case of CPM.'

Sudhir Karmakar, another dweller of the Rail Colony
was present at Abhoy's interview. He zppeared to be in dis-
agreement with A»hoy. The points of differsnce were not
clear. Perhaps, Sudhir felt that the extent of CPM's misuse
of funds was larger. His understandinc of the difference
between Congress and CPM rule focused ¢n a different direc-
tion, 'Formerly, the rural people did rot know the way to
Calcutta. It was enough if one could ccme upto Mathurapur

or Baruipur. Now a boy of five comes t: Sealdah and returns

to Lakshmikantapur with a day's earning of ®s.25.'

We have obhserved earlier how Astu Cas workaed as a
close collahorator of Anadi Bera for the promotion of the
Jana Xalyan Samiti. He was also an active participant in all
the movements against any move for the Agmolition of this
squatters' settlewent. He spoke on the rature of his party
connection, '"Mastermashay" put me in cortact with the party

office. I joined several demonstrations in violation of

Section 144 and was arrested on two or three occasions. All



this brought mz nc advantages. I spoke to the people at
the local partv off 'ce on this point. Tt is necessary. for
poor men iike us to earn our living. Without any material
retums, how can I spend my time for the meetings and pro-
cessions organis=ed by the party? The leaders told me of

their extremely limnited means and resources.'

Further, asha s3aid, ‘I was not at all clear of the
implications of o manv partiss. Some are in CPM, others
in Congress, again a few in RSP. All this appesared to me as
a mystery. I was in a fix to find reasons for supporting
any particular party. '"Mastermashay" told me about the
soundness of communist principles. 4Ye gave me Bengali books
about Russia. I found them inter=sting and liked the
accounts of strugole against oppression. However, I could
se~ that party work would not help me in finding some means
of livelihood. 3o I gave up regular visits to the party
«ffice.'
w2 had the reactions of Ashu Das to the new cons-
tructions in areas near the sguatters' settlement and the
growth of the affluent middle class population. He said,
'Some women of our colony render domestic service in those
houses. We seck amiable relations with the rich families
of the neighbourhood.' As for the disparities Ashu remarked,
'"They can spend much more money for their children's educa-
tion. We have no reasons to be angry about it. Our children
are to be broucht up within our scarce means.' Ashu indi-
cated that he was among those workers who had no facilities

cof paid leave, pruja boi.us or medical benefits.

Our interview of Achu Das led to a dialogue between
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several dw:llers of the colony. The participants were Ashu
Cas, Dhiren Manna and inanta Halder. The theme related to the
question of caste discrimination and it arose out of Ashu's
observations about how he wanted.to arrange the marriage of
his eldest daughter. Ashu said, 'We are Mahisvas. I have to
marry my cGaughter with a Naskar er a Halder. She can neither
be married to a Brahmin, nor to someone of the lower caste
like Pod and others. There may be suitable young men among
the lower castes. Zut I cannot agree to my daughter's
marriage with anyone cof the lower caste. Qur common sense
gives us no strong feelings about caste distinctions. It is

more a matter of respect for our forefathers.

3
Subsequently, Ashu's eldest daughter married on her
own choice a younig man of the Rail Colony. Ashu had nothing
against his son-in-law. Still he appeared not fully happy

about this marriage.

3o0th Ashu Das and Dhiren ifanna said that in case of
party work one could disregard caste distinctions. They touched
upon the question of dining with Mussulmans. Ashu said, 'T
have mixed with Mussulmans. We had tea from the same glass.
The world outside is different.' Dhiren Manna complemented,
'We can do many things outside our home. But the home is

subject to different considerations.'

ananta Halder, a helper in construction work who has
to go to many parts of the city for earning his livelihood,
said, 'The women obey those rules. We cannot. In Muslim areas,
the eating shops have separate comers for the Hindus. Yo beef
is served in that part of the shop. The Muslims also have
their meals at the pavement shops cwned and managed by Hindus.
My work often requires that I obey no barriers of caste and

religion.

The dialogue ended as follows,
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Dhir-n : 2ll our caste considerations
1ave much less force in the
squatters' colony.

Ananta : We obey not evan a fraction
of what prevailed in our
native place.

Ashu :+ The women have morz concern.

ananta : We don't care for such things.

Dhiren : XNo malcs can b2 rigid about all
that.

Time and again in course of this presentation in
two parts, we have described the manifold activities ef
anadi Bera and their bearing on the life of the Rail Colony.
Anadi 3era rrad upto Class VI at his native village in
Medinipur. He has been a dweller of the Rail Colony since
the late sixties. Earlier Anadi lived in Panchananatala and
started a 'pathsala' to earm his livelihood. This is how
he came to be commonly known.as 'mastermashay' in the loca-

lity.

We already know from the accounts of Anadi Bera that
he had always been among the foremost leaders of the stru-
ggles since the saventies for the protection of this settle-
ment. Indeed, the rmle of 'mastermashay' in those movements
and also in the founding and develepment of the Jana Kalyan
Samiti featured prominently in a number of foregoing accounts
narrated by several dwellers of the Rail Colony. Ashu Das
was particularly cmohatic about the new directions of master-
mashay's leadership to secure wider participation of the

dwellers in matters of common intarest for the settlement.

Anadi Bera's dramatic talents contributed to his



popularity. He profuced and acted in operas (yatra) which
received the admiration of all includin~ the local communist
leaders. 1In ths beginning 2anadi Bera collaborated with men
like Adhir Mandal in social work of the'locality. It appears
that Anadi proved himself capable of grasping the proper
modalitiecs of mass monilisation. Also he had the tact and
int-1lligence for negotiations with the appropriate authori-
ties. The connactinns which he could build up with the
local police station, the Chakuria branch of ths CPI, and
also th= r-levant municipal bodi=zs were of lasting benefit
to the Rail Cclony. However, some excerpts from Anadi's own
life account and observations express a sense of despondency
in his own view of things.

You may cay it is unlawful for us to
occupy the railway lands. Have some human
consideration! We don't want to remain on
railway lands. Provide an alternative so
that we can quit the railway lands.

Those in power always deceive us.
They care little for us. All are the same.
Can you tell me of any party with genuine
concern for the poor? Their only interest
ie in our votes.

The people of the Rail Colony are usua-
1ly bogged down in indifference and inaction.
They are lazy and have no initiative. The
babus are their masters. Most people are
bent on pleasing the babus from whom they
get occasional help. The habus are also an
important source of loans. ThHese days tue
attraction of TV drives many to utter sub-
mission. It is in the hope of being favoured
to watch the TV in those houses.

I have worked for many years. in the CFI.
I am now Adisillusioned bv the spread of co-
rruption within the party. - My experience of
working as a porter in the party book shop is



appalling. They exact heavy and arduous
work from vou in the name of the party.
Ask for a rise in wages. The same manage-
ment will tell you about business consi-
derations.

The Rail Colony has effectively resisted all autho-
ritarian assaults for its demolition. There is no acute
water scarcity in this settlement. It has an ICDS centre,
which is located in the hutment of the Jana Kalyan Samiti,
to provide some amount of health and medical care for child-
ren and pregnant wamen. The Centre also tries to disseminate
amcng the women of the colony an awareness about the neec and
devices of family planning. The Jana Kalyan Samiti conti-
nues its work addressed to the common problems of the Rail

Colony.

still it should be possihle to find the clues to
anadi Bera's 4espondency as expressed in the foregoing ex-
cerpts from his own life-story. .A number of squatters'
settlements in =~he southern suburbs of the city had been
converted into legalised townships through the decades since
independence. Trese settlements were composed of displaced

persons from East Pakistan (now Bangla Desh).

Like several other shanties and sguatters' colonies
in some parts of the city, the Gobindapur Rail Colony Gate 1
ie the outcome of a steady influx of rural population from
West Bengal districts. They are pushed out of their villages
in search of =z Zivelihood. The Rail Colony is full of such
persons from Scuth 24 Parganas. Its occupation of railway
lands has no _egal sanction. There is the obvious problem

of validating =uch settlements that are in occupation of



railway lands and situated extremely close to the rai lway

tracks.

We were told that the vroposal for rehabilitation on
lands free from such hazards was first made by Siddhartha
Ra7s, the then Chief Minister of ¥West Bengal, at a meeting
with one deputation from the Rail Colony in the mid-seventies.
Also the Inspector Ceneral of Police suggested a site near the
BEagna Jatin railway station for the purpose. All this did

not materialize in any more concrete plan for rehabilitation.

Again, according to Anadi Bera and other dwellers of
the colony, Jyoti Basu assured in the eighties several depu-
tations from the Rell Colony that the existing settlement
would not be demolished withcut the allotment of a suitable
site for rehabilitaztion. WNo move is yet on sight for such
rehahilitation. 1t is against this state cof things that
Anadi Bera rracts in his caustic comments on deception by

political parties and their lack of genuine concern for the

mor.

'he desire for a stable habitat was expressed in most
of the life accounts recorded by us. This was true of the
colony dwellers irrespective of their income levels. There
were a few families (less than 5 per cent) whose per capita
monthly income levels were %.500 and above. The income-
earners of these families were skilled mechanics, one or
two shopkeepers, Class IV government employees, and a few
in miscellaneous better paid services like car or minibus
driving, or helpers in organised private sector units.

There were two rentizr families having large incore. Such

rent income was derived from shacks within the colony.
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Notwithstanding the mix of various occupations, in-
come disparities anc¢ the conditions of abject poverty in
which the vast majority lived, the Rail Colony had a sense
of community, neighbourly concerm and a good deal of fellow
feeling among its dwellers. The prohibitive cost of any
altemative accommodation prevents even the families in the
higher income groups from going for any change of residence.
Their interest in protecting the Rail Colony, or in securing
a more suitable alternative site for rehabilitation, is no
less than that of the poorest dwellers. Thus, the settle-
ment grows its sense of community around the question of a

secure habitat.

The life accounts reveal that the large majority of
dwellers were supporters of communist politics. Many of them
spoke to us about their experience of oppression and hooli-
ganism by Congress musclemen prior to the coming of the Left
Front to power. They emphasized that the poor had a batter
deal from the left. However, their involvement in politics
seldom reached heyond voting in elections. The experience
of struggle had heen invariakly related to the cases eof
r~sistance against several moves for their eviction from the
squatters' settlement. The Rail Colony had close connections
with the Dhakuria office of the CPI. Still very few were
aware of the difference between the CPI (M) and the CPI.

In the life accounts, many subjects explained their
political support for the left by characterizing the CPI (M)
as a party of the poor. The links with politics were often
conceived as the route of obtaining benefits from outside
the colony. Ashu Das, a veteran resideznt of the Rail C»dony

and an active worker of the Jana Kalyan Samiti from its



inception, said in his life story that he could not do regu-
lar partv work since it gav~ him no means of livelihood.
Ahove all for many dwellers of thz settlement, it appeared
to be a sourc=2 of disappointment that the rule of the Left
Front for so many years had not y2t secured a stable habitat

for them.

While expr=ssing his bittsrness of such disappoint-
ment, Anadi Bera montioned in the same breath the laziness
and lack of initiative of the colony dwellers. He also
pointed out their habit of demeaning submission to the babus
for petty returns. The foregning accounts may bear out that
the dwellers of the Rail Colony could hardly confront an
alien world of the larger city. They were submissive before
the forces which they had neither the means of challenging,
nor even of understanding in all their fragments and align-
ments. The only sign of protest was evident in case »f an
assault on their habitat. This is where organised urban
politics also came to support the Rail Colony, perhaps in

the hope of consesrving their own vote banks.

All this indicates an admixture of residential,
eccupational, cultural and political marginality among the
Awellers of the Rail Colony. It is notewerthy that such
existential positions did not seal off the metropolis and
its periphery from each other. Their spaces integsected in
the problems of the Rail Colony to maintain its habitat and
in the search of its dwellers for a livelihood mainly among

the casual and residual activities of the metropolis.

As for the cultural features of th= Rail Colony we



have little evidence to represent a distinct culture ef the
urban poor at the margin. No doubt the dwellers featured

the constraints and wretchedness of extreme poverty among
their vast majority. Most of them came from villages search-
ing for a livelihoed in Calcutta. Their economic position
often touched the marginal pcle which was procduced by the
city's course of growth within an overall structurs of hybrid
capitalism. However, the marginal persons of the Rail Colnny
lived with their striving for a stable habitat, regular
eamings and orderly family life which could enable their

integration with the city.

The tendencies of conformity with the overarching
metropolitan culture changed content over time. We have
already referred to the kind of disapproval expressed by
Ashu Cas about the growina craze for video shows among the
younger people of the Rail Colony. Anadi Bera criticized
the dwellers of the colony for their abject submission to
the babus. Anadi said such servility was prompted, among
other things, by their desire to watch televisions in the

houses of those babus.

In an important sense, the attitudes of Anadi and
Ashu present a problem of generation gap. Through the six-
ties and the seventies, men like Anadi Bera and Ashu Das
carried on their endeavour to protect the squatters' settle-
ment and to immrove its conditions of living. Along with
others they founded the Jana Kalyan Samiti as a community
erganisation to look after the welfar= of the colony. They
organised the annual community festival of Sitala Puja which
lasted a week and included in its programme operas (yatra),

theatre shows and popular devotional songs.



Tnderd, suca efforts conform=¢d to the norms of popu-
lar entertainment i~ the metrmpclis of thos= days. Further,
the Rail Colony had many features of suburban surroundings
prior to the construction of the Dhakuria Overhead 3ridge.
All this chang2d during the twenty-five years betwzen 1966
=nd 1990. & new gern2ration of younger people has grown up
in the Rail Colony. They respond to the changing modes and
content of cultural entertainment which now prevail in the
metropolis. While showing raspect for yatra as a form of
education, Dhirsn Mari1a expressed his liking for the newer
types of entartainment. Although the modes and content are
different, both the g~nerations express the same striving

for some sort of convergence with the cultural directions ef

the metropclis.

In their przcaricvs, unstable and incoherent condi-
tions of living, the dwellers of ths squatters' colony are
perpetually debarr-d from achizving a legitimate and secure
place in the metropolitan ordar. Among other things, this
hclds tru~ of their bare shelter and means of living. Their
striving for convergence is then reduced to servile accept-

ance of - ~ritical social void.

Meanwhile, the metropolis of Calcutta has become
more manifestly a city of crisis and decadence since the
partition of Bengal con the occasion of independence. I say
'more manifestly' bncause many of those problems were in-
herent in the history of the city which had grown for cen-
turies in the typ.cal colonial pattern. The phenomenon of
decadence has grown out of excessive pressure on livelihood
opportunities available in metropolitan Calcutta and its
adjoining districts. This has also resulted in a perpetual

increase of the 'informal' sector in the metropolitan



rconomy.  Such informal activities are widesprad among the

smrgments of marginal men and women in the metropolis.

Trapped in th= continuous axperience of ~xtreme
indigence and no gainful work, a growing number of the urban
poor are drawn to smuggling, pilfering, snatching, robbing,
Hlack-marketing in cinema tickets and other clandenstine
activities which often yield considerable ill-gotten earn-
ings. Aamidst its growing crisis, the metropolis may tend
to rope in the perivhery as a complem=nt to its chaos and
decadence. Thus, the despair and discontent of the urban
poor may burst out in devious ways of unseating the discipli-
nary norms of law and order in the metropolis. There appears
the phenomenon of a combine of clandenstine activiti~s and

mafia command coming to prevail in the city.

By its naturs and composition the Rail Colony does
not yet appear to bs a ready material for such deviance.
However, things may be quite critical among the growing
population in numcrous shanties and slums of metropolitan
Calcutta. The extr=me poverty at the marginal pole does
not invariably lead to crime. However, what may happen
will be largely influenced by the ways of metrepolitan Cal-
cutta to move out of its decadence. The outlook for any
recovery from this state of things cannot remain indifferent
to the segments of marginal men and wom~n abounding in the

metropolis.

The politicization of the Rail Colony has remained
feehle, even though most of the dwellcers are supporters of
the left. The twc major problems of rehabilitation and

regular livelihood are rmuch too compliex to be amznable to
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any short-term solution. Indeed, no political forces come
forward with a programme for the removal of the barriers

to regular employment and earnings. There are no signs of
any 1l~ad towards socio-economic chang~s which may obviate
the endless suffering of the squatters' coloniass. Foverty
exists as a kind of reality that allows its victims no
glimpse of a rcasonable exit. What is worss, in their con-
test for spheres of influencs, politics oftan se~k alliance

with local toughs, mafias and their followers.

Anadi Bera's leadership and the activities of the
Jana Kalyan Samiti have maintained an orderly state of things
in the Rail Colony. Earlier, Panchanantala, which is located
on the north-eastcrn side of the railway tracks, was notori-
ous for its criminal proclivities. It has changed through
the recent decades. At present, Panchanantala shows little
evidence of criminal activities. The Lake Police Station
has p~en established in the immediate neighbourhood of the
Rail Colony. Many of our informants, including Anadi Bera,

expressed satisfaction with the work of this police statinn.

The polizics of the Rail Colony appzar to be suppnr-
tive of order and peaca. A departure takes place only in
cases of resistance to moves for its demolition. The rule
of the Left Front for more than a decade may have influen-
ced the attachment of the .Rail Colony to the government in
power. In their conditions of extr=me poverty and squalor,
most of the dwellers hive an ambiguity about such attachment
and oftzn expres< a kind of fatalistic acceptance. In terms
of not mere political support, but of. the wider socio-
economic directions, *“he things are being frozen at a level
where furth~r stagnatipn may even push the urban poor to

the veritable chaos we rave mentioned above. We must net



ignors Anadi Bera's s~nse of a bittor frustration about the

nature of prevailingy volitics.

Let us end the paper on this point of a freeze and
its cominous possibilities. We hav- dealt with the specific
case of the Gobirdapur Rail Colony Gate 1 and its particu-
lars. We make no attempt to generalise from one case-study.
any dissatisfaction with what then remains unsaid is welcome
if it leads to further d=tail~@d investigation of many other

cases in the metropolitan city of Calcutta.
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