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Celebrating English Language Day

bserved annually on April 23, English Language Day honours the rich history and global influence of the English language, as well as the birth
anniversary of William Shakespeare. The day recognises English as one of the most widely spoken languages, serving as a bridge across
cultures, businesses, and nations. It highlights the language's evolution, adaptability, and role in literature, education, and communication
worldwide. From classic works to modern media, English continues to shape global discourse. The occasion encourages people to appreciate
linguistic diversity while promoting multilingualism and a deeper understanding of cultural exchange through language.
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#ROYAL RAJASTHANI FEAST

" A wondertful Rajasthani
dining experience”

Congress Leader Shashi Tharoor remarked that the Rajasthani

The VOC Factories
of Bengal

The VOC arrived in the area around the Bay of Bengal in 1602 and set up several
trading posts along the Coromandel Coast in India. With its chief Bengal factory
first established in 1635 in Hooghly, the company continued in the region to
operate until its dissolution in 1800 and after as part of the Netherlands Ministry
of Colonies, until 1825. Even though the VOC started out at almost the same
time as the English, it eventually lost control of its possessions in Bengal after the
British Raj took over. The beginnings of this venture can be traced back to the

meal, despite being vegetarian, was exceptionally delicious

village of Chinsurah around the port of Hooghly.

® Verna Mohon

n 1664, a Dutch surgeon
named Wouter
Schouten spotted the
VOC factory in
Chinsurah as his ship
approached the har-
bour of Hooghly.
Seeing it from a dis-
tance, he exclaimed
that "nothing shone
brighter in Hooghly than the Dutch
lodge there, standing tall on a dis-
tinct plain, at a musket shot's range
from the waters of the Ganges"
(Schouten, Book III: 68). He
remarked on how the factory resem-
bled a firm castle that was built out
of stones. Its ornate walls and
pointed corners were of the right
height and equipped with cannons.
The factory was spacious from
inside and had a beautiful lodge for
the Dutch director, along with other
rooms for the council members and
officials of the Company. There was
also a warehouse for storing the
merchandise that came in and went
out daily. This factory with its typi-
cal functions of storage and com-
merce along with residence backed
by military support was the pri-
mary base for the VOC in Bengal.
There were also other factories in
Kasimbazaar, Malda, Balasore,
Pipli, Patna and Chopra around this
region. In 1758, however, the VOC
doubted the strength of this factory
in Chinsurah to withstand attacks.
An engineer employed to design
an alternate factory proposed
Bankibazaar (modern day
Bankipur), close to Hooghly, as the
chosen space. Bankibazaar was by
then already a much-coveted place.
Three decades earlier, the Ostend
Company had succeeded in estab-
lishing a short-lived factory that
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was closed down by 1731.
Subsequently, both the Danish and
the English East India Companies
wanted to set up their factories. But
the plans of the Company never
came to fruition and the fortified
factory of Hooghly, known as Fort
Gustavus, continued to be in use. A
typical VOC factory, including Fort
Gustavus in Chinsurah, had gar-
dens, cemeteries, tanks, storehouses
and a lodge for residence and
formed micro-settlements within
the larger village setting. But what
exactly happened inside the facto-
ries? Who visited them and how did
the men inside interact with those
outside?

The VOC arrived in the area
around the Bay of Bengal in 1602
and set up several trading posts
along the Coromandel Coast in
India. With its chief Bengal fac-
tory first established in 1635 in
Hooghly, the company continued
in the region to operate until its
dissolution in 1800 and after as
part of the Netherlands
Ministry of Colonies, until 1825.
Even though, the VOC started
out at almost the same time as
the English, it eventually lost
control of its possessions in
Bengal after the British Raj took
over. The beginnings of this ven-
ture can be traced back to the
village of Chinsurah around the
port of Hooghly.

When the VOC ships arrived
there, the men on board visited the
Dutch factory and the lodge and
stayed in and around the area adja-
cent to the factory. To serve their
needs better, hostels or inns were
started by the Europeans. Several of
them were run by the early
Portuguese settlers in Bengal. The
merchants of the Estado da India in
Bengal were used to staying in such

View of Fort Gustavus in Chinsurah.
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A VOC factory in Hoogly by Hendrik Van Schuylenburgh, 1665.

hostels that helped them with infor-
mation on navigating the local sur-
rounding, besides food and lodging.
Such hostels continued to operate at
the time of the Dutch and other
European companies. The VOC sur-
geon, Schouten, of whom we men-
tioned before, stayed at such an inn
when he arrived in Bengal. He wrote
about the owner there as a man
speaking creole Portuguese, born of
a Roman Catholic father and an
Indian mother who hosted him and
entertained him in the evenings.
Schouten owned a slave and went
around the place, often enjoying the
hospitality of local merchants as
their guests. The area close to the
river outside the Dutch factory was
thus a bustling scene of people com-
ing from and going to the port as
they also mingled with the local pop-
ulace.

The VOC was accustomed to bar-
gaining for space where it could
construct its factories. In the case of
Bankibazaar, it was suggested to
buy all the houses in the surround-
ing area. A painting of the VOC fac-
tory in Kasimbazaar by Hendrik
van Schuylenburgh shows the pres-
ence of these local houses in the
immediate vicinity of the factory.
Here, there lived a motley mix of

people including Portuguese, Dutch,
English, French, Danish and
Swedish. By 1824, as per the report
of the Dutch resident, Daniel
Overbeek, the population of
Hooghly was roughly 30,000 people
of whom two-thirds lived in
Chinsurah, and comprised Hindus,
Muslims, Portuguese, Armenians
and European Christians. But
Overbeek regretted that neither
Chinsurah nor Balasore had man-
aged to preserve any of their former
glory, and it was Calcutta then that
seemed to attract all the crowds.
This was not so in the eigh-
teenth century. The area outside the
factory then remained filled usually
with people on whom the VOC was
dependant for their work. All goods
that were brought by the ships
anchored in Hooghly were carried
in small vessels (called barcquen en
chaloupen) to the factory in
Chinsurah by the coolies. This
spurred great boat-building activi-
ties in the surrounding areas of the
factory. As can be seen in the paint-
ing of the VOC factory at Hooghly
by Hendrik van Schuylenburgh,
there are wooden planks and logs
piled on the riverbank, outside the
factory wall, which were possibly
meant for building boats. Such boat-

building activities were also under-
taken by some men who came from
Surat and settled in Bengal, as Louis
Taillefert, the Dutch director of
Bengal mentioned in one of his let-
ters to his successor in 1755. Their
leader was a merchant named Mulla
Mahmed Ali, who fell out with the
Mughals and was imprisoned. He
later cut himself off from society
and lived in isolation with his fami-
ly on the side of the Ganges where
the VOC factory was situated. Here,
he built boats and small ships. Most
of these local men from outside who
could enter the inner quarters of
the factory worked as coolies,
porters and other labourers for the
Company and are seen in the area
around the factory in the painting
below.

Most of the VOC factories in
Bengal were hubs of procurement
and storage. The Chinsurah factory
eventually became fortified in the
style of the Portuguese factory cum
fortress. Within it, the director lived
separately in a lodge. The factory in
Chinsurah was governed by a neat
hierarchy of officials comprising a
council under the director who
reported to the Governor-General in
Batavia and the directors in
Amsterdam. It had a warehouse

which stored all the commodities for
shipping abroad or across the
Indian Ocean. The factory in
Chinsurah with its open dalan
(courtyard) invited merchants and
brokers who negotiated over the
prices of procured goods before sup-
plying them to the Company offi-
cials. This was primarily true for
textiles, including silk from Bengal.
The factory in Kasimbazaar was
unique in the sense that it was also
a site for production. Within its
walls, mills were constructed where
silk was woven. Such silk was not
just traded by the company but also
by its officials in their private trade.
The Dutch director of Bengal, Jan
Albert Sichterman, became a nabob
in the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury as he amassed huge riches
through his private ventures and
manufactured silk handkerchiefs
(rumals) for trade.

The plan of Fort Gustavus
shows the different compartments
inside the factory beside the main
area. There were gardens, water
tanks, a hospital, a church, a ceme-
tery, storage houses for arms and
artillery, and a quarter for carpen-
try. Of the many people who worked
inside the factory, one could find
gardeners, barbers, washermen,
market-goers, coolies, horse atten-
ders, grass mowers, cooks, carpen-
ters, rowers, smiths, guards,
artillery men and translators,
accountants and scribes. With time,
the factories of Bengal were not just
limited to commerce but also
assumed political functions. Scribes
trained in Persian and Bengali lan-
guages were appointed to draft doc-
uments related to local land admin-
istration as the VOC became zamin-
dars of the three villages of
Chinsurah, Baranagar and Bazaar
Mirzapur. The factory also housed

the zamindar's kacheri or office for
paperwork related to civil jurisdic-
tion.

While it is true that factories
associated with joint stock corpora-
tions like the VOC were spread
across different places in Asia and
Africa, they also appropriated dif-
ferent forms and types. Most of
them were meant for storage and
commerce, but a few, like the one in
Kasimbazaar in Bengal, took to pro-
duction. It is worth noting that in
Mughal India too, the idea of pro-
duction in a factory-like-setting was
not entirely unfamiliar. There were
manufacturing units called
karkhanas. Indeed, the Bengali
word for a factory to this day is
karkhana, originating from its
Persian roots. In Ain-i Akbari, Abul
Fazl wrote about the presence of dif-
ferent karkhanas of which the ones
in textiles were clearly demarcated.
There were skilled artisans and
weavers from the local areas and
from across the subcontinent who
made clothes for the royalty with
complete knowledge of fabrics from
Persia, Europe and China. The
Mughals resorted to making them
in the karkhanas at a reduced price
instead of buying from outside, and
most of these cloths were meant for
internal consumption and not for
the market. It is highly likely there-
fore that weavers who worked in the
mills of the VOC in Kasimbazaar
were aware of the experience of
working in karkhanas or knew of
the concept of production in a facto-
ry. It opens up questions of whether
such existing practices of Mughal
manufacturing spaces influenced
the VOC to take up production of
textiles in their factories and merits
further research in the future.
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Painting of the VOC factory at Kasimbazar in Bengal by Hendrik Van

Schuylenburg, 1665.

t a special state dinner
held on Monday
evening at Rashtrapati
Bhavan, the rich cul-
tural grandeur of
Rajasthan was show-
cased through its
exquisite cuisine. In honour of
South Korean President Lee Jae-
myung, President of India
Droupadi Murmu hosted a grand
banquet. The presence of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, along
with several senior ministers,
added further dignity to the
evening.

The highlight of the dinner
was to introduce distinguished
guests to the traditional and
flavourful cuisine from various
regions of Rajasthan. The spe-
cially curated menu was
designed by renowned
Rajasthan-based chef Dr. Chef
Saurabh Sharma and his team.
While relishing the meal, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi appre-
ciated the chef and his team's
efforts, stating, "It was a wonder-
ful Rajasthani meal experience."
Meanwhile, Deepti Umashankar
congratulated Dr. Chef Saurabh
and his team for their achieve-
ment in representing Rajasthani
culinary heritage at such a pres-
tigious platform, and also
extended her best wishes for
their future endeavours.
Congress Leader Shashi Tharoor
remarked that the Rajasthani
meal, despite being vegetarian,
was exceptionally delicious.

What made the
menu special

Chef Saurabh, along with his
team, Chef Ravindra Naruka,
Chef Himmat Singh, Chef
Ratiram Prajapat and Executive
Chef Mukesh Kumar of
Rashtrapati Bhavan, presented
Rajasthan on royal platters. The
menu  beautifully  brought
together traditional dishes from
regions like Jaisalmer, Jodhpur,
Udaipur, Bikaner, and Jaipur,
along with recipes from royal
kitchens, all presented with a
contemporary touch.

Every dish on the menu cap-
tured attention, especially high-
lights such as Jowar ka Raab,
Govind Gatta, Dhungari Palak
Mangodi, Chandi Wali Dal,
Jaisalmeri Pulao, and the iconic
Gulab Bati-Churma, which
introduced guests to the diversi-
ty of Rajasthan. Desserts like
Kheerand Malpua and Ghevar
added a traditional sweetness to
the experience. Notably, while
the dishes were presented in a
modern style, their authenticity
and traditional essence were
carefully preserved.

One and a Half Months
of Dedicated Preparation
for Every Dish

Crediting his success to his
mother, Dr. Uma Sharma, and his
wife, Dr. Neha Sharma, Chef
Saurabh shared that the support
of his family was the most cru-
cial pillar behind this achieve-
ment. He revealed that nearly
one and a half months of inten-
sive research and multiple trials
went into finalising this special
menu. He deeply studied tradi-
tional Rajasthani kitchens, local

ingredients, and ancient cooking
techniques to ensure that each
dish excelled not only in taste
but also reflected the true
essence of Rajasthan in its pres-
entation.

During this process, several
combinations and culinary tech-
niques were experimented with
repeatedly. Only after careful
refinement and selection was
each dish included in the final
menu, ensuring that the state
banquet would stand out as a
memorable international culi-
nary experience.

BABY BLUES

By Rick Kirkman & Jerry Scott

ZITS

By Jerry Scott & Jim Borgman
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