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abstract It is not widely known that Chinese people have been 
living and working in Kolkata for more than 300 years. Successive 
earlier waves of Chinese migration to the city can be traced 
by historical research. While such a work is still in its infancy, 
later developments in economic and legal fields remain almost 
completely uncovered, too. This brief article provides a preliminary 
overview of Chinese migration and business activities, occupational 
characteristics and various contributions of this community to the 
economy of the city and places Chinese migration to Kolkata in a 
wider context. It offers some insights into how a foreign migrant 
population arrives in the first place, how it may organise itself and 
what varied contributions it may make over time to the new place 
of residence. Always on the fringes, in many ways, the Chinese of 
Kolkata have displayed typical resilience and business acumen, but 
have also encountered significant difficulties worth researching in 
more depth.
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Introduction

This brief article seeks to stimulate further research. It outlines the early migration of 
Chinese people to Kolkata, which occurred mainly in three distinct phases, and then 
explores some aspects of the economic contributions that this community has been 
making over time. Some wider contextualisation of migratory movements within Asia 
and beyond is provided first to counter any impressions that the presence of Chinese 
migrants in Kolkata is some kind of exotic exception. Rather, inter-Asian migration 
is a long-established pattern, linked to earlier historical processes such as the spread 
of European colonial empires, the Independence of India and Pakistan in 1947, as 
well as prominent political developments in China. Millions of Chinese are today, 
like Indians, a global diaspora.1
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While insiders are aware of the existence of this community,2 it is not widely 
acknowledged that Chinese people have been living in India (as well as many other 
countries of Asia) for centuries. Similarly, it is not widely known that various Indian 
communities, prominently Sindhis (Das, 1990: 149), have spread all over Asia, making 
enormous economic contributions to their respective new home countries.3 Such people 
tend to keep a low profile, but even the slightest research efforts uncover amazingly rich 
evidence of migratory connections between South Asia and other parts of Asia. What 
stands out in this context is the remarkable economic contributions that such migrants 
appear to be making everywhere, sooner or later, wherever they go.4 As we shall see, the 
Chinese in Kolkata have been economically active in highly significant ways too, though 
these activities have come under severe challenge, earlier as well as more recently.

Early Migration and Economic Activities

The first wave of Chinese immigration reached Kolkata in the nineteenth century and 
the second wave of Chinese migrants came to the city, partly as refugees, during the 
first half of the twentieth century. The third phase of the arrival of Chinese immigrants 
in Kolkata occurred after the Second World War (Liang, 2007: 397), probably again 
linked to refugee movements. Chinese people, it appears, chose to migrate to this 
relatively faraway city in order to obtain good jobs and earn a lot of money as quickly 
as possible. Though this is probably a stereotype and likely not to be the whole story, 
Kolkata’s position as a long-established wealthy and prosperous urban centre, offering 
many job opportunities to new migrants, also from abroad, was perhaps at some time a 
major pull factor. Kolkata became virtually an early ‘Land of Opportunity’ for Chinese 
migrants, like today’s Canada, Australia and the US, which were basically closed to 
‘Asiatic migrants’ at earlier times, in fact until 1965.5

It appears that runaway Chinese sailors and some indentured labourers were the 
first Chinese people to start settling in Kolkata. Not unlike London and Liverpool, 
then, as major ports, Kolkata started playing host to many Chinese sailors on their 
way either to or returning from another country.6 Familiar migrant stories arise here 
too: These early sailors, stopping over in Kolkata for one reason or another, had to 
wait for ships to carry them to their next destination. As they spent many months 
ashore because journeys by sea were slow and ships were sailing infrequently, these 
Chinese sailors did not just sit around idly, but soon made multiple connections in 
their new environment. Having to work for their maintenance, they started offering 
their services to local people. It seems from available sources that many of these early 
sailors were trained in carpentry and mechanical work. This kind of evidence indicates 
that early Chinese migrants, too, were not the poorest of the poor, but were probably 
enterprising individuals keen to explore the world and to search for new green pastures. 
Significantly, a diary of the Chinese community for 2001, published by the Indian 
Chinese Association for Culture, Welfare and Development in Kolkata in 2001, 
mentions explicitly that the early migrants mainly worked as fitters in the port.
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Sinha (1978: 54) reports that they were also employed in rum manufacturing 
companies operated by foreigners. In an advertisement which appeared in the Calcutta 
Gazette of 1784, a Chinese named Tom Fatt offered his services in cabinet-making, rum 
work and the clearance of tanks (Setton-Karr, 1864). The early Chinese also pulled 
rickshaws commercially in the street of Kolkata from 1914 to 1920. Only at the end 
of the twentieth century’s second decade did these jobs became Indianised (Nair, 1999: 
232). Some Chinese were also hired for circus performances as acrobatic players,7 but 
most of the Chinese settlers in the city became petty traders and artisans in various 
fields. As they earned the reputation of sober, industrious, peace-loving, honest and 
skilled workers (Sinha, 1978: 52), they soon obtained jobs in various foreign enterprises. 
They began to work in jute mills, tea gardens and of course, in shipping companies, 
as there was constantly a great demand for skilled and semi-skilled workers at Kolkata 
port. Notably, some Chinese were also employed in airfields, aircraft factories, railways 
and other related industrial sectors. Two hundred Chinese nationals worked in an 
American aircraft manufacturing company, 14 miles away from Kolkata.8 The number 
of Chinese nationals who were employed as skilled workers (notably the number of 
unskilled Chinese workers is throughout given as nil) in aircraft factories, airfields and 
railway in Kolkata and its adjacent areas is given in Table 1.

Most of these Chinese settlers in Kolkata had migrated from Shanghai. Cantonese 
and people from Huephei were next in number. The starting pay was around `150 
per month with an additional payment of ̀ 25 subject to a satisfactory report received 
from a higher authority after every three months. Those who could not produce 
a satisfactory result were given `15 as additional increment.9 In the 1940s, many 
Chinese were appointed as lorry drivers to supply necessary goods to the Americans 
in Kunming. It is likely that their knowledge of different languages and regions was a 

Table 1 Number of Chinese workers 

Place

Number of 
Chinese employed Approximate wages

RemarksSkilled Unskilled Skilled Unskilled

Kanchrapara Railway 
Workshop

498 nil Rs 5–16 daily nil British authority

US Air Depot Kharda, 
Kennison Jute Mill 

480 nil Monthly 100–396 nil American

Tata Aircraft Dumdum 161 nil Daily @ 6–8 nil British

Tata Aircraft 
Barrackpore

134 nil Daily @ 6 nil British

CNAC Dum Dum 489 nil Daily @ 6–5 nil Chinese 
American

Source: Intelligence Branch File Number 236c/39(12).
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key factor in such strategic appointments. During the war with Japan, the Americans 
freely employed Chinese labour in military works, too.10

Paid employment was only an initial temporary activity, however, and after 1940, 
many business organisations operated by Chinese people came into existence in Kolkata. 
In August 1944, the Tata Company invited Chinese research workers to visit India, 
apparently with an interest to strengthen industrial co-operation between India and 
China. In the same year, a man called Gee-Shing-po, alias Yu-Ching-Po, established a 
training company named United Chinese Corporation Ltd in Kolkata. It specialised in 
the then illegal remittance business and developed from an enterprise known as ‘The 
Chinese Service’. The ostensible business of this ‘Chinese Service’ was that of customs 
broker and ships chandler, but gradually it became mainly a remittance agency for 
money sent to China, including areas then occupied by the Japanese. This business 
received further impetus with the arrival of the Chinese Expeditionary Force in India 
and the Company specifically served its officers and others who sought to remit money 
to their homes in China. 

The ‘China Company’ was another business agency operating a remittance business 
at an all-India level through a native bank situated in Hong Kong. Despite Hong Kong 
and Chinese Government currency legislation, this remittance business became very 
lucrative. The Manager of the United Chinese Corporation, Yu-Ching-Po, was later 
appointed by the Chinese Central Government as the Chairman of the Kolkata branch 
of the China Association for the Promotion of Aviation. Wei-Wen-Kuang, the president 
of the Samford Trading Bureau, came here to work in one of the Yunnanese–Tibetan 
Trading Companies, which had been planning to branch out into the cotton trade 
with Afghanistan. 

Further details of this kind are known from various early sources. Liu-I-Ling, a 
notable person of Kolkata’s early Chinese community, was originally sent as a military 
officer to India by the Chinese Government to take charge of the Chinese Wartime 
Seamen’s Service Corps. Later, he also entered the commercial life of the city and ran 
the Hanning Trading Company. In this context, the activities of Li-Wei-Pin as one of 
the leading figures in Chinese commerce and trading activities are mentioned again. He 
had considerable influence among the Chinese community in Kolkata and held several 
appointments in various bodies sponsored by the nationalist Kuomintang party, which 
later ruled Taiwan. Devoted to the welfare of the Chinese community, he apparently 
did not discriminate between legitimate and unlawful aspirations, as it is known that he 
also operated a gambling racket. Smuggling, gambling and opium selling, all provided 
very profitable jobs to some Chinese nationals at that time. Gambling and opium dens 
began to flourish in every corner of Kolkata’s emerging Chinatown.

In 1944, a branch of the China Travel Service of Chungking was established in 
Kolkata with a view to combine the functions of a travel agency with those of a hotel 
for Chinese travellers. In the same year, this agency opened the Calcutta China House 
under the auspices of the Chinese Consulate General. Walter Liu was appointed as 
manager of the Kolkata branch, but that branch was closed in 1946. A new commercial 
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enterprise, The Sino-Indian Cultural Enterprise, was floated in May 1946 with 
Chinese and Indian capital. The chief promoter of the company was Li-Wei-Pin and 
Professor Chang-Tao came to India to sell shares of this company. By June 1946, this 
company claimed to set up printing works and a publication department, in addition 
to a newspaper and book-selling department. In practice, nothing appeared to have 
materialised in India, though some publications did come into existence in China. 
At the same time, from 1945 onwards, the lottery business of the Tez-Hua Lottery 
Company became very profitable and lucrative in Kolkata. This business was conducted 
from three or four lottery ticket counters in the city.

Due to the gradual rise of Chinese commercial activities, the Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce was established under the supervision of the Chinese Consul General in 
December 1945 to protect the interests of Chinese businessmen.11 They could seek 
financial help from the Chinese Bank of Communication and the Industrial and 
Commercial Bank of China to start a new business or expand an old one. In this context, 
it is worth mentioning that after the establishment of New China in 1949, political 
leanings toward communism were essential for getting a loan to start a new economic 
venture.12 These banks also worked as agents of the government of the Chinese Republic 
to spread communism among the Chinese of Kolkata’s Chinatown. 

However, these banks were closed down during the 1960s due to the expulsion of 
the manager for being involved in an alleged conspiracy against the security interests 
of India. Evidently, the honeymoon period in the relationship of the two Asiatic 
nations was over. The Chinese were now regarded with suspicion and treated as spies 
of communist China after the war of 1962. Now, the Chinese of Kolkata had to 
continue their dependence on the age-old system of looking to their own community 
for financial help. As an emerging business community in the city, they did not have 
the capacity to take major loans from India’s nationalised banks. Also, they did not 
have Indian citizenship or the necessary papers and any suitable guarantors on the 
basis of which a bank loan could be sanctioned. 

Hence, if any Chinese wanted to start a new business, the individual would 
invite members of his clan for assistance and they would come forward with loan 
arrangements. Typically, this migrant community went back to its own internal and 
informal resources. Re-payment was arranged through a lottery system, which decided 
and ensured that a creditor would get his money back first (Sen, 1983). Sometimes they 
obtained economic assistance for their well-being from the Kuomintang-sponsored 
government of Taiwan. Despite several limitations, thus, the Chinese of Kolkata were 
able to carve out their own economic niches and to carry out vital roles in various 
sectors of the economy of the city, as discussed subsequently.

Occupational Specialisations

Kolkata’s Chinese community appears to have turned into a trade-based diaspora, not 
unlike the Jews and Armenians, who were also active in the city. Many community 
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members became in due course traders who established their stronghold in four major 
professions: carpentry, shoemaking, dentistry and especially tannery. When the number 
of Chinese immigrants increased in the middle of the twentieth century, they began to 
involve themselves in new businesses, such as laundries, restaurants, beauty parlours 
and food processing, which created the present occupational diversification of Kolkata’s 
China Para. The Indian Chinese engaged themselves in these professions partly because 
the majority of the local people had considered most of these professions fit only for 
untouchables, hence there were at earlier times fewer competitors in these jobs with 
sufficient resources to branch out into establishing businesses. Secondly, the Chinese 
had highly developed special skills in some of these jobs. Earlier, most Chinese boys 
and girls dropped their studies soon after basic school education and went into these 
businesses. Notably, the present generation of Chinese youngsters in Kolkata is seeking 
to become upwardly mobile and is trying to engage in different, more respectable jobs 
than their family business could offer them. Again, such trajectories appear typical 
and warrant further research. 

Chinese Carpenters

The Cantonese, especially the Sez yap Cantonese from the Kwantung province of 
southern China, are involved in carpentry. They were the first to migrate to India 
and worked, as noted, initially in contract jobs for the British. At first they were the 
majority among the Chinese, but soon the Hakka group of people outnumbered 
them. Carpentry skills had been passed on from generation to generation among 
the Cantonese through an apprentice system, but they had also always given help to 
newcomers. According to the description of Ms Emily Eden, bulky Chinese furniture 
decorated many government houses during the nineteenth century (Nair, 1989: 
718). 

At that time, most carpenters attached to the shipbuilding industry of India were 
Chinese carpenters who had special skills and ingenuity in this industry, acquiring 
contracts for every kind of carpentry work at the Hoogly docks. But the Sino-Indian 
war of 1962 spelt disaster for this profession, too, as the Chinese carpenters who worked 
in the Hoogly docks were discharged from their jobs due to security concerns. Many 
were compelled to sell their tools and machinery. Many Chinese carpenters seem to 
have left Kolkata at that time and returned either to Mainland China or went to Hong 
Kong. However, some of these early Chinese carpenters of Kolkata now became owners 
of carpentry workshops and showrooms, today situated at Bowbazar. These Chinese 
carpenters also began to engage in producing modern types of interior decorations 
and thus found a new niche in the furnishing business. 

Dentistry

The natives of Hubei in China are well known as dentists and are also famous for their 
expertise in teeth setting among Kolkata’s people. There are very few Hubei Chinese 
in Kolkata’s Chinatown. They migrated to the city between 1920 and 1930. Liang 
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(2007: 405) points out that these teeth-setters, who take care of the oral hygiene 
of people, used to travel in China from village to village, fixing and cleaning teeth. 
They would work in a village for a few days and then leave for the next one, usually 
accompanied by family members. Their children learnt this profession as they went 
along. Liang (2007) mentions that the Hubei teeth-setters at first continued this 
practice of wandering around after they arrived in India. But when, after the Sino-
Indian war of 1962, restrictions were imposed on the movement of Chinese people, the 
Hubei dentists became permanent residents in Kolkata, which brought them further 
prosperity (Liang, 2007: 407–8). Over time, they improved and upgraded their skills 
and the present generation is increasingly working as professional dentists. 

Shoemaking

Hakkas (‘Guest people’) originate from Hunan province, but most of the Hakka 
Chinese of Kolkata appear to have been ‘twice migrants’ and had actually come 
from Kwantung province in southern China. They are the numerical majority,13 
concentrated in the business of shoemaking and tanning, traditionally a major means 
of livelihood for them. In India, they chose to enter these occupations because they 
were considered as polluting by high caste Hindus and business classes and left for 
untouchables. This meant less competition for the incoming Chinese in terms of 
business and enterprise. 

When they started to settle in the ‘City of Joy’, they were soon able to earn a 
reputation as experts in patchwork. In 1838, Colesworthy Grant observed the existence 
of 25 Chinese shoemakers at Kosaitola, presently known as Bentinck Street, where 
there were at some stage more than 100 Chinese shoe shops. Even now, many Chinese 
shoe shops exist in Bentinck Street and Lower Chitpur Road. In the beginning, they 
seem to have mainly manufactured boots for army men. Some Hakka Chinese went to 
Thailand and other places in South-east Asia to obtain specialist training in shoemaking 
(Liang, 2007: 405). It became a very profitable business because hand-made Chinese 
shoes, famous for their finishing and durability, experienced great demand in the local 
market and the price of these shoes was very cheap compared with Indian products. 
The shoemakers and their families generally lived and worked in the same premises. 
More recently, they have started to lose their pole position in the shoe market, though, 
mainly due to unwillingness to modernise their shoemaking systems.

Chinese Tannery Businesses

The tannery business in Kolkata is one of the most prominent industries in which 
the overseas Chinese community has invested. In fact, for a long time they operated 
the vast majority of tanneries in Kolkata and their contribution to the Indian leather 
industry has long been far from negligible, even on a national scale. The tanning area 
is situated on the eastern periphery of Kolkata, adjacent to the city rubbish dump, 
popularly known as Dhapa, sometimes also referred to as Tangra or Topsia. The Hakka 
Chinese selected Dhapa as their site for tanning because formerly it was a marshy and 
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swampy area full of ponds, which had the requisite amount of water, essential for 
tanning. Because the area was at first relatively uninhabited (Oxfeld, 2007), setting up 
businesses there was cheap and easy and initially seemed unproblematic.

According to Ellen Oxfeld (1993), an expert on this community, the first Chinese 
tanners arrived in Dhapa in 1910. Seeing the good prospects in the tanning industry, 
many Hakka Chinese followed the early pioneers and moved to Dhapa to invest in 
this industry. Some of these tanners were shoemakers and probably thought at first 
that they would produce leather for use in shoemaking, rather than for exports, which 
became prominent later. Then the process of tanning was known as pit tanning. Hides 
were placed into pits and stamped with feet. The first Hakka, who ventured into this 
profession, worked in the pits for long hours because they were poor, had limited cash 
and little to eat. They had a sickly coloured body and unsurprisingly suffered from 
all kinds of illnesses.

However, the First World War brought new scope for the Chinese tanners of 
Dhapa. After the war, many European companies in Calcutta closed down their local 
business due to the European exchange fluctuations of 1920–21. So they sold their 
machinery, liquidated their funds and transferred their capital to their homeland. 
The Hakka Chinese took advantage of this and bought much of the machinery at a 
very cheap rate. Thus, ownership shifted from the hand of Europeans to the Chinese, 
and there was a development from small units to large-scale ones. Now the Chinese 
tanners also switched to chrome tanning, a process that is faster and technologically 
more advanced than vegetable tanning. Most of the Dhapa Chinese continued to use 
this method, while chrome tanning results in even more noxious forms of pollution. 
During this period, the number of Chinese tanneries increased to 30. 

The Second World War also proved a period of blessing for them, as most of the 
large-scale tanneries in India were placed under the control of the colonial government 
in accordance with the Defence of India Rules. These tanneries were then only allowed 
to sell their products to the government and the leather was used to meet the huge 
needs of the army under the Eastern Command. The obligation of these large tanneries 
to supply leather for military use, however, made it possible for small-scale and cottage 
tanneries to capture the domestic market. These smaller tanneries also began to receive 
numerous orders from the UK for upper shoe leather (Liang, 2007: 405). 

The tremendous demand for leather led to a rapid rise in the number of Chinese 
tanneries in the period 1940–42. But during this time, the Chinese tanning business 
also had to face a number of setbacks, such as conflagrations in the tannery area. 
In January 1946, the nine largest tanneries were destroyed by a fire. Internal rivalry 
between the community members, created from jealousy and political rivalries, was 
held responsible for this incident of arson.14 Secondly, the disturbed conditions 
prevailing in Kolkata for some months at the time of independence had adverse 
effects upon this industry too. Thirdly, and more significantly, there were repeated 
strikes among the Indian labourers. At one point, more than 2,000 Indian cobblers 
who worked for the Chinese tanning entrepreneurs went on strike for enhancement 
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of their pay. This strike was called off after their demand was fulfilled. The cobblers 
then went on another strike in 1945 after the surrender of Japan to the allied powers. 
The Chinese desperately wanted to cut the pay of labourers in order to reduce 
the cost of shoes. According to some reports of the time, the Chinese producers 
were made to lose some `1,000 per day in each and every tannery by government 
interference. It appears that mainly the Footwear Control Act was responsible for 
these problems (Oxfeld, 2007). The Government of India had decreed under this 
Act that the maximum price of shoes for ladies must be between `7 to `15, and 
wholesale prices were also strictly regulated. Not only that, the tanners had to submit 
daily reports about their production and their purchasing and selling capacity. If 
the Board of Control suspected that the report was inaccurate, the offender would 
be punished.15

The industry survived, however, and by 1960 there were 72 tanneries and about 
300 business centres were trading in leather products. In those days, many tanners 
constructed their own factories and the proportion of those who conducted business 
as tenants diminished. Furthermore, many business centres expanded and increased 
their productivity, as leather became a major export item. As Oxfeld (1993) has pointed 
out, the community experienced three types of growth. The first occurred through 
migration, the second expansion was in scale and productivity of the business, and 
finally the number of businesses in the community increased, as single businesses were 
divided among descendants. By 1970, the tanning industry experienced further rapid 
growth due to the export of leather to Soviet Russia and the Hakka community of 
Kolkata became more prosperous. The Chinese tanners exported mainly two types of 
leather to Russia, since the Russians had no choice but to use materials supplied to 
them by the government. 

But from 1980 onwards, the tanning business in Dhapa began to witness a rapid 
decline due to the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Chinese lost that market and 
now had to compete in the free general market. As the tannery owners also failed to 
improve the quality of their products, some of the Chinese tanners now diversified 
and invested their capital in chemical businesses essential for tanning. 

Approximately, 300 tanneries owned by the Chinese used to exist at one time 
in Dhapa. Housed in large concrete buildings of two or three stories, or small one-
story structures with tile roofs, these factories were connected by a maze of unpaved, 
frequently muddy paths as well as open sewers through which the by-products of the 
tanning process flowed. The tanneries in this rust-coloured industrial environment 
served as both residence and factories for the community. Except for some children and 
older members of the family, however, the Chinese themselves no longer provided the 
main labour in the production process of these factories. Hakka men as entrepreneurs 
bought raw hides from North Indian Muslims and began to employ Scheduled Caste 
Bihari migrants as labourers. The majority of tanneries in the 1990s employed 5–50 
workers and they sold their products mainly to Punjabi Hindus and Sikhs (Oxfeld, 
1993: 37).
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Serious trouble arose, however, when the environmental implications of the 
tanning industry attracted judicial attention and important cases were filed seeking 
to prevent, in particular, the pollution of the river Ganga through tanneries, at first 
in Kanpur,16 and soon thereafter in Kolkata. The reports of the so-called Calcutta 
Tanneries case are mainly focused on the polluting effects of the processes of tanning 
and the desperate efforts to control such pollution. However, the case reports and 
some of the discussions give away that at the centre of this particular legal action is 
a large group of Chinese tanneries, which had been polluting the environment in 
flagrant disregard of constitutional provisions and environmental legislation. Under 
the Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act of 1974 in the state of West 
Bengal, polluting businesses were supposed to have applied for consent to the State 
Pollution Control Board, but apparently this never happened. The heavy guns of 
the law were thus directed towards the Calcutta tanneries,17 of which there were still 
more than 200 under Chinese ownership (Sriram and Biswas, 2004: 9, note 29). It 
appears that these businesses prevaricated for a considerable time and argued over the 
official relocation plans, but ultimately lost their claims because of the evidently deeply 
polluting and damaging effects of this industry and the consequent grave violation of 
basic constitutional rights of the resident population and the wider public.

More recent orders by the West Bengal Government and environmental protection 
measures by the Supreme Court of India have, thus, had a terrible effect on this 
particular industry. Most of the Chinese business groups have had to shut down the 
tanneries in Dhapa, which appeared as the final blow to the tannery industry of the 
Hakka Chinese (Liang, 2007: 405–7). However, from the other sources cited here it 
appears that this particular group of industrialists has also been able to engage top-
ranking lawyers to argue their cases and seems to have had sufficient internal resources 
to take part in government-controlled relocation processes for the tannery industries 
of Kolkata. Within this new location, it seems that many Chinese-owned tanneries 
have resumed production.

Other Occupations and the Role of Women

As in many other countries, the restaurant business is another important source of 
income of the Chinese community. Nowadays, Indian Chinese cuisine has become 
very popular not only in Kolkata, but in other parts of India too. Nanking restaurant, 
situated in the old China Town of Bowbazar, is one of the oldest and most famous 
restaurants. Well-known personalities of China, India and British officials frequently 
visited this restaurant. During the middle of the twentieth century, many Chinese 
restaurants were opened in the city after Chinese deserters from the army and seamen 
became more involved in this trade. Chinese hawkers from Shantung also engaged in 
the restaurant business for better profits. At first mainly the Cantonese were involved, 
but more recently Hakka Chinese entrepreneurs have also invested in this profitable 
business. In this context, one should mention the open-air China Bazaar, where a 
variety of high-quality Chinese breakfast items is available every early morning.
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Little research seems to have been done on Chinese migrant women, but it is known 
that Chinese women work hard, side by side with their male counterparts in every 
sphere. In the Hakka community, women are especially admired for their economic 
contributions to their family. They are hard labourers and help to maintain their families 
through involvement in tanning businesses, restaurants or beauty parlours. While 
Chinese women have regularly played a vital role in increasing family incomes, they have 
tended to keep a low profile and operated in the background. Many Chinese women 
worked traditionally as hairdressers. Mainly Hakka Chinese women were associated 
with this occupation and many are following this business today. Eve’s Beauty Parlour 
was the first Chinese-run beauty salon in Kolkata and still exists. 

Similar to the shoemaking and tanning industry, barbers were stigmatised in the 
traditional Indian society, which enabled the Chinese, both men and women, to enter 
such businesses. There were also some restrictions among the Chinese about young 
girls engaging in this profession, to the effect that girls from good families should 
not get into the hair-cutting business. Surprisingly though, many younger unmarried 
women worked in beauty parlours, while married women used to work in the tannery 
and restaurant businesses along with their husbands. Many Hakka women prepared 
the upper portion of shoes and Hupei women are known to prepare paper flowers, 
essential for certain types of decoration. During the 1950s, many Chinese women 
of the Dhapa area also used to prepare illicit liquor and they played a crucial role in 
hotel and restaurant businesses.

Chinese immigrants from Shanghai also used to operate laundry services. The 
numbers of this type of business, however, are very low in India and they are situated 
mainly in central Kolkata. The present generation from such families is now moving 
upmarket too, veering towards food processing and is also moving into pharmaceutical 
business (Oxfeld, 1993: 95–100).

Conclusions: Economic Conditions, Life Ethics and Future Prospects

This article provided a preliminary overview of a little-known subject, covering the 
migration history, economic activities, occupational characteristics and economic 
contributions of Chinese migrants living in Kolkata. Today, the Chinese of Kolkata 
are prominently self-employed business people and there are clearly many rich but also 
some poor Chinese people in Kolkata’s China Pada. Among the prominent qualities 
of the Chinese communities settled in Kolkata is that they are generally perceived as 
diligent, tenacious and hard working. It was their early realisation, maybe typical of 
pioneering migrants in a foreign land, that any job is worthwhile if it is a profitable 
source of income that led to their economic prosperity, though this is not flaunted 
publicly. 

While there is no caste system in the Chinese society, there is deep awareness of 
class. Status in Chinese society is largely determined by wealth. Most early Chinese 
coming to Kolkata seem to have migrated in order to improve their economic position, 
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though many may have been political refugees, too. They seem to have learnt rapidly 
that by developing one’s own business one has more control over one’s own life and 
that this is better than aiming for a white-collar desk job (which might have carried 
considerable traditional status), more so if one belongs to a category of people who 
risk being declared enemy aliens in times of crisis. 

Today, the Chinese of Kolkata are typically engaged as self-employed entrepreneurs 
in several prominent types of trade, while members of their modern generation are 
trying to move into other occupations than the traditional family businesses. It is 
evident that further research on this community would, from a variety of angles, be 
of considerable interest.

Notes

 1. On the overseas Chinese, also in Britain, see for example, Baker (1987), Benton and Gomez 
(2008), Merriman (1993), Ng (1968), Shang (1984) and Wong (1989).

 2. The author is highly indebted to the Chinese communities living in different parts of 
Kolkata and has conducted periodic interviews with them, material from which has been 
incorporated into the present article. Kolkata is used throughout, though in earlier times 
the city was known as Calcutta. 

 3. Early on, the British East India Company used Indians as administrative staff in places 
like Kong Kong (for details, see Das, 1990). Later migrations are often connected to the 
turmoils of 1947.

 4. Thus, in the 1990s, there were about 400 Indian trading firms in Hong Kong, which 
accounted for an estimated 10 per cent of Hong Kong’s annual exports (Menski and Göbel, 
1995: 163).

 5. There is a specialist literature on this; see Daniels (1968), Daniels and Kitano (1988), 
McKenzie (1928) and Miller (1969).

 6. Intriguingly, this ‘story’ of early migration is also reflected in Chinese and other Asian 
migration to the UK; see Merriman (1993), Visram (2002) and Wong (1989). 

 7. The source for this is the Intelligence Branch File No-236/39 (12) Malda, West Bengal 
State Archives, henceforth referred to as IB.

 8. IB File No. 236c/39(12).
 9. These details are found in IB File No. 236c/39(12). 
10. IB File No. 1398/43.
11. IB File No. 236/39(12). 
12. IB File No. 236/39(12) Calcutta.
13. IB File No. 236/39(12) Hooghly.
14. IB File No. 236/12 and 1398/43.
15. IB File No. 1398/43.
16. The main case, the so-called Kanpur Tanneries case, is M.C. Mehta v. Union of India (1987), 

4 SCC 463.
17. Relevant details are found in Writ Petition (C) No. 3727 of 1985 and a judgment by the 

Supreme Court dated 19.12.1996, under M.C. Mehta v. Union of India. For details, see 
http://www.elaw.org/node/2828 (last accessed on 2 March 2013).
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