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This article examines the history and experiences of the Chinese Indian community in Kolkata based
on extensive interviews of the members of the community. The migration of the Chinese to the Indian
city, it suggests, took place in three distinct phases: the nineteenth century, when skilled workers from
China came to the city seeking better employment opportunities; the early twentieth century, when
social unrest and Japanese invasion brought Chinese refugees to Kolkata; and, the post-1945 period,
when civil war between the Guomindang and the Communists triggered the flow of a third wave of
Chinese immigrants. The article also outlines some of the main economic specialisations of the Chinese
immigrants as they became residents of Kolkata, including carpentry, shoemaking, tannery and
hairdressing.

The history of migration of the Chinese to Kolkata can be divided into three distinct
phases. The first wave of immigrants came to Kolkata in the nineteenth century and
consisted of traders and skilled workers. Political turmoil in China during the 1920s
and 1930s triggered the next wave of Chinese refugees to the city. Finally, the post-
World War II period witnessed the arrival of new immigrants from China and the
establishment of permanent Chinese settlements in Kolkata. Based on the interviews
with Chinese residents of Kolkata, their personal stories and memories, this article
outlines the migration patterns, economic specialties and the struggles of the Chinese
immigrants as they became residents of the city and contributed to the local economy.

THE FIRST MIGRANTS

Atchew, the so-called ‘first Chinese settler in India’, was a trader. Although he died
shortly after his arrival in India, Atchew’s arrival heralded India as the new destination
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for the Chinese who sought better opportunities abroad.1 Chen Tung Fong, a retired
Hubeinese dentist who has lived and worked all his life in the Tiretti Bazar area of the
old (Bowbazar) Chinatown in Kolkata, explains that the Chinese in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries perceived India as a lucrative place, similar to how people
in China today view Canada and the United States. Chen’s parents, for example, came
to Kolkata in the nineteenth century attracted by economic prospects. Chen says,
‘India at that time was governed by the British and had a reputation of being a rich
country with good governance and plenty of work opportunities.’ For many Chinese,
he explains, India was the ‘land of opportunities’. Indeed, compared to the chaotic
situation in China in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, India was perceived a
safe, peaceful and plentiful place. The Chinese were attracted by this image of India
as a land of opportunities and many set out to earn a living in the country. The in-
tention was to earn enough money and return to China. The carpenters from the
Guangdong province exemplify this trend. They were the most skilful and most mobile
of the first immigrants. Ho Wei Yuan, a first generation Chinese carpenter recalls
wistfully,

The British of that time favoured and liked the Chinese very much. Unlike the
local workers, the Chinese were easy to deal with and had superior skills. We are
very meticulous when it comes to our work and will complete a task on time even
if we have to go without food or water. That is how even without knowing a single
word of English, and communicating in sign language, we were able to impress
the British.

Amicable relationship with the British ensured that the members of the first Chinese
immigrants were able to make a living for themselves in India. In fact, these Chinese
seemed to have looked to the British, and not the local Indians, as their main bene-
factors. As Ho Wei Yuen is fond of saying, ‘Those were good days. The British were
not like the Indians. They looked after the country so well. Now look around you. So
much dirt, so much corruption.’ This seems to be a popular perception among the
Chinese in Kolkata that cuts across age and regional background. There was a reciprocal
relationship between the British officials and the Chinese community. The British,
distrustful of locals, probably found it easier to employ the Chinese who, in there
opinion, were hard-working and willing to please.

1 There are at least three different versions of the story about the arrival of the first Chinese settlers in
British India. One version says that in late eighteenth century, a tea trader named Yang Dajian from the
province of Guangdong reached the shores of Bengal in search of profit. Although he quickly realised
that selling the merchandise he brought would yield handsome profit, Yang decided to present it to local
officials with the hope of obtaining larger remunerations. His decision seems to have paid off. British
records indicate that Warren Hastings, the Governor-General of India from 1773 to 1786, granted 650
bighas of land to Yang, whom they called Atchew, for a yearly rent of Rs 45. Atchew established a sugar
mill on the land and brought Chinese labourers to work for him.
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Ho Wei Yuen gives an example of Chinese industriousness. With pride, he recalls
a local legend in which a Chinese carpenter when asked by a British customer (through
much pointing and gesticulation) to make a wooden cage for a monkey, carved out a
wooden monkey instead. Although communicating with the British was not easy,
the ‘try-and-do-it’ and ‘willingness-to-do-anything’ attitudes impressed the British
and helped the Chinese in Kolkata survive in India in the eighteenth and the nineteenth
centuries. ‘Because we were perceived as honest, the British hired us to work in their
houses’, says Ho. He adds,

During those days the Chinese could just walk into the residences of the British
people with our shoes and they did not mind. They liked us so much. And not
only in Kolkata, the British wanted us to work in their tea estates too and so, every
tea estate in Assam and Darjeeling had at least one Chinese carpenter working
there.

Consequently, many Chinese from Kolkata moved to north-eastern India. This
included a number of master carpenters who were employed by the British in their
tea gardens. These Chinese socialised among themselves and, gradually, Chinese
associations, schools, clubs, burial grounds and other social organisations emerged in
north-eastern India. Leong Yuen Lin, a Cantonese woman, who has lived in Jalpaiguri
(near Siliguri, in northern West Bengal) for a number of years, notes that the oppor-
tunity to work for the British in India proved attractive to the Chinese who wished to
find employment abroad. ‘Work in China was scarce and even if you worked, you
earned less than a single Chinese currency a day’, Leong says explaining why her
father, Leong Yuet Ping, came to India. She asks rhetorically, ‘How could anyone
feed a family?’ Leong adds,

During my father’s time people who returned to China after working in India
were given warm welcome. At that time one Indian rupee fetched ten Chinese
currencies. Girls in China were ready to jump and marry any Chinese man working
in India. Things were so cheap in China that one could feed a family for just over
a single Chinese currency a day.

She remembers that her father had saved over 1,500 Indian rupees working in Assam.
It was enough for him and his family to live in China for about three years. When
money ran out and the going got tough again, he headed back to India.

Traders and skilled artisans were thus the first people to migrate from China to
British India. They came with empty pockets but brought their skills and passion to
work for the British. Just seventy-nine years after Atchew’s death (in 1783), an obser-
vation was made about the Kolkata Chinese by an Englishman named Colesworthey
Grant. He reports that there were twenty-five Chinese shoemakers in Kasaitola
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(the present day Bentinck Street) who manufactured shoes ‘with much taste and at
moderate charges’. He adds, ‘All carpenters attached to our ships in the country ser-
vice are Chinese,’ and, confirming the British perception of their skills, observes, ‘in
matters of skill and ingenuity the Chinese mechanics and artisans may claim prece-
dence of all other Orientals’ (Grant 1862: 42).

Lim Tse Yee, a Hakka and member of one of the largest and most influential fam-
ilies engaged in shoemaking business in Kolkata, points out that most Chinese workers
did not come to settle down in India. ‘My grandfather was the first to come to India
and learn the trade of a shoemaker but he never settled down here’, he says, ‘Rather
he used to travel between China and India.’ Although not sure when exactly his
grandfather first started coming to India, Lim thinks it may have been in the latter
part of the nineteenth century. ‘He (the grandfather) never set up a shop here but
used to work for somebody else, making shoes, as that was the only thing he could
do.’ Explaining the reason the Chinese immigrants were able to create a niche in
shoemaking business for themselves, he says,

In India, shoemaking and dealing with leather was a job fit only for the lowest
caste. Indians did not want to enter the business because of various social stigmas.
Since we had no such issues, it was a profession which we could easily take up.

According to Lim, these Chinese workers usually returned to China to take a break
from their work and spend time with their families. ‘The working conditions in
Kolkata were appalling in those days’, he says.

Shoemakers had to sit for fourteen to fifteen hours at a stretch to make shoes.
They would start at six in the morning and work until midnight. These workers
often returned to China after six months of slogging. The Chinese cobblers often
took turns. When one returned to China, someone else took his place in the city.
They also had to return to China because of their families. Since they could not
afford to bring and maintain their families in Kolkata, most workers had to leave
their wife and children in China. At least back in their villages these families had
roofs over their heads.

Nearly two-thirds of these early Chinese immigrants lived in wards 40, 41 and 42
(i.e., around Lower Chitpur Road, Bowbazar Street and Bentinck Street respectively)
of the city. According to Ali (1982), these areas of concentration of the Chinese were
near the Muslim and Anglo-Indian neighbourhoods. This may have been due to the
food habits of the Chinese and the nature of their occupation. Leong Yeun Lin says,

There were hardly any Chinese in the Bengali and Gujarati Hindu areas, although
this has changed in recent years. Generally, Bengalis did not rent houses to us or
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want us to live in the same buildings as them. The vegetarian Marwaris of Poddar
Court in Tiretti Bazar also refused to provide housing to us because we cooked
meat.

Moreover, since shoemaking business was dependant on the hides and raw materials
procured from the Muslims, there was a closer affinity between the non-Hindu popula-
tion of Kolkata and the Chinese immigrants instead of the Hindu Bengalis.

THE CHINESE REFUGEES OF EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY

The second wave of migrants and the ancestors of a majority of the present-day
Kolkata Chinese came to India in early twentieth century. This period witnessed the
collapse of the imperial Manchu government and the establishment of a republic.
Despite this transition, the real power lay in the hands of regional warlords who were
interested in furthering their own base and not in social and economic reforms. At
the local levels, landlords siphoned off money from poor farmers. Protests by the
farmers were suppressed by the private armies and gangs controlled by the warlords.
Looting became the order of the day as destitute peasants were forced to join the
armies of the landlords in order to survive. The civil war between the Communists and
the Guomindang, led by Chiang Kai-shek, wrecked further havoc in the countryside.

Ng Yee Tung, a Cantonese carpenter, came to India in 1939 when he was still in
his teens. He remembers,

It was very dangerous living under Chiang Kai-shek. Anyone even remotely
suspected of having Communist affiliation was arrested. Thousands disappeared,
never to be seen again. It was a terrible time and we could not even open our
mouths for fear of being misunderstood and arrested for the wrong reasons.

The turbulence of the period was compounded by the Japanese invasion, which began
in 1931 with the occupation of Manchuria. Ho San Chai, another Cantonese resident
of Kolkata, recalls that as a small boy, he and his friends used to sit on trees in his
native village and watch the marching Japanese soldiers. In 1938, when it became
apparent that the Japanese were planning to occupy all of China, Ho, who was then
eleven, and his parents sought refuge in India.

The second wave of Chinese immigration to India was different in two important
ways from the first phase. First, most of these new Chinese immigrants to Kolkata were
women and children. And second, it consisted mostly of unskilled workers. These
new immigrants encountered numerous difficulties when they reached Kolkata. They
found a community that was ill suited for family members. Since the previous groups
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of Chinese immigrants consisted mainly of male workers, the existing dormitories
and dwelling places were only for single men. Additionally, there were limited eco-
nomic opportunities for women. Indeed, the initial years were not easy for the new
immigrants as they barely managed to feed and shelter themselves. Worse conditions
in China ensured that there was no choice but to carve out a livelihood in Kolkata.

This struggle among the new immigrants is evident in the story of Ah Mei, a
Cantonese resident of Kolkata. Ah Mei’s father worked in Myanmar (Burma) before
World War II, but was unemployed when the war began. The family left Myanmar
and decided to try their luck in India. They had no relatives or friends in Kolkata
when they reached the city. ‘People from my village and some of my relatives came
much later, but when we landed here, we knew no one’, remembers Ah Mei. Her
father died soon after they reached India, ‘somebody did black magic on him and he
fell in love with another lady. He lost his sight, then his sanity, and eventually died.’
Ah Mei was only eight, with three younger sisters and a little brother.

Even though the future seemed bleak, Ah Mei’s mother refused to return to a
chaotic China. ‘We escaped hardship in China and were not ready to go back and
face the same thing again’, says Ah Mei, ‘Rather, we decided to stay here and confront
life in this country. But, it was a struggle trying to sustain a family in an unfamiliar
country.’ Her mother washed and ironed clothes for single Chinese men in the city.
Few years later, the family started selling rice beer. Ah Mei helped her mother make
and sell liquor to sailors and soldiers. Despite the work, Ah Mei says that the money
they made could barely feed the entire family. A guard at the nearby Chinese teahouse
helped out by giving them leftover food.

The stories of many other Chinese immigrants in Kolkata around this time are
similar. Many sustained themselves by washing clothes, selling liquor, tailoring, appren-
ticeship under carpenters and vending vegetables in markets. Some worked eighteen
hours a day. But, according to Ng Yee Tung, there were also a few affluent Chinese
families, ‘some had made their fortunes much earlier, and others who became rich
through smuggling or selling opium.’

The situation was especially dire for many new immigrants because they were
mostly unskilled workers. These people migrated to India because they either knew
people from their village who were residing in Kolkata or were refugees with no rela-
tives or friends in the city. They were ready to ‘take on anything’, as Ah Mei points
out, ‘and survive on the goodwill and good office of friends and the community’.
Some of these new immigrants became apprentices under master Chinese carpenters
and shoemakers in the city. The Chinese social association known as huiguan helped
them find place to live and in some cases employment in the city. The Chinese Indians
feel that they were able to survive these tough times only because of hard work, honesty
and a sense responsibility towards their work.
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MIGRATION TO KOLKATA AFTER WORLD WAR II

Until the late 1930s, the Kolkata Chinese perceived India as their temporary residence.
Most planned to return to China after World War II. While some wanted to return
to marry, those with families wanted their children to grow up in China and receive
a ‘proper Chinese education’. As Lim Tse Yee points out,

Very few Chinese came with the intention of settling in India. They wanted to
earn some money and then go back to China because they preferred their children
to grow up in China. Staying here, they feared forgetting what it meant to be a
Chinese. We were waiting for the war to end and then head back to China with
whatever we had earned.

When World War II finally ended in 1945, the Chinese watched with alarm the
conditions in their homeland worsen. In 1946, full-scale civil war broke out between
the Communists and the Guomindang. When this showdown ended with the estab-
lishment of a Communist government in China, the Kolkata Chinese did not know
what to make of the new regime. Many had second thoughts about leaving India. It
was at this time that permanent settlements of the Chinese in Kolkata started emerging.
Some who had families in China tried to bring them to India. Those who could not
bring their families ended up marrying local Nepali, Assamese or tribal women ‘from
the hills’ because there was a dearth of females in the community. Most of these local
women had Mongoloid features, similar to the Chinese. ‘It is important’, as Young
Lien explains, ‘for them to at least look like us. Otherwise, our children would not
have Chinese features.’ Some Chinese men, especially the Cantonese carpenters, mar-
ried girls of mixed parentage, usually with a Chinese father and Indian mother. The
Hakkas, on the other hand, tried to maintain their ‘pure blood line’ and detested
those who had non-Chinese spouses. In fact, the Hakkas took great pains to find
prospective brides from China for their family members. Even today, there are instances
of the Kolkata Hakkas returning to the Mei County in China to look for suitable
brides.

The Chinese immigrants, thus, started marrying and settling down in India. Conse-
quently, the all-male Chinese community in Kolkata began undergoing noticeable
transformation. At the same time, however, the division within the community based
on dialect, lineage and political leanings became more distinct. As with other overseas
Chinese communities, a majority of immigrants in India were from the Guangdong
province in Southern China. These included various groups of Cantonese and the
Hakkas, who mostly came from the Mei County. There were also Chinese immigrants
from Hubei, Hunan and Shandong provinces and some from Shanghai. The occupa-
tion specialities of the Chinese in Kolkata, as discussed next, are intimately linked to
the place of their origin.
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OCCUPATIONAL SPECIALTIES

Initially, the Chinese immigrants in Kolkata carved out niches in four major profes-
sions: carpentry, shoemaking, tannery and dentistry. As the number of Chinese immi-
grants grew in the early- to mid-twentieth century, they began diversifying into new
businesses, such as laundry, restaurants and beauty parlours. The Chinese Indians
engaged in these professions sometimes because of the specific skills they possessed.
At other times, opportunities existed because a majority of the local population con-
sidered these professions fit only for the untouchables. The occupational specialties
of the Chinese Indians were also divided among regional origins. The carpenters, for
example, were mostly Sze Yap Cantonese, the Hakkas engaged in tannery and shoema-
king business, and the migrants from Hubei province were teeth setters.

THE CANTONESE CARPENTERS

The Cantonese carpenters, especially the Sze Yap, initially occupied the leading pos-
ition, in numbers as well as influence, in the Chinese community of Kolkata. They
were the earliest immigrants to India and worked on contract jobs for the British.
Tham Chan Sing, for example, came to join his parents who were already in Mumbai.
His grandfather was the first in the family to come to India, brought by the British to
work at the Mazgaon docks in Mumbai. ‘It were the Chinese who built all those
ports and docks, even the ones here in Kolkata’, says Tham.

Tham started as an apprentice, learning how to repair machines; a profession the
Chinese called ‘fitter’. ‘It was necessary for all of us to receive training in a skill,
otherwise, no one would hire you as word would spread that you were half-trained’.
It was not easy to work as an apprentice. Tham Chan Sing worked in a factory in
Mumbai far away from where he lived and had to leave home before sunrise in order
to reach on time. He earned eight annas (half a rupee) a day for eight hours of work.
On Sundays he worked for five hours and he received four annas (a quarter of a rupee).
After few years, he switched to working in a restaurant. However, that meant leaving
early in the morning and returning well after everyone in the house had gone to bed.
Eventually, he quit the restaurant job and returned to being a fitter. He says, ‘At that
time one could change jobs easily. It is much more difficult now as everything is so
competitive and once you start with a line of work, you are stuck with it.’

Ng Yee Tung also had no skills when he arrived in Kolkata and learnt carpentry
from some of his friends. Ng remembers,

I first started working as an apprentice for a rupee a day. There were master car-
penters here in Kolkata, people from our own village, who were willing to teach
others. In those days, it was easier to get jobs and you could afford to make mis-
takes too.
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For nine years, Ng worked on British ships and travelled all over the world. Ini-
tially, he wanted to return to China but due to the civil war he decided to settle down
in Kolkata and marry a Chinese woman. In 1953, he joined the Hoogly dock as a
foreman. At least forty Chinese carpenters worked there repairing ships that anchored
at the dock. In fact, a Chinese had contract for every kind of carpentry work at the
Hoogly dock until 1962. After the border war between India and China in 1962,
most of the Chinese carpenters left Kolkata and returned either to China or went to
Hong Kong.

Ng, who remained in Kolkata, undertook temporary jobs. When one of his former
employers migrated to Canada, he left Ng a small carpentry workshop. With minimum
language and communication skills, it was not easy for Ng to find work. A lucky break
came for Ng when he signed a large contract to supply furniture to a jute factory near
Kolkata. In 1965, Ng established his own carpentry company called Wu’s Carpentry
& Engineering. After Ng’s death, two of his sons manage the company, a third son is
in America and his daughter lives in Canada.

THE HAKKA SHOEMAKERS AND TANNERS

According to the Hindu caste system, the work of a cobbler is considered an occupation
of untouchables. ‘With few Indians working as cobblers, the Chinese in Kolkata
found it easier to enter the trade. We had no problems because we do not share this
belief. For us, it was just like any other work’, says Lim Tse Yee, an owner of a shoe
store in Kolkata. Some Hakkas received training in shoemaking in Thailand and
other places in Southeast Asia before they reached India. Unlike carpentry and den-
tistry, shoemaking required longer hours of work and profit margin was much lower.
But, as Lim points out, ‘it was the only means of livelihood for the Hakkas in Kolkata’.
Lim Tse Yee remembers,

Although my father had a small shoe store, and we managed to sell shoes and were
able to sustain ourselves, there was hardly any savings because the remaining amount
had to be sent to our families in China. Only after 1962, when we could no longer
send money to China, we started saving for ourselves. We lived in the Chinatown
in the Tiretti bazaar area, which was full of Chinese immigrants. My mother
washed clothes and helped make shoe uppers to supplement family income. In
fact, there were many Hakka families in Kolkata [who] survived solely by stitching
these shoe uppers.

Bentinck Street (known as ‘shoe road’ to the Chinese) is well known in Kolkata
for Chinese-made shoes. Initially, there were more than 100 shoe stores owned by
the Hakkas on this street. Few of them survive now. Even with cut-throat competition
among the shoe sellers, it was a profitable business because the handmade Chinese
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shoes were renowned and in demand among the local population. In recent year,
perhaps because of their unwillingness (or perhaps inability) to modernise, the Kolkata
Hakkas have lost their share of the shoe market. Most of the young Hakkas are
unwilling to continue the family business as they see no future in it. The Chinese
shoe shops on Bentinck Street today wear a tired and forlorn look.

In the first quarter of the twentieth century, some Hakka shoemakers, especially
the more enterprising among them, moved to Dhapa (also known as Tangra) on the
outskirts of Kolkata to explore the business of tanning leather. The reasoning behind
it was simple. They wanted to find out if they could also manufacture the leather
used for making shoes. According to Oxfeld (1993), the first Chinese tanners arrived
in Dhapa sometime in 1910. Dhapa was a marshy area with fish ponds, where the
low-caste Hindu chamars tanned leathers that were supplied to the Chinese shoe-
makers. The process of tanning leather, known as ‘pit tanning’, was crude and labour-
intensive. Hides were placed into pits and had to be stamped with feet. The first Hakkas
who ventured into this profession worked in the pits for long hours. They were poor,
with limited cash and little to eat. Young Lien, who now lives in Bowbazar area, re-
members that in the early twentieth century, the Cantonese residents of Kolkata were
rich and the Hakkas were very poor. In fact, Young says, ‘Those in Dhapa were the
poorest of the lot. One could identify a Dhapa resident immediately. They had a
sickly colour and were skinny and suffered from all kinds of illnesses.’

As Oxfeld points out, the demand for leather during World War II led to the
establishment of new Chinese tanneries in Dhapa. There were seventy tanneries during
the War. The numbers increased in the mid-1960s, when there were more than eighty-
two Chinese-run tanneries and about 300 businesses trading in leather produced in
Dhapa. The export possibilities that emerged in the 1970s further contributed to the
growth of the industry and made the Hakka community in Kolkata more prosperous
than they had been anytime before. This growth of tanning business attracted Chinese
residents from other locations of the city and contributed to the development of
Dhapa as the new Chinatown of Kolkata.

Lim Tse Yee explains why his family got into the increasingly lucrative and profitable
tanning business: ‘In the early 1970s, when rawhide from Dhapa was in large demand,
my brother convinced us that that we should also get into the tanning business as
there was money to be made.’ The Lim brothers knew nothing about tanning leather
but were willing to learn. Initially, they had to hire people who were experts in tanning
leather and learn from them. The brothers eventually pooled their savings together
and opened their first tannery in Dhapa. Lim Tse Yee says that they were willing
to adopt new methods and technology. Their factory, for example, was the first in the
area to set up an electric transformer to address the issue of shortage of power supply.

After peaking in the 1980s, tanning business in Dhapa witnessed a rapid decline.
The reasons for this decline were both internal and external. First, the businesses failed
to innovate and diversify, given the changes in local and global demands for leather.
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Second, the local government placed stringent environmental requirements and forced
many of the tanneries to move to new locations. The Dhapa tanneries for a long time
had catered only to the markets in the Soviet Union where two types of leather were
sold in bulk quantities. Since the Russians had no choice but to use what the govern-
ment supplied them, the question of fashion or choice did not come into consideration.
‘With eyes closed we in Dhapa used to make black and brown leather by the bulk.
Day in and day out every single tannery made the same kind of leather’, says Lim.
The Chinese Indians, thus, made large amount of profit but failed to innovate or im-
prove the quality of leather they produced. Lim explains,

There was no competition. But, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, we have
lost that market entirely and now have to compete in the free market. While other
producers improved and innovated, we are still using outdated machines. Because
of the declining profits, many Dhapa Chinese have sold their business and left
India.

The tannery owners in Dhapa also failed to use initial profits to diversify. The
profits were reinvested into tannery business instead of exploring other business oppor-
tunities. Lim says,

The Hakkas in Dhapa did not know any other business besides this one. There
was no need as we were busy making money from leather and did not even think
of diversification. In fact, there are just two cases in Dhapa where the tanneries
have diversified into other businesses. Our family is one. We got into the poultry
business a few years ago. The other family invested in chemicals business and is
doing quite well.

Lim feels that most people do not want to get into any other business because they
are afraid of taking risks.

The recent orders by Kolkata government and the Supreme Court of India to
shut down the tanneries in Dhapa due to environmental concerns are the final blows
to the community. Not only will these decisions lead to the closure of all tanneries
operated by the Chinese in Dhapa, the ancillary industries dependent on the manu-
facture of leather will also go out of business. In addition, the unique pattern of
tanneries-cum-residences of the Chinese will cease to exist. Essentially, it will be the
demise of the only remaining Chinatown in India.

THE TEETH SETTERS FROM HUBEI

The natives of Hubei province were renowned as the ‘teeth setters’, who took care
of the oral hygiene of people. These teeth setters travelled from village to village
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fixing and cleaning teeth. Some of them seem to have sailed out of China in the
1920s and 1930s. Mao Chi Wei is a chatty second-generation Chinese Indian dentist,
whose father migrated to Kolkata from Hubei. Unlike his father who learnt dentistry
as an art and a trade skill, Mao Chi Wei is a professional dentist, with a degree in
dentistry. He explains that the teeth setters picked small villages and hired local people
to spread the word of the arrival of a ‘dentist’. They would work in the village for few
days then leave for the next. Usually, family members accompanied the teeth setters
and the children learnt the profession from their father.

The Hubeinese teeth setters continued this practice of wandering after they arrived
in India, a reason why they are found residing in remote and far-flung places in
India. Mao’s family is an example of these wandering Hubeinese dentists. The family
travelled all over India, including Delhi and Mumbai. Often the family members
supplemented the income of the teeth setters by making paper flowers and other
paper decorations. During the India–China war of 1962, when restrictions were placed
on the movements of people of Chinese descent, many of these Hubeinese dentists
settled down in Kolkata and became permanent residents of the city. This not only
forced the teeth setters to improve their skills but also led to prosperity and the fam-
ilies led lives that were more comfortable since it entailed less travel.

The Hubeinese teeth setters are a close-knit community. They rarely marry people
outside their community. Mao’s mother was born and brought up in Chattawala
Gully in Kolkata and married a Hubeinese man living in the same neighbourhood.
The community still helps and supports each other. They make it a point to attend
ceremonies and functions organised by the community. Fewer than fifty Hubeinese
families survive in Kolkata today. The most famous descendent of these Hubeinese
dentists is perhaps Meiyang Chang, the Chinese Indian contestant from Dhanbad in
the recently concluded season of Indian Idol.

OTHER OCCUPATIONS OF THE CHINESE IN KOLKATA

The Chinese in Kolkata are also known for other businesses including laundry, res-
taurants and beauty parlours. Immigrants from Shanghai operate the Chinese laundries
in the city. Although the numbers of these laundries have declined in recent years, a
few of them remain on the main streets of Kolkata and continue to attract local cus-
tomers. Equally famous and the main source of income for many Chinese Indians is
the restaurant business. Chinese restaurants and eating joints existed in Kolkata since
at least the early twentieth century. In fact, one could locate five or more famous
Chinese restaurants in main shopping areas of the city throughout the twentieth cen-
tury. The Nanking Restaurant in the Bowbazar area is known to have been frequently
visited by British officers. The cuisine, quite different from the food found in China,
has become part of Indian home cooking. In fact, the popularity of this cuisine has
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attracted the young Chinese Indians and those who have given up on tannery business.
Many of them train as cooks and work in restaurants in Kolkata and other Indian
cities. Requiring little or no education, this is a perfect source of income for Chinese
Indian men who drop out of schools.

Another mainstay of the Chinese community in Kolkata and other cities in India
is the beauty saloon business. Eve’s Beauty Parlour on Lindsay Street, the first saloon
in Kolkata, was established by the Chinese Indians more than fifty years ago. Skilful
with their hands, the female members of community in Kolkata became perfect pro-
fessionals in this occupation. Similar to shoemaking and work in tanneries, the trad-
itional Indian society stigmatised barbers and hairdressers. The Chinese used this
perception to their advantage. They started with haircutting and soon found themselves
running full-fledged ‘beauty parlours’. Initially, there were some reservations among
the Chinese community about young girls engaging in this profession. Young Lien,
for example, says that she was not allowed to learn haircutting because her uncle
believed that ‘girls from good families do not get into haircutting business and those
who do get spoilt’. Young Lien, however, was attracted to the profession because many
of her friends were making large sums of money working in beauty parlours.

As the modernising Indian society became conscious about its looks and the num-
bers of working women grew, Chinese women found more opportunities to profit
from the beauty parlour business. Since working in beauty parlours did not require
educational qualification, it was well suited for Chinese girls, many of whom were
discouraged from receiving higher education. Similar to the Indian Chinese restaur-
ants, beauty parlours have become synonymous with the Chinese community. Within
the Chinese community in Kolkata and in other parts of India, it is more the rule
than the exception to find Chinese families where the man runs a restaurant and the
wife works in a beauty parlour.

In sum, the main occupations of the Chinese in Kolkata are mostly skill-based
work that have either been handed down by the previous generations or acquired
through a period of formal apprenticeship under older Chinese residents. Most are
also family trades or occupations. It was with the help of these skills and craft that
many Chinese immigrants were able to rise above poverty and transform themselves
from refugees to residents of Kolkata. Today, a majority of the Chinese in Kolkata, who
have decided not to migrate to Canada or the United States, are financially comfortable
and manage to fulfil their basic needs.
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