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ThE hiSTorY of 19Th-cEnTurY cAlcuTTA is inseparable from the 
advent and expansion of one of India’s oldest industries—jute. 
A trend that started in Rishra in Hooghly district in 1855 soon 

spread to either side of the Hooghly river in southwest Bengal. In a 
span of five decades there were close to a hundred operating mills 
(employing over 3,00,000 workers by 1920), consuming more jute 
than the rest of the world put together. The requirement for sandbags 
in World War I further escalated the demand for jute. 

Proximity to the thriving Calcutta port, easy access to jute flax from 
the Gangetic delta, growing demand for jute in the overseas market 
for packing and wrapping as a more robust alternative to cotton and, 
most importantly, availability of cheap local labour, ensured the rapid 
growth of this industry. The river line on either side was soon dot-
ted with mills: in Bansberia, Halishahar, Kalyani, Naihati, Chandan- 
nagore, Kakinara, Shamnagar, Barrackpore, Serampore, Titagarh, 
Rishra, Agarpara, Bally, Howrah, Shibpur, Budgebudge, Uluberia. The 
“golden fibre” contributed 60 per cent of India’s foreign exchange in 
the early 1950s before its sharp downfall. 

Lighter and flexible materials like plastic sealed the fate of jute 
forever, but the massive structures of the jute-polis that once defined 
the fate of millions remain, spread over hundreds of acres. Several 
mills are still functional—“sick industries”, surviving with difficulty. 
The rest are abandoned, disputed, shut down and locked out after a 
series of conflicts between owners and labour in independent India. 

Like unclaimed corpses in the morgue waiting to be cremated, 
most of these abandoned mills simply wait to be razed. These vestiges 
of grand industrial architecture offer a startling sense of the once-
mammoth scale of operations. The space bears the invisible overload 
of the imperial past, now made tangible largely through pending court 
cases that are never expected to be resolved. Nostalgia is under the firm 
grip of aerial banyan roots that are possibly stronger than the pillars 
putatively holding up these structures. Crumbling sheds, unkempt 
floor areas, broken machinery, rampant undergrowth, unpopulated 
offices—it all seems like a visually rich set for a forgotten narrative, 
waiting to be revisited or retold.

Human absence elevates the status of abandoned objects—they have created their own household. 
Objects become protagonists, eager to strike up a conversation with the unexpected guest. 
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The structures of one of imperia’s grandest industries—Bengal’s jute mills and manors—
now lie abandoned. But the site remains grand in its splendid desolation, finds Sreedeep
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Workers claimed that the later owners, mostly Marwaris, were more exploitative than their British 
predecessors. High levels of indebtedness and refusal to repay bank loans or outstanding wages 
finally stopped production in the early 1970s. A smudged diary entry dated January 1, 1970 starts 
with the phrase “lockout”. The diary was discovered on the shoot, hidden in debris. The premises are  
currently occupied by descendants of ex-workers. One of the grand-daughters cries, “Why can’t they 
set up new industries here instead of snatching agricultural land and fighting about it?”

Gourepore Jute Mill, established in 1862, is one of the oldest and largest mills in the area, employing 
more than 10,000 workers at one point. It still occupies over 100 acres along the riverbank in 

Naihati in North 24 Parganas district. Rusted gates remain open, but the sight of a camera provokes 
an immediate order to leave. Whether this is to guard the disputed premises or to protect the 

interests of the illegal residents and undeclared activities is open to speculation.
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Banyan roots are omnipresent—the most 
common incidental décor that rules interiors 
and exteriors in the absence of human presence. 
But the roots also provide insurance to these 
buildings, holding firm what is falling apart.

Staircases lead to spacious landings and broad 
balconies overlooking the courtyard.

Nameplates, chairs, calendars, sinks, 
windows, wardrobes, refrigerators, create 

a family of objects tied together in a 
community of uselessness.

(Following page)
Production floors are mostly barren. Roofs and windows have surrendered to the forces of nature in 
the past five decades. Machines were removed long ago. One is now left alone in the silent spell of 

the vast empty interiors that amplify material absence.
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This three-storeyed building with three-room sets on either side of the stairs on each floor is now 
occupied by a descendant of former workers. But only on the ground floor; the rest lie empty. The 
houses speak of the socio-spacial distance between the managers and the managed. The top floors 
have sky-lights and fireplaces along with huge drawing rooms and kitchen, all uninhabited.
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The celebrated Bengali singer, Kabir Suman, once composed a song called “Nadir Galpo” (The 
River’s Song): “The river has a lot to say to the ghats…time condenses itself as moss on its steps.” 
This densely imaginative lyric is apt for these degenerating spaces as the river witnesses the 
evolution and obsolescence of material reality.




