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In Part 1 of a series on urban poverty in a single settlement in Howrah, Amina Khatoon recounts the history of Priya Manna 
Basti, where she herself lives. Set up as a shantytown in the early-1900s to house migrant mill workers, little has changed 
a century later for the 40,000 poor Muslims who inhabit the basti. 

There are flames dancing in the farthest corners, throwing their shadows on a group of mourners. Or are they lighting 
up a feast of poetry and wine? From here you cannot tell, as you cannot tell whether the colour clinging to those distant 
doors and walls is that of roses or of blood. --From The City from Here by Faiz Ahmed Faiz, translated by Agha Shahid Ali 

Imran Ali is a retired primary school headmaster who lives in Priya Manna Basti in Howrah. He is one of the very few 
educated elders in this locality. That makes him a valuable keeper of memories, a custodian of the history of this 
community. He tells us that before the First World War, Priya Manna Basti, situated on the Grand Trunk Road in the 
Shibpur locality of Howrah, across the river from Kolkata in West Bengal, was a large vacant plot. Englishmen John and 
James Chew owned this 48-bigha plot. There were ponds and gardens and one or two rooms where the gardeners used to 
live. It was known as Chew‟s Garden. In the evenings, the Chew brothers, with their family members, would ride in the 
garden in a horse carriage. The brothers were killed in an accident when their horse went berserk and the carriage fell into 
a pond and they drowned. Their heirs sold the land to Jitendranath Manna. Municipal engineers surveyed the land around 
the time of the First World War and, at the request of the owners, the name Priya Manna Basti was bestowed upon it. By 
then, the Howrah Mills, Bengal Jute Mill (earlier Ganges), Fort William Jute Mill, and Burn Standard Company had come up. 
Given the great demand for labour, dalals were sent out to the villages to recruit young men. Poor, landless farm workers 
arrived from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, from the districts of Chhapra, Siwan, Balia, Gorakhpur and Muzaffarpur. Some also 
came from districts in West Bengal; there were also some Tamilians. The mill workers were allowed to put up huts on plots 
of land. The rent was 1 paisa per month per kattha. 

Thus Priya Manna Basti came into existence almost a century ago; today it has around 40,000 inhabitants, mainly Urdu-
speaking Muslim labourers. Other bastis in Howrah, like Chowrah Basti, Tikiapara, Kawaipukur and Kazipara came up in 
similar fashion when mill workers put up huts on plots rented near where they worked. 

This was the time when tram lines were being laid along the Grand Trunk Road, connecting Shibpur to Howrah station. 
Earlier, there were horse-drawn tram carriages. 

Howrah Jute Mills functioned from 5 am to 8 pm. The mill was closed at night. People began settling in Priya Manna Basti, 
and the population began to grow. 

The mill authorities soon began to observe that many of their workers were dying by the age of 40-50, while in their 
country workers lived till they were much older. The cause was evident. As the plot had been an open garden, the 
settlement came up in an unplanned fashion. Huts were scattered everywhere. There were no drains or sanitation. 
Drinking water was scarce. The mill had installed a water tap that provided water for only a few hours a day. People would 
go to a distant municipal tank in Kawaipukur. They filled water in buckets and carried them home. To bathe and wash 
clothes, people went to the river which was near the basti. 

The huts were built just three feet apart. There were no chimneys on them to let out smoke, and often the whole 
settlement was enveloped in smoke. Given the lack of drainage and accumulation of water everywhere, mosquitoes thrived 
and malarial was rife. 

Survey and planning:- 

In 1930, after several tenants of Priya Manna Basti defaulted on rent, Manna leased out the land to Howrah Mills. The 
lease was till 1938. This included Priya Manna Basti as well as a portion fronting GT Road. In order to improve living 
conditions, mill engineers surveyed the settlement. Priya Manna Basti was divided into a number of sections, along four 
lanes: Nos 1-21, 1st Lane, Nos 1-34, 2nd Lane, Nos 1-71, 3rd Lane, Nos 1-20, 4th Lane, and 139-160, GT Road. A 
playground adjoined the basti. In 1939, part of the land was taken over by Howrah Mills. Then another part was taken 
over in 1951. The two plots together added up to about 38.5 bighas. 

Mohammad Mainuddin is an elderly man living in Priya Manna Basti. He was born in 1938, in 35, Priya Manna Basti, 3rd 
Lane. His grandfather, who was from Arrah district in Bihar, came to the city to work in the jute mill. After getting the job 
he got his wife to join him. Mainuddin‟s father too worked for the British mill managers at wages of Rs 15 a week. 



During the Second World War, Howrah Mills made tent material. This was sent to Russia, where apparently the tents 
created quite an impression. When Khrushchev came to Kolkata in the mid-1950s, he visited Howrah Mills. Two people met 
Khrushchev, the then manager of the mill and the head sardar, Sheikh Mohammad Ismail. He was from Balia, in eastern 
Uttar Pradesh. 

Ismail Sardar‟s influence in bringing people to the city from Balia is evident. There were many people from Bihar. There 
was also a small community of Chinese jute factory workers living in the neighbourhood. They were mostly skilled workers 
-- carpenters, electricians and tool makers. 

Partition, communal riots and the growth of Priya Manna Basti 

During the pre-Independence period, people in Priya Manna Basti were supporters of both the Congress and the Muslim 
League. The Congress leader then was Noor Mohammad Ansari. In 1946, Ansari invited M A Jinnah to address a public 
meeting in Howrah. For the meeting, sackcloth to seat people in Howrah Maidan was obtained from Howrah Mills and 
provided by workers from the basti. Shortly after that, Mahatma Gandhi addressed a meeting here. 

About a fourth of the households in Priya Manna Basti left for Pakistan in 1947, mainly West Pakistan. Gufran Ali was 
among them. He eventually became a superintendent in the Pakistan railways. Mohammad Usman and Mohammad Umar, 
who also left Priya Manna Basti for West Pakistan, rose to become bank managers there. 

Around the time of Partition, communal riots were frequent and people were afraid to step out of their homes. When they 
did, they worried about whether they would return alive. During the 1950 riots in Howrah, Muslims living in localities 
adjoining Priya Manna Basti, like Kawaipukur, Olasthan, Maila Depot and Bania Para, moved into Priya Manna Basti and the 
nearby Chowrah Basti. This increased the population in the basti. The newcomers were Urdu speakers from Uttar Pradesh 
and Bihar. 

People went out to work together, and they returned together. Then one day in 1948, while a group of around 30 people 
were on their way to work and passing through a Hindu locality, they were surrounded and beaten up. Six people died on 
the spot; others were injured and taken to Howrah General Hospital. 

Qurban Ali was one of those who came to the basti at that time. He has lived in Priya Manna Basti since 1949, when he 
was around 12. His father was from Balia, in Uttar Pradesh. He recalls that people went to work at Howrah Jute Mills at 6 
am. The shifts ran from 6-11 am, and then from 1.30-5 pm. Saturday was a half-day and Sunday a holiday. After the men 
went to work, the women did not move out. There were long lines at the handpump from 4 am. When it rained, water 
stood around for a week. 

Qurban Ali used to study at Howrah Mills‟ Muslim Free Primary School, where he completed Class 4. In 1951, he joined 
Howrah Mills as a helper. He would get Rs 7 for seven days of work. In 1952, he joined Fort William Jute Mill where he got 
Rs 11.25 for seven days work. He got married in 1953. Qurban Ali remembers that Kazi Habibullah was the person who 
used to look after matters in Priya Manna Basti on behalf of Howrah Jute Mills. Daya 

Miya represented the basti-dwellers. There were no lights inside the basti except at four points where the municipality had 
provided kerosene lamps. Before 1960, Bari Masjid, Ismail Sardar‟s house and Abdul Manager‟s house had electricity, 
courtesy the mill. Choti Masjid had electricity courtesy the Bengal Jute Mill. Mohammad Mainuddin enjoyed electricity for 
the first time in 1962, when, as a tenant, he got an electric connection from his landlord. His house rent was Rs 1.50 per 
month and for electricity he paid Rs 0.50 per month, for one light point. 

During the India-Pakistan war of 1965, when some Muslims in India were rounded up under a special ordinance, people 
from Priya Manna Basti were also taken into custody. This created a strong sense of insecurity. But being a jute workers‟ 
basti, jute mill union affairs dominated the consciousness of the inhabitants. CITU was a major force here. 

The first proper building to come up was at 25, Priya Manna Basti, 3rd Lane. It belonged to Samsuddin and was completed 
in 1972. Samsuddin ran the ration shop in the area. 

For 40,000 people, this is home:- 

Twenty people to 100 square feet, 100 people to a single toilet, open drains, illegally “hooked” electricity, young men 
wrapped in plastic sheets sleeping out in the rain….Part 2 in our series on urban poverty in Priya Manna Basti, Howrah. 

Priya Manna Basti in Howrah grew around the jute mills that provided employment to the migrants who flocked into 
Calcutta in the first half of the 20th century. A hundred years on, little has changed. It continues to be backward and it 
continues to be populated by permanent or temporary workers at the jute mills, owners of small shops, fruit and 
vegetable-sellers, rickshaw-drivers or workers in shops in Kolkata‟s Barrabazaar. Very few have white-collar jobs. 



Ainul Haq is 58. He works in the jute mill. His father and grandfather both grew up in Priya Manna Basti. Ainul was born 
into a very poor family. His father drank excessively and squandered his money. His mother worked as a domestic help. At 
an early age, all three brothers worked in other people‟s homes. Ainul fetched water, held umbrellas over street vendors 
and worked in a barber‟s saloon, first as a masseur and then as a barber. He started working at the jute mill when he was 
about 18. He has never been inside a school. 

Ainul recalls the days when there were intimate and harmonious relations between people. He realises today that their 
parents never thought about their children‟s future. He has three daughters and two sons; the eldest daughter is married. 
When asked what he wants for his children, he says he has no dreams of turning his children into doctors or engineers. He 
wants them to be good citizens and decent human beings. He has sent his eldest son overseas, to the Gulf, to work. “I did 
not want my children to face the hardship and hard work I did. I want them to have a better life.” 

Besides being a place of dwelling, the basti is also a place where a lot of household manufacturing takes place. Among the 
products made here are knives, footwear, hair clips, bangles, bindis, polished vessels, zari embroidery, and toys. There are 
also a few nihariyas who extract precious metals from the floor sweepings of goldsmith shops. 

Most of the people of Priya Manna Basti are uneducated. Indeed, this settlement of around 40,000 people has only one 
higher secondary school (Urdu-medium) which came up around two years ago. Earlier, girls could study here only till Class 
8; then, about five years ago, a separate girls section was started, going up to Class 10. The school was extended to Class 
10 (for boys) in 1986. It received recognition as a junior high school in 1978. There are also two smaller Urdu-medium 
primary schools that are recognised and aided by the government. In addition, there are two unrecognised junior high 
schools (till Class 8) -- one for girls only and one for boys and girls. And there is one non-formal school, Talimi Haq School. 

There are two mosques and one madrasa in Priya Manna Basti. There is no government healthcare centre although, at 
least on paper, there is supposed to be one. If there is, no one knows about it and no one goes there. Apparently, it has 
been turned into a political party office. There are a number of youth clubs and associations inside Priya Manna Basti. In 
fact, every lane has several. But only a few are registered organisations. There‟s Bharat Gymnastic where one can 
exercise, watch TV and play carom. This is also the venue for the government‟s anganwadi programme. Then there‟s 
Seven Star Club for TV and football; Tiger Club has carom and also boasts a football team. Riyaz Ali (name changed) is an 
unemployed youth who lives in Priya Manna Basti. He is a graduate. He visits the clubs frequently. Or he goes to his 
former college, Shibpur Dinabandhu Institution. He says he plays carom to freshen his mind, and for entertainment. 
Everyone is allowed to play in the club; those who lose pay Rs 4 each. That‟s an income for the club. Riyaz confesses that 
he often entices girls and gets his way with them by putting drugs into their tea. One girl tried to kill herself when he 
refused to marry her. After suffering for several months, she died. Riyaz Ali used to live near Mallik Phatak in Howrah. He 
says he received “training” at an early age from local youths, delivering letters and buying medicines or condoms. He has 
mastered the art of “assessing” girls, spotting who is fair game. When he was young he would lay wagers on accosting and 
“squeezing” girls. 

There are a number of social organisations in Priya Manna Basti. Anjuman Tamiri Millat distributes clothes among poor 
women on Id, gives out blankets in winter, and assists in the marriage of poor girls. Tanzeem Aslah-e-Millat has a 
dispensary run by someone who calls himself a doctor. It provides nursing training to girls who have passed Class 10, and 
first-aid training to young people. The organisation attempts to place the girls in nursing homes, but charges Rs 200-250 
every month, besides a hefty admission fee. It also lends old schoolbooks to children. Sir Syed Library used to distribute 
books among poor students, but has now stopped. It runs a school elsewhere, in Fazir Bazaar. All these social 
organisations get funds from the basti community, through the sale of animal skins after Bakri Id and from zakaat 
contributions. The NGO SEED runs a dispensary and a so-called “English-medium” school that charges the same kind of 
fees as other local “English-medium” schools. SEED also maintains a short-stay home for girls, but the girls here are not 
from Priya Manna Basti. South Point is a dispensary run by the German Doctors‟ Committee. It provides free medicines. 

Howrah Pilot Project is a voluntary association that runs a pre-primary and primary school, a sewing and stitch-craft 
school, and a school for working boys. It also organises free cataract operations and undertakes family planning 
counselling. Because of problems between the mill authorities and the people of the basti, and following a court order, the 
playground adjoining and serving the community at Priya Manna Basti has been closed for some years. 

Twenty to a room 

The people of Priya Manna Basti live under the „thika tenancy‟ arrangement. The land belongs to one person (the mill), the 
hut to someone else (the thika tenant), and a third party lives in the hut (the worker). Most people are long-time 
residents, having lived here for generations. The average dimensions of a room in Priya Manna Basti are 10x10 sq ft. Each 
room has a small verandah out front where the women cook, bathe and wash clothes. 

Earlier, the single huts were made out of mud and had semi-cylindrical tile roofs. Some of these are still visible today. 
Later, the huts were integrated around the four sides of an open courtyard, or aangan. During weddings, the guests ate in 
the courtyard. Clothes were washed and hung to dry in the courtyard; indeed there were so many quarrels over the drying 
of clothes that an arrangement was worked out whereby time was allotted to each family for this purpose. The women did 
not stir out of their homes. When the men left for work, they emerged in the courtyard and sat in the sun. When someone 



died, the body was washed in the courtyard before being taken for burial. Thus, the courtyard was the focal point for most 
families. 

When hutments around a courtyard are demolished to construct a building, there is a discussion between the tenants and 
the hut owners. The tenants are told that they will get a proper room within six months. But during those six months they 
face enormous difficulties. They have to find a place to stay and often end up paying ten times higher rent for temporary 
accommodation. Sometimes, the building could take up to two years to be completed. 

Sogra Khatoon, a middle-aged woman, recalls that while sunlight and fresh air were abundant earlier, in the new buildings 
people pine for a bit of light and air. Rooms given to people in the new buildings measure a maximum of 100 sq ft; they 
could be as small as 60 sq ft. As many as 20 people often live in these tiny quarters (the minimum number would be six). 
In several houses, chickens and goats too are raised in this small space. 

The women sleep indoors, men outside. When shops in the basti close for the night, people sleep outside them, or on 
handcarts. Quarrels over sleeping space are common, especially when darkness envelops the basti during a power cut or 
when the electricity inspectors arrive. Most of the electricity in Priya Manna Basti is come by illegally. Not just here, but in 
bastis across the city, electricity is mostly obtained illegally, by “hooking”. 

The most trying time for the inhabitants is during the monsoon. People who do not have a roof over their heads stand 
through the night waiting for the rain to stop so they can lie down somewhere. Young boys who drive cycle-rickshaws all 
day wrap themselves in a plastic sheet and get comfortable on a handcart. Rain or no rain, it makes little difference to 
them. They have to go out to work the next day, so they have to find a way to sleep at night. 

Mohammad Raja, 15, is a cycle-rickshaw puller. During the monsoon, he sleeps out in the rain under a plastic sheet. Raja 
has four sisters. Three of them are married but they continue to stay with him and his mother. Their elder brother is 
mentally ill. Their father is dead, so the responsibility of the family has fallen on Raja‟s young shoulders. He had to 
discontinue his studies and start driving a rickshaw. He has been doing this for the last three years. The vehicle is not his; 
he drives a hired rickshaw for which he pays Rs 30 every day as rent. “If I stay away from work for even a day, how will 
my family survive? And I have to pay a rental on the vehicle too. So I have to get some sleep at night in order to be able 
to go to work the next morning. Ours is a small room. There is no space for me. So I have to look for place outside.” 

The women are forced to sleep indoors whether there is electricity or not. When the men are at home, the women cannot 
bathe. Sometimes it is a week before they can have a bath. There is no separate kitchen. Food is cooked inside the room. 
Some women put wooden planks over the drains and cook on them. The buildings discharge excreta into these narrow 
drains that run along the lanes. And all of them are open. No one ever complains to the owner of the building. Nor does 
the corporation do anything. When people cook their food next to these drains, how can they stay healthy? In a plot with 
hutments around a courtyard there is usually just one toilet which is used by at least 10 families. That could mean as 
many as 100 people. Each one has to wait his turn. Women bathe with their clothes on and so are unable to wash 
themselves properly. When girls and women menstruate, they use old cloth which is re-used after washing. 

Illegal construction 

Over the last 15 years or so, large tracts of basti land in the city have become targets for illegal construction. Even in the 
largest bastis, the characteristic red tile roofs are fast disappearing, to be replaced by ugly, unsafe and poorly constructed 
buildings of up to five floors. This has put additional strain on the already overstretched civic amenities in the bastis. 

Buildings are constructed without any formal sanction and in total violation of the corporation‟s building byelaws. 
Corporation functionaries, political party leaders and workers and local businessmen and criminals-turned-promoters have 
all enhanced their mutual interests and earnings through such illegal construction. In 1997, the Howrah Municipal 
Corporation started taking action against illegal construction after the situation deteriorated. One structure in Priya Manna 
Basti was partially demolished and a few building owners and promoters taken into custody. Notices were subsequently 
served on the owners of these buildings. For a long time, the structures remained incomplete. Then the beneficiaries of the 
illegal construction grew restive and soon enough, the illegal construction resumed. 

The land on which Priya Manna Basti stands belongs to Howrah Mills. But the law protects the hut-owning thika tenants‟ 
rights. And they have limited rights to develop the existing structures. External promoters approach the thika tenants -- 
who presently receive nominal rents and also lack the capital to undertake any development -- and obtain the right to 
construct four-to-five-storey buildings. The structures violate the building bye-laws. They are poorly constructed and 
unsafe. As they lack any proper sanitation facilities, the flats discharge excreta directly into the drains in the basti lanes. 

The tenants move out temporarily, to return to ill-lit, poorly ventilated, single-room units in the new structures for which 
they have to pay a greater rent. They are allotted units in the illegal floors, which are usually smaller than their earlier 
rooms. They also lose access to open and communal spaces like inner courtyards. New flats in the illegal building are given 
to outsiders who are in need of residential or commercial space. They are given out by the promoter for a one-time 
lumpsum payment (salaami) -- a hefty amount, but still much less than the market value of built-up space in the locality -- 



besides a relatively modest monthly rent. In Priya Manna Basti today, the salaami would be around Rs 400-500 per square 
foot, and the monthly rent Re 1 per square foot. The salaami gives the new household „secure‟ occupation rights over the 
unit. The promoter pockets the salaami and collects rent for five to seven years, after which the right to collect rent is 
given over to the thika tenant. For the original tenants‟ units, the rent is retained by the thika tenant. Though everything 
in these transactions is illegal, it flourishes. The police, local political leaders and activists from the major political parties, 
hoodlums, municipal councillors and officials -– all plan and execute the deals. 

Given the already severely degraded conditions in the bastis, such illegal construction makes the possibility of wholesome 
improvements or planned redevelopment more remote. 

The alternative 

After having lived for generations and decades in the basti, in the city, the inhabitants have a right to be granted legal title 
to shelter. The basti must be physically redeveloped in their favour, with their active participation. The manufacturing 
activities of small entrepreneurs in the basti are presently severely crippled because of lack of working space, obsolete 
production techniques, difficulty in procuring raw materials and lack of access to credit and markets. With institutional 
attention and assistance, these trades and self-employment avenues could be upgraded. The Jawaharlal Nehru National 
Urban Renewal Mission could provide a major boost to the process of basti redevelopment. 

With the present economic downturn, real estate developers have become a little passive, offering the opportunity to 
pursue another vision -- that of community-led basti redevelopment which could be a powerful means to renew the 
community spirit and empower the labouring poor. It is a challenge that the youth of Priya Manna Basti must take up. 

 

 


