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PART I

One aspect of the development of colonial port cities in Asia was the introduction of western-style retail and local trading functions.  A few select shopkeepers and craftsmen were among the first of the free traders to operate in India by the East India Company.  These were augmented by Company craftsmen who stayed on in Madras, Calcutta and Bombay after their contracts ended.  The growth of the "modern" retail sector varied from port to port: where there were indigenous trading groups ready to cater to European tastes in a European style the retailing sector was early characterized by ethnic diversity; in other ports (the) initial growth was fed by the immigration of retailers and tradesmen from the home country.  This dimension of the growth of the port cities has been bypassed while attention has concentrated on the "commerce" of the ports, and the backgrounds, business organizations and entrepreneurial qualities of indigenous and European merchants engaged in large-scale, commodity trade.1

The neglect of the distributive and trade-service sectors of the colonial port cities perhaps reflects an attitude displayed in writing on nineteenth-century urban centres in general:  local distribution, being non-productive and small-scale, is held to be unimportant.  In consequence there are few studies of shopkeepers and tradesmen in nineteenth-century cities.  Study is impeded also by a paucity of data on the individuals who acted as entrepreneurs in trade enterprises.2  Being of lowly status they received little mention in contemporary documents.  The data problem is magnified for the colonial cities but sufficient detail may be gleaned from sources such as trade directories and the reports of trade associations in Indian ports to initiate an understanding of the economic and political activities of the more prominent British tradesmen there.  This paper, which examines the role of British tradesmen in Calcutta, is undertaken in the hope of stimulating interest in tradesmen—both foreign and indigenous—as port city entrepreneurs and in retailing as an important aspect of the port city economy.

"Trade," "Tradesmen," and "Entrepreneurs"
In nineteenth-century Britain, "trade" and "commerce" were frequently used synonymously to cover all types of exchange or dealing in commodities. More properly, "commerce" was used to refer to large-scale international trade; when "trade" was used one decided by the context whether or not the reference was to local retail trade.  The term "tradesman" had a somewhat different history, for the "trades" were originally the skilled crafts.  In the eighteenth century the term was applied also to shopkeepers in recognition of the fact that most performed some skill or craft in shaping, processing or otherwise preparing goods for sale.3 A further application included those providing consumer services, such as restaurant and hotel-keepers.  By the mid-nineteenth century, the tradesman class included lower or quasi-professionals such as veterinary surgeons and apothecaries.  The elite of the trade stratum were journalists, publishers and booksellers, for these occupations required education, sensitivity to the society's intellectual needs and even the capacity for artistic creation.4 Essentially the tradesman was independent of corporate or bureaucratic wage-earning and served consumers in ways which could entail skilled craftsmanship, production, distribution and management.
In the decades following the industrial revolution, independent artisans tended to be absorbed into the industrial working classes, while the partners of large and successful trade companies benefitted from the halo effect of upwardly mobile merchants and were able to acquire landed property.  To be "in trade" continued to carry a pejorative connotation, but, as the nineteenth century progressed, it was not essential to be accepted as a "gentleman" with a propertied stake in the community in order to play a public role. Studies of local history are now revealing the entry of tradesmen into urban institutions, especially municipal councils, after the municipal reform of 1835, the Public Health Act of 1848 and the Municipal Corporations Act of 1882.5
To what extent should the partners and managers of trading firms be considered entrepreneurs, with a distinctive role in British business history? The definition given to the term "entrepreneur” is important.  Some scholars have specified capital accumulation, innovation, risk-taking and unusual dedication as the marks of the business entrepreneur.6 These criteria allow little possibility for local traders to qualify as entrepreneurs.  Arguing for a more general definition, G. H. Evans has suggested that the entrepreneur is "the person or a group of persons, in a firm, whose function it is to determine the kind of business that is to be conducted.”7 This definition distinguishes entrepreneurial activity from mere management (which entails routine decisions within a framework shaped by the entrepreneur) but does not require the entrepreneur to be exceptionally innovative or risk-taking.  This allows entrepreneurs to be identified in trade firms.  In British Entrepreneurship in the Nineteenth Century, G. L. Payne accepts Evans' definition as most appropriate for understanding the complexities of business development during and after the industrial revolution.8   By such a definition, every business might be said to possess at least one entre​preneur.  Certainly the men who established western local trade businesses in India should be included in this class.  For a number of them, the descrip​tion given of the nineteenth-century industrial entrepreneur would equally hold true: that they "combined in one person the functions of capitalist, financier, works manager, merchant and salesman."9 The study of tradesmen in the colonial port cities should add a further dimension to the under​standing of European and indigenous entrepreneurship in the colonial environment.
British Tradesmen in Calcutta
In colonial society, terms of reference, sanctioned in official cor​respondence, helped to preserve socio-economic distinctions.  By mid-century in India, the Europeans who engaged in import and export commerce as partners of the agency houses and as brokers or bankers were the "commercial men." A distinctly lesser category were the "tradesmen"—those who imported for the purpose of local trading or who offered their services to the resident European population.  The terms connoted status groups as much as occupa​tional categories.  While the distinctions of Victorian society were by no means necessarily weakened in the colonial setting, the role of European tradesmen in providing scarce "civilizing" amenities meant that they were not "taken for granted" here as they often were in European towns of com​parable size.
Calcutta possessed the largest and most vigorous group of European trades​men among the port cities of the Indian Empire.  They were, of course, pre​dominantly British, though the Jewish and Armenian communities had their shopkeepers and artisan-producers and occasional Portuguese and French names are found in trade lists.  Proprietors and independent tradesmen numbered between 200 and 250 in 1830, their number tripling by the end of the century. Until the 1830’s the East India Company controlled the numbers and types of tradesmen through the bond system.10   By the 1850’s, diversification of local trade and services gave the city a very adequate complement of tradesmen. Predominating in the trade directories, with between three to six tradesmen or firms of each kind, were retailers proper (provisioners, "Europe shopkeepers," drapers), artisan-retailers (jewellers, coach-builders, bootmakers, watch​makers, cabinetmakers) and servicers such as hotel-keepers, undertakers, stablekeepers and apothecaries.
Many local trade functions were not yet highly specialized or dis​aggregated:  various combinations of retailing, producing and servicing were undertaken in the one establishment.  Blacksmithing and iron​monger ing were associated with shipbuilders, pharmacies housed dentists and surgeons and produced aerated water as well as patent medicines; opticians imported scientific instruments of all kinds and branched into photography. Bootmakers did a major part of their business in bespoke saddle and harness-making.  Veterinary surgeons operated livery stables, hiring out vehicles and auctioning horses.  Calcutta's leading hotels grew to be very large establish​ments, with many lines of business.  The Auckland Hotel was described in the 1840’s as an
"attempt to combine a tailor's, a milliner's, a dressmaker's, a haber​dasher's, a confectioner's, a hardwareman's, a woollen merchant's, a perfumer's, a restauranteur's, a spirit and wine merchant's, a provisioner dealer's, a grocer's, a coffee housekeeper's establishment, with an hotel…”11
Publishing houses were complex too.  The Bengal Hurkaru was described as a "literary establishment" comprising "a newspaper press, a typographical, lythographical and copper plate press, a circulating library, a sale library and a stationary shop."12
The great distances which separated the tradesmen of the colonial city from their sources of supply, on the one hand, and from many of their cus​tomers (for all the large establishments sought plantation and mofussil orders) on the other, created special problems for them, in stock-control, capital outlay, distribution and advertising.  Colonial tradesmen depended on and developed advertising to a greater extent and on a larger scale than their home counterparts.  Calcutta tradesmen early began to cite prices of goods and conditions of sale in newspapers, and their advertisements were often very detailed, even though advertising space was expensive in the leading Calcutta organs.  For instance, Thacker, Spink and Co. regularly listed all the important book titles received in recent shipments, while Bathgate and Co., druggists, listed major items of their stock.  The cata​logues developed to reach distant customers impressed newcomers to colonial India.13
The "Europe shops" did not cater exclusively to the white population. From the 1860's the greatest hope for expansion of many businesses lay in tapping the custom of rajas, notables and the westernizing Indian middle class. Steuart and Co., coachbuilders, boasted that they enjoyed the patronage of almost "every ruling chief in India";14   in 1874, John Davis and Co., drapers, advertised "cheap, strong, England-made patent leather shoes for Native gentlemen and boys" while Lazarus and Co. hoped to introduce the "Indian public" to the British mattress.15   Competition for this custom arose with the development of western-style shops and businesses by Indians, as will be noted later.
Initial advantage appears to have been an important factor in the sur​vival and success of individual trade firms.  A number, traceable because they retained the same name even when the business changed hands, which were established between 1830 and 1860, are still operating in Bengal today.16 There was not room for a great many businesses of the one kind and the first in the field became the pace-setters for one or two major competitors. Calcutta was the capital of the Empire, with a massive military and govern​mental presence and it was a great advantage to secure the patronage of the governor-general, especially for jewellers, furniture-makers and coachbuilders and bootmakers.  Architects, engineers and printers sought official contracts and outfitters vied for the custom of the military. However, tradesmen in Calcutta never benefitted as much as they hoped from the Establishment because of the policy of contracting government stores from Britain.
Business Organization
The simple partnership company remained, throughout the nineteenth cen​tury, the predominant structure for trading firms.  P.L. Payne has attributed the survival of the partnership in Britain to its adaptability:  partnerships could be "created, supplemented and frequently terminated when conditions called for change."17   The form allowed the original proprietor to recruit partners, to acquire more capital and additional expertise, to diversify a business and to control proprietorial change.  Partnerships were regulated by the rules and practices of common law in Britain until the codification under the British Partnership Act of 1890.  This was not immediately applied to India, where partnerships continued to be governed by the guidelines of a chapter of the Indian Contract Act of 1872.  It was very easy to establish a partnership, whether to initiate a business or to expand from individual proprietorship. All that was required was an agreement between the partners to share the profits of a business and a recognition that the several partners could each "act for all."18   It was not necessary for partners to contribute equally to the capital of a firm; indeed, a partnership was frequently based in the capital of one man and the skill or managerial capacity of another.
A further support to the partnership form in Calcutta was the problem of managerial continuity in a colonial environment.  Many tradesmen left the country periodically on leave or business and ultimately on retirement.  Ill health often forced a premature return.  It was difficult to sell a business at short notice.  A partner could be relied upon to handle the business alone and to maintain the firm when the senior partner retired.  Thus a typical pattern in the development of Calcutta trade companies was for an original proprietor to establish a business, taking in a partner after one or two years.  Later an assistant was brought in, often with a view to future partnership.  (In fact, the assistant was usually "brought out" from Britain as there was a dearth of men in the city who could be recruited for managerial roles to local firms.)  This second generation of partners was more likely to be selected for their managerial capacities or general trustworthiness than for their skill or innovative capacity.  The new partner or partners might ultimately aim to buy out the originals upon their retirement.  If he had not the necessary capital, the retiring partners continued to share in the business1 profits.  This form of sleeping partnership was not possible in limited liability joint-stock companies—one factor favouring the con​tinuance of the partnership form.  The major impediment to change, however, was the reluctance of government to allow the principle of limited liability in small-scale local trading.  It was thought the practice would encourage undue speculation, while trade enterprises were held not to require the 19 capital accumulation facilitated by the joint-stock company form.   The Calcutta tradesmen several times requested limited liability for partnerships, to no avail.20
The risk of unlimited liability to some extent offset the gains of the informality and flexibility of partnership.  In Britain a prudent tradesman was advised to personally superintend his business; in Calcutta the pattern of leaves and final retirement enhanced the risks of partnership.  The linking of kinship and partnership was a safeguard sought everywhere.  This was by no means as easy for the businessmen of Calcutta to achieve:  Calcutta, for all its status as the capital of the British Indian Empire, was still an unappealing prospect for a thirty- to forty-year career in a line of business but did not offer the large profits of commerce or the security of government employ.  Nevertheless, family linking is apparent in the number of established firms.  The best well-known example is Thacker, Spink and Co.  William Thacker set up in printing and bookselling in 1819.  In the late 1820fs George Parbury, son of Charles Parbury, a London bookseller, became a partner but the firm name was not changed until Thacker’s nephew, William Spink, who had been brought out as an assistant in 1839, joined the partnership in 1851.  Thacker died in 1872 and Spink became the London-based partner in 1876.  His son, Thomas William Spink served his apprenticeship in the firm and became a partner in the early 1880fs.  Between 1876 and that time Parbury managed the business.21
The lack of biographical information on tradesmen makes it impossible to estimate the extent of kinship linking, especially in cases of the promotion of assistants into partners.  It seems likely, however, that the "family business" was less common in the colonial city.  In 1866, the Calcutta Trades Association told the government of Bengal that "nearly all the tradesmen who come, come as assistants without the command of capital to already established houses, with the prospect of acquiring an interest in the business, either as a partner or as an agent."22   This suggests that most firms had to train their future heads while providing them with the means of accumulating savings to buy into the business.  It also suggests that local trade did not attract much capital investment from Britain and this may have been another factor contributing to stability of the "established houses."
Credit, Exchange and Competition
Two kinds of financial problems beset the tradesmen, one in the first, the other in the second half of the century:  the issue of credit and the associated difficulty of recovering debts, and the fluctuating international value of the rupee.
From the very beginnings of free trading the custom of extending long credits to customers was established.  The peculiar conditions of Calcutta at first limited the risks of this custom.  As a tradesman later explained: "The European population was small and wealthy; tradesmen were few and well supported; their profits were large; their bills were paid sooner or later with good interest.”23   Tradesmen often secured the debt of Company servants against life insurance, gaining interest while the customer lived and retrieving the debt when he died.24
Loopholes in this system for the tradesmen were the Insolvency Act which enabled a heavily indebted man to declare himself insolvent, rules governing the limitation of suits, the difficulties of partnerships in suing, and the inefficiencies of the Court of Requests.
The retail credit system in Calcutta became severely over-expanded at the end of the 1820’s with the contraction of money supply which contributed to the commercial crisis of 1830-33.25   In a celebrated case against an insolvent ex-officer of the Bengal Army in 1830 ten leading retail firms brought forward evidence that their outstanding debts amounted to Rs 50,000, while the total owed to tradesmen was estimated at a lakh of rupees.26
It was the desire to control credit and to encourage the "ready money payment which prevails in all other parts of the world" which prompted the tradesmen to form the Calcutta Trades Association at this time.27   The Trades Association was not correct in assuming the prevalence of cash transactions among retailers, especially those with a high class clientele, nor were they able to transform the financial practices of the retail sector.  At the end of the century there were only a few firms which dealt strictly in cash, and all over the world credit payment became more common towards the end of the century.  But they did bring the credit system under control and firms became much more careful in extending credit, often demanding references, particularly from mofussil customers.
The problem of the value of the rupee, however, was quite beyond their control.  The international gold price of silver became unstable in the mid-18701 s.  The value of the rupee declined from about 2/ - in 1870 to l/ 81/2 in 1876 and between 1878 and 1892 there was a continual decline with some fluctuation so that the value stood at a low of 1/1 in 1894/5.28   The decline in value acted as an import duty for those dealing in imported goods.  The uncertainty surrounding the value of the rupee had a depressive effect generally upon the business plans of commercial and trade firms, prompting the Bengal Chamber of Commerce and the Trades Association to press the Secretary of State to remove India from the silver standard or to stabilize the rupee through international agreement.29   The Currency Commission at its various hearings gave most attention to the problem of commerce, but the trade firms suffered even more, for they did not have the compensation of export gains.  Tradesmen were concerned, too, with how the depreciation would affect the purchasing power of the total European community.
At the same time that the British tradesmen felt this pinch, pressure mounted from another source:  competition from Indians who had adopted European retailing methods and trade occupations.  This was initially a tentative development in Calcutta in comparison with Bombay where Parsis early entered modern retailing and in fact restricted the opportunities for British tradesmen.  But the first major challenge to Britishers in Calcutta— in the book trade—came early.  In the 1830's publishers complained that Indian presses were pirating English language titles and undercutting their prices.  Stationers, booksellers and printers remained the largest category of the partnership companies registered by Indians in Calcutta in the nineteenth century. Other areas which Indian entrepreneurs entered in number were tailors and hosiers, pharmacies, oilman's stores and jewellers.  Among the companies listed in Thacker's Indian Directory at the end of the century are also crockery dealers, picture framers, musical instrument makers, dealers in "fancy goods" and gun merchants.
It is impossible to say from current research what proportion of Calcutta's retail trade these companies commanded or to what extent they encroached upon the Britishers' markets.  The topics of the entry of Indians into modern retailing, how they learnt its techniques and to what extent European methods and values affected the bazaar sector of the city are as yet unex​plored and provide some of the most promising areas for future research into the development of the port cities' economies.  Undoubtedly modern retailing and trades provided an area of enterprise which called forth a new category of Indian entrepreneur in the port cities.
**********
By mid-century Calcutta possessed a clearly articulated "two-circuit" structure of local trade:30   a bazaar circuit catering to the Indian popula​tion and utilized by whites for fresh foods and Indian-produced commodities, and a firm-based circuit in which most imported goods and westernized services were supplied by British retailers and tradesmen.  The outstand​ing features in the development of the European trade sector in the second half of the century may be noted.  Independent craftsmen and small tradesmen dwindled while the larger partnership companies expanded, setting up branch stores as far away as Bombay, Delhi, Simla, Lahore and Allahadad.  The early form of "departmental shops" emerged, encouraged here by the number of lines carried by the early shopkeepers and the custom of a single firm acting as the Calcutta agents for a number of British firms.  Tradesmen became pre​dominantly managerial, employing Indian craftsmen and assistants when they could or subcontracting to Indian trade enterprises.  It was largely from these forms of interaction and sometimes from simply copying of the Calcutta British trade firms that Indian retail partnership companies were brought into being and became an important factor in the local economy.
The heyday for retailers and tradesmen was the period of the 1860’s and 1870’s when free trade was maximized and improvements in transportation and communications (especially the increase in rail lines and the improvement of the postal services) allowed profitable expansion.  This expansion was ex​pressed in the growth of the major partnership companies rather than in the proliferation of British businesses.  The accompanying table, which gives a general impression of the development of the trade enterprises, indicates the principal trades showing an increase in establishments were engineering, pharmaceutical services and publishing.
The 1880’s and 1890's were decades of relative stasis when the tradesmen were preoccupied by financial and managerial problems and perhaps worried by the threat of Indian competition.  The trade community of this period lacked the energetic spokesmen of the 1860’s and 70’s, who, as is shown in PART II, enlivened local affairs in Calcutta.  Nevertheless the Calcutta trade community remained the largest and most occupationally diverse in India with three times the number of British firms as Bombay.  It was through these firms that most innovations in retailing and services entered India to be diffused to the other port cities and the towns of the interior.
PART II

Public Image and Public Role
Throughout the nineteenth century, the British tradesmen of Calcutta were regarded as an "interest11 to be weighed in the decisions affecting Calcutta and Bengal, but an interest that was decidedly subordinate to those of government and international commerce.  Socially, tradesmen were distinctly "another class of Europeans," not part of Calcutta "society."31 Yet this did not prevent them from speaking out on public issues and attempting to shape municipal and provincial decision-making. Some, while acting as business entrepreneurs in local trade had the opportunity to become, in effect, institutional entrepreneurs, mediating the establishment of British urban institutions in the colonial environment.  For a time, in the 1860fs and early 1870fs, this brought representatives of the trade com​munity into partnership with those Hindu notables who formed the vanguard of Bengali participants in local government institutions.
The trade community was, of course, internally differentiated.  Status among the proprietors of trade firms was determined to a large extent by the amount of education a man had received, by his command of capital and by the success of his venture, with journalists and publishers enjoying special status as the intellectuals of the trade community.  Beneath the firm heads were ranked a variety of roles, including those of the

British Trade Firms and Tradesmen in Calcutta, 1840, 1877 and 1888
	
	1840
	1877
	1888

	Artists, photographers
	6
	6
	4

	Auctioneers
	3
	3
	3

	Bootmakers, saddlers
	11
	7
	4

	Builders, architects, engineers, contractors
	9
	18
	22

	Cabinet makers
	4
	5
	3

	Chemists
	5
	9
	14

	Coach builders
	12
	8
	5

	Dentists
	3
	5
	3

	Drapers, glassware, lights
	not listed
	9
	7

	Electrical engineers
	—
	—
	2

	Gunsmiths
	3
	3
	3

	Hairdressers
	4
	3
	4

	Hardware merchants
	2
	not listed
	2

	Hotels
	3
	3
	6

	Jewellers, watchmakers
	12
	8
	7

	Milliners, dressmakers
	7
	6
	2

	Musicians and musical instrument sellers
	7
	3
	3

	Opticians
	not listed
	1
	2

	Plumbing contractors
	not listed
	5
	2

	Printers, presses, booksellers
	7
	13
	20

	Tailors, outfitters
	8
	9
	13

	Undertakers
	3
	5
	5

	Veterinary surgeons, livery stables
	4
	7
	5

	Wine merchants, general dealers
	not listed
	14
	14


A number of miscellaneous trades—midwives, shipchandlers—are not included.
Sources 
1840:
Bengal and Agra Almanac

1877:
Wyman's New Calcutta Directory

1888:
Thacker's Calcutta Directory

subcontractor-tradesman, the salaried manager, the clerk, the shop assistant and the apprentice, but these rarely emerged on the public stage.  Occasionally a lesser man's rise to prominence was challenged in terms which revealed the values of the colonial society.  In 1863, for instance, the Bengal Hurkaru reacted to the rumour that the agent of a Birmingham glass manufacturing firm would be appointed to the Bengal Legislative Council by commenting that the man was a mere "paid clerk," not "engaged in business on his own account" and, since he was not one of the "well-educated, experienced and moneyed men" to be found in the trade community, was unlikely to possess any qualifications for holding public office.32   This section is concerned with the men who provided the leadership of the trade community throughout this period; they were pre​dominantly the partners of large companies or journalists.
Although this role has gone unnoticed by historians, the tradesmen were the only group of Britishers (aside from a handful of liberal Civilians) who sustained some concern for the condition of Calcutta and the rights of rate​payers throughout the century and whose representatives willingly participated in its government.  They demonstrated a degree of "local commitment” notably absent among the "commercial men" of the export companies.33   As commissioners on the Calcutta Corporation and the Port Trust, as jurors and honorary magistr​ates and office holders in voluntary associations they fulfilled more closely than any other of their fellow expatriates the role model of respectable citizens in British towns, a model which was observed and largely assimilated by the Indians who became public men in Calcutta in the second half of the nineteenth century.
The tradesmen's concern for local management is readily understandable. Whether retailers, producers, servicers or publicists, they depended upon the local population for the greater part of their livelihood.  The condition of the city very directly affected the operation of their businesses:  port facilities, roads, communications, transportation links to the mofussil. The commercial men gave lack of time as their excuse for lack of public spirit and doubtless the tradesmen had more time to spare for public duties.  Their hours of work were long but the scale of their businesses less demanding; they took fewer and shorter leaves and were likely to spend longer periods of their lives in India.  Many tradesmen came out from Britain as young men to begin as apprentices or assistants in trade firms and stayed for thirty years or more.
However, their participation in local affairs was not induced by material interests and convenience alone.  They possessed to some degree the dynamism of a rising class imbued with both political idealism and political ambition.  In Calcutta they could claim to represent the "middling classes”34 at a time when these were being enfranchised in both national and local arenas in Britain.  Some felt a strong sense of duty to fight to secure for all British residents the basic freedoms which would be their right in Britain.  They endorsed the ends of "civil liberty" and "improvement" and expressed a duty to contribute to the progress of Indians by demonstrating by how free men should act to restrain the arbitrary exercise of governmental power.
The circumstances of Calcutta society created opportune public space for the public-spirited or ambitious of the trade community.  Until the second half of the century, merchants were inclined to be regarded as adventurers or even interlopers; later the commercial elite were too preoccupied with their business concerns to take a lead in public matters.  There was no white landed class or group of industrial captains to monopolize the citizen's role and the growing number of those in government employ were not free agents. The Calcutta tradesmen had the independence prized by tradesmen everywhere. In colonial society they sought to be recognized as industrious, respectable and capable of influencing institutional change.
The Calcutta Trades Association
The tradesmen's institution-shaping impetus found its first important expression in the founding of a trade association in 1830 and it was through this society that the trade community was able to influence the city's physical and institutional development.
The immediate motive for forming such a group, which was modelled upon British chambers of commerce rather than the restrictive form of trade associa​tion which had evolved from the guild system, was to encourage joint action with regard to the system of credit which had become so dysfunctional for local businesses.  The original founders, who included proprietors of leading trade firms and agency houses and Samuel Smith, editor of the Hurkaru, hoped to make the Calcutta Trades Association (C.T.A.) a general body of all "engaged in business" in the town, including merchants and artists.35   With​in a year, however, it was clear that the membership would rest upon the local trading firms who had the most to gain from co-operation:  those who relied upon a variety of imports, served a general clientele, with many individual transactions, and had a vested interest in improving the conditions of trade in Bengal in the long run.  Among these were the major hotels and publishers, the leading jewellers and tailors, the drapers, the large cabinet​makers and upholsterers, architects, the larger bootmakers and saddlers.  In the 1860!s the Association claimed that all the leading trade firms were members, and membership remained relatively steady at between 60 and 75 firms for the rest of the century, representing about 75% of the British partner​ship companies.  The only Indian whose name appears in the nineteenth century records was Dwarkanath Tagore, who was a member from 1830 to 1833.
The attempts of the new society to allay suspicion of their motives and procedures—assurances that trade associations were associated with "utility" and "commercial prosperity" and that the C.T.A. stood for that degree of co-operation which would allow healthy and fair competition in the marketplace36 —indicate the degree of suspicion, inherited from the operation of the guild system, which still attached to combinations of craftsmen and traders.37 Yet while they eschewed the exclusiveness and restrictiveness of traditional trade guilds, the Calcutta body had organizational and ceremonial features inherited from them, for instance, the ranking of members as master, senior masters, and junior wardens.  Proceedings of committees also owed something to Freemasonry, another flourishing institution in Calcutta supported by tradesmen.  For many years the C.T.A. held annual dinners in the Guildhall tradition to which were invited the lieutenant-governor and leading Civilians, representatives of the bar and the press and leading public men.  These dinners, which the official hierarchy used as sounding boards of public opinion in Calcutta, did much to enhance the status of tradesmen in the community.38
Official recognition of the body had come early.  In 1834 Lord William Bentinck had granted the C.T.A.’s petition to have the right to address memorials directly to the governor-general.  Bentinck was delighted with the founding of the association.  To him it represented a new infusion of "independence and usefulness" in Bengal society and was consonant with his general desire to encourage European settlement in India, particularly of those who could contribute39 "European capital and skill" to the country.39   From its inception, then, the C.T.A. was accepted as the "mouthpiece" of the European tradesmen and drafts of relevant local legislation were referred to them for comment.
Having brought the extremes of the credit system under control, the Association developed as a mediator between creditors and debtors, running, in effect, a financing service, negotiating installment payments for those indebted to local retailers and servicers.  The C.T.A. charged a 5% commission for such services and it was the increasing revenue from this source (the services were utilized by banks, agents and Indian tradesmen as well) which rescued the Association from financial demise, for membership fees were modest.40
The C.T.A. quickly began to express—usually in the form of memorials to the Bengal government—their concern for wider issues affecting local trading, including finance and communications, legal and institutional development, the regulation of trade relationships, the general needs of the town and the status of the trading community.  They were particularly assiduous in pressing for postal reform to allow for a "value payable post" (or C.O.D.), the promotion of steam navigation between Britain and India and throughout Bengal, the improvement of railways, the simplification of coinage and the standardiza​tion of weights and measures.  The thrust of their legal and institutional recommendations was for the extension of British laws to India, in particular trial by jury in civil cases and representative, elective municipal administration.41   There was hardly a civic need that did not engage the tradesmen: recommendations were passed on hospitals, footpaths, water supply, police, drainage, sanitation, road planning, lighting, refuse collection, municipal taxes, a central railway terminus and a bridge across the Hooghly.  For the most part, but not exclusively, these needs were assessed from the point of view of European residents:  their economic prosperity and personal convenience.
Besides calling for governmental and municipal action, the C.T.A. were associated with a number of schemes to promote local trade.  They set up a savings bank for members, assistants and their workmen.  They proposed a joint stock company for inland steam navigation.  In 1832 the Association had prompted the establishment of money-changing shops in protest against the high rates charged by Calcutta schroffs.  The Indian Daily News was launched because the tradesmen found the advertising rates of papers like the Englishman too high.42
Further projects reveal the improving aims of the tradesmen:  they main​tained a library containing municipal reports, plans of Calcutta and trade directories and almanacs. A trade list containing information on retailers and agents was begun in 1839 but discontinued because of the difficulty of gaining accurate information on all enterprises in the city.  In order to "improve the moral and social condition of the rising generation” they con​tributed to the foundation of the Calcutta Lyceum and sponsored lectures on hydro-electricity.43   They arranged lectures and discussions of topics related to the improvement of industry and agriculture, as, for instance, on the cultivation of flax and hemp.
In most of these matters, the members of the C.T.A. did not pretend that they were doing other than representing a special interest.  But they were quick to make a connection between the pursuit of "private advantage" and the "general good." In welcoming the Earl of Mayo in 1869, the C.T.A. delegation claimed that they represented a class with a "large stake in the country, whose lot is cast in it for the best part of their lives and whose success depends upon the general prosperity of the people":  hence their "deep concern" for the "good government of the country," "the improvement of the laws" and "their more efficient administration."44
These pious phrases might be dismissed as window dressing for the viceroy were it not for the sincere earnestness which infuses all the proceedings of the Calcutta tradesmen in the period from 1830 to 1880.  They obviously took their "improving," institution-shaping role seriously, feeling their responsi​bility as transmitters of European civic culture to new Indian towns all the more heavily in the absence of any sustained interest in the "general good" on the part of Calcutta's mercantile elite.  At the Trades Association's annual general meeting the master urged members to be alert to civic needs and on one occasion at least, in 1834, the meeting passed a resolution that they should devote more time to public affairs.45
Participation in Municipal Government
It was especially in the municipal arena that the tradesmen were able to play public roles and exercise their institution-shaping drive.  They took an interest in municipal management from the 1830's onwards, and at certain times were influential in initiating municipal reforms and in shaping the municipal constitution.  They took a lead in articulating the issues which dominated Calcutta's municipal affairs for the rest of the century:  the incidence of taxation, ratepayer and elective representation and the distribution of power in the municipal constitution.46
The tradesmen’s views, as expressed in memorials, council debates and discussions of the C.T.A., changed over the seventy-year period discussed here, to some extent paralleling values expressed in local debates in Britain.  Between 1830 and 1860 they called for ratepayer representation in municipal government; under the Corporation of Justices of the Peace, 1863-1875, when non-elective representation was gained, they concentrated on issues in the distribution of power in the municipal constitution.  Disillusionment with the operation of the elective system (introduced in 1876) and criticism of the younger Indian municipal commissioners marked the 1880’s together with increasing general concern for Calcutta's sanitary condition.  By the end of the century, the tradesmen supported greater official control of the municipal corporation with restrictions upon the operation of the elective system.
As early as 1830, the tradesmen expressed a demand for a municipal system derived from British traditions of local self-government.  At the municipal level the free settlers saw the greatest possibility of eroding the massive powers of the East India Company and making government more responsive to their needs.  During the next thirty years, while the town experimented with a variety of schemes of municipal management, the C.T.A. alternatively pressed for reform and acted as a watchdog of new structures, expressing disapproval of any official proposals which reserved veto rights for the government.  They stood for efficiency, economy and responsibility in municipal decisions.  By and large, however, the Calcutta tradesmen never became as virulently anti-improvement as some groups in British towns in the 1830’s and 1840’s.  Perhaps the patently appalling conditions of large parts of Calcutta made such a position unthinkable for men who prided themselves on their public spirit.  The tradesmen are more often called for improvements, sometimes appointing sub-committees to report on municipal matters and con​ducting their own informal investigations into the conditions of streets, water supply and drainage.47
The C.T.A. consistently upheld the principle of ratepayer representation in municipal government and in 1863, with the reform which constituted the Justices of the Peace municipal commissioners, they gained the opportunity to influence municipal decisions directly.  The tradesmen were never satis​fied with their representation under this system—they contributed from four to six JPs to a total of over 120—nevertheless, between 1863 and 1875, a group of concerned tradesmen became prominent in municipal affairs.  Among them were James Knight, partner of Newman and Co., booksellers, George Wyman, bookseller and journal proprietor, T. W. Brookes, partner of Hamilton and Co. (jewellers), and Frederick Jennings, partner of Osier and Co., (glassware merchants).  Their influence was achieved in collaboration with a group of Bengali Hindu property owners, drawn from the stratum of English-educated notables which supplied most of Calcutta's Bengali public men in the period. Among these were Rajas Digumber Mitter, Narendra Krishna and Jotindra Mohan Tagore, merchants such as Durga Charan Law and Hiralal Seal and intellectuals such as Kristo Das Pal, Rajendralala Mitra and Omesh Chandra Dutt.
This was a seminal period in Calcutta's municipal history when many values which persisted to influence the municipal system after the introduc​tion of ward elections were articulated and reinforced.  The general disinclina​tion of British non-officials to pay attention to municipal proceedings, the preoccupation of the Bengal government with other matters and the absenteeism of the general body of JPs left the way clear for a small coalition of Hindus and tradesmen to dominate municipal meetings.
Following the passion for catchy labels in British local affairs of the 1840fs this coalition called themselves the "Independents," or sometimes the "Left," maintaining they stood for an assessment of municipal issues indepen​dent of official influence.  The Independents regarded every movement of the chairman and the government of Bengal with deep suspicion.  Official proposals of this period were for basic public works—the drainage and water supplies— which entailed large expenditures, consequently increasing taxation.  The slogan of the Independents became "reform, retrenchment and reduction of taxation." The united stand on "economy" explains the ability of the property owners and tradesmen to cooperate when in fact their special interests in municipal taxation were quite distinct.
One or two of the tradesmen representatives, in particular George Wyman, had had experience on municipal corporations in England, and it was through such men that the Hindu representatives gained a view of procedures in a municipal council.  The Hindu Justices quickly caught the spirit of indepen​dence and became critics and challengers within the Corporation and in the newspapers which they edited or financed.  It was during this period that the tradition of ratepayer representatives constituting themselves an opposition to executive direction in the municipality, a tradition which was to be a lasting source of friction in the Calcutta Corporation, was established.
It was partly in order to eliminate the deadlocks which characterized the Justices’ system and partly in response to the demands of younger Bengali pro​fessional men and publicists that a largely ratepayer-elected system was instituted in 1876.  The tradesmen, who had initially supported the reform, turned against it when it became apparent that the Bengal government would hold greater powers of intervention in municipal affairs under the new legislation.  Their objections were upheld initially by the Hindu Independents and their support groups, but after the bill was passed (on the strength of official votes in the Bengal Legislative Council) the most prominent of the former Hindu JPs—Kristo Das Pal and Rajendralala Mitra—decided to stand for election to the new corporation.  The tradesmen on the other hand had determined upon boycott of the new system in protest against the "control clauses.”
This principled stand brought to an end a unique phase in Calcutta's municipal history:  when British residents and Indians found common cause and worked together on a daily basis on local affairs.  Although a few tradesmen entered the new corporation, and at a later date, when the C.T.A. gained reserved seats, the trade contingent increased, there was never again a close association of British non-officials and Bengalis in the Corporation.
That alliance had been a strong force in municipal affairs.  The Indians who entered the Calcutta Corporation as Justices in the 1860’s learned their basic values and tactics from the tradesmen representatives.  Kristo Das Pal and Rajendralala Mitra remained as mentors in the new Corporation, transmitting the values of opposition, dissent, economy, vigilance and the concern for the power of ratepayer representatives to the new generation of public men who assumed leadership of the Corporation in the early 1880fs.  These in turn sought to shape the municipal system further along the lines of local self-government originally enunciated by the tradesmen.  It is remarkable the extent to which the pronouncements of early nationalist on municipal affairs in Calcutta echoed the basic attitudes articulated by the tradesmen between 1830 and 1876.  The Bengali municipal commissioners also chose a name for themselves— the "Opposition”—following parliamentary parlance, rather than the language of the 1830’s.48 

By their initial boycott and later disengagement from municipal government between 1876 and 1884, the tradesmen lost their leadership roles and the ability to influence municipal decisions, for while their organ, the Indian Daily News commented on municipal matters, such comments had little impact. When in the mid-1880’s a new crop of partners and managers of trade firms expressed interest in the municipal office they found a very different power configuration.  The elected Hindu representatives, most of whom identified themselves as Indian nationalists, were prominent in the Corporation by virtue of diligent committee service and eloquent spokesmen, such as Surendranath Banerjea and Narendra Nath Sen. The tradesmen, along with others of the European community, felt they were being denied a rightful role in municipal government.49
The Ilbert Bill controversy, which brought many latent political and racial fears to the fore, had a direct impact upon the relations of the municipal system.  The tradesmen now expressed solidarity with the conservative sections of the British non-official community:  class distinctions were ignored in the unity of the Anglo-Indian Defence Association.
Concern for non-official British power at the local level combined with a reawakened interest in the state of Calcutta.  The city was growing; inner city transactions were complicated by the swell of daily commuters from poorly serviced suburban areas; British shops were spreading out from Chowringhee and Old Courthouse Street; tradesmen were becoming more dependent upon a wider area of streets and a greater range of facilities, while knowledge of how sanitary infrastructures and the health of urban populations could affect the conditions of trade was increasing.  In Britain the phase of "economy" before "improvement” had long passed.  The younger tradesmen now rising to positions of importance in trade firms were impressed in retrospect by the achievement of the "Sanitary Party" in England of an earlier period.50
In 1884, following a public investigation into Calcutta's sanitary condi​tion, a group of British commercial men, doctors, tradesmen and public servants formed the Public Health Society, modelled upon the Health of Towns Association of the 1840's, with which one or two of the founders had been associated.  One of the aims of the society was to exert pressure upon the government of Bengal for the reform of the municipal act to enhance the influence of British views on sanitary reform.51   With this initiative came a revival of interest in serving on the municipal Corporation but a few years later the tradesmen and other British residents who had gained election or nomination to the Corpora​tion expressed frustration with the slow-moving debates of the municipal body. The C.T.A. joined the Bengal Chamber of Commerce and the Anglo-Indian Defence Association in demanding special seats for European associations on the Corporation.52   They gained their end with the award of four seats to the Chamber, four to the C.T.A. and two to the Port Commission but in a short time the European commissioners declared that the privilege had done nothing to improve the operation of the Corporation.  (In fact, the move had greatly exacerbated racial tensions in municipal affairs.)  The attendance of trades​men in municipal meetings declined and their impact on decisions was small.
Other pressures contributed to the withdrawal of tradesmen.  In 1896 A. H. Wallis, a past master of the C.T.A., complained:
Competition of the keenest nature has come forward, and that great bugbear, exchange, has compelled us to be satisfied with smaller profits. ...  We must watch our business more carefully year after year . . ..
He regretted that it was "becoming more and more difficult to afford time for public matters" especially for the more senior members of the trading community.53
It was the commercial community, acting through the Bengal Chamber of Commerce, which prompted the next intervention in Calcutta's municipal management.  Reacting in panic at the outbreak of plague in Bombay in 1896, the Chamber urged restriction of the principle of ratepayer election, more European representation and greater official control of the municipality as safeguards against municipal inefficiency.54   The non-officials' demand suited other purposes of the Bengal and Indian governments who were concerned with increasing power of Bengali nationalists at the local level.  The Calcutta Municipal Bill of 1899 aimed to reduce their power by enhancing official and non-official British strength in the municipal corporation.
The C.T.A. was immediately drawn into the debate which became the most protracted and bitter of Calcutta's history.55   At times trade representatives expressed concern at the summary powers claimed by the Bengal government under the new act,56 but in an issue so clearly divided on racial lines and with considerable pressure being exerted by the government for non-official British solidarity, it was not surprising that the C.T.A. backed the official line, echoing the views that municipal power was the prerogative of Europeans who were "trained businessmen of recognized capacity,” in contrast to immature Bengalis who evaporated their energies in political debates and manoeuvres.57 At the same time, they expressed skepticism as to whether a change in the balance of municipal power would effect any change in the condition of the city.58
The municipal act of 1899 fuelled the defiance of the Bengali political leaders, expressed dramatically in a group resignation of Hindu commissioners from the Calcutta Corporation and a boycott of municipal affairs in the first years of the new regime.  One wonders whether any of the tradesmen were aware of the irony that the nationalists had inherited the language of their protest and their techniques of defiance from the tradesmen commissioners of the 1860's.
The impression gained of the tradesmen community at the end of the century is of a group temporarily disoriented, buffeted by economic and political changes.  Their confidence and sense of purpose in political parti​cipation were shaken at the very time that they felt squeezed by economic pressures beyond their control.  They began to question whether indeed they had a legitimate status in Calcutta.  They were at times inclined to admit the force of the Bengalis' charges that British businessmen were "birds of passage" unable or uninclined to take an "abiding interest" in the city. "We are one and all, in a sense, pilgrims, and strangers," said the master of the Trades Association, William Bradshaw, in 1901:
Twenty-five or thirty years, broken by occasional holidays, is the utmost time many of us can hope to spend in this city of our adoption.  Our time in Calcutta is fully taken up with the pressing duties of the day.  That is why there is a degree of apathy in Calcutta, as to its future, which would be impossible to find at home in any town a tenth of its size.59
The tone is very different from earlier meetings of the C.T.A., when tradesmen had spoken of their commitment to Calcutta.  It suggests a decline of the optimism which infused their earlier perceptions of their social status, economic potential and political opportunity.  In the colonial environment they had hoped to rise above the lowly status of the tradesman in Britain, to exploit economic opportunities on a scale unavailable to their fellows, and to play a political role hardly possible within the well-established local government structures of British towns.  To a large extent these expec​tations had been fulfilled, but the heyday of their local influence had been brief, occasioned by the coincidence of a local political vacuum, an economic upswing and the political idealism of a few leaders.  The more complex circum​stances of Calcutta at the end of the century forced them to consider the ways in which their role and status in the city might be more circumscribed in the future:  they were overshadowed economically by the commercial establishment, they were a minority among Indian ratepayers. Their special identity as tradesmen had been blurred by their absorption into the "European party” in the municipal debate.
When the Bengali press accused British residents of failing to contribute to municipal management, the tradesmen felt their historic role as educators of Indians in the working of local self-government institutions had been forgotten by their former pupils.  There was a touch of pique in W. Spink's remarks in the Bengal Legislative Council in 1899:
A people or a race cannot claim to be educated in the difficult art of self-government in a brief space of some two decades.  It is pre​posterous to put too large a measure of power into the hands of those who are still "in statu pupillari" and this practically to the exclu​sion of the classes from whom the methods and benefits of representative institutions can best be learned and who are already fitted by training and by the interests they have at stake, to be entrusted with the manage​ment of the municipal affairs of the city.
For all this, however, the fin de siecle tradesmen had little of the earlier reverence for representative institutions, little of the faith in ratepayer representation and elective processes.  The ethos of independence and dissent had gone.  They now looked to the administration not as a tyrant to be resisted but as a protector of their threatened minority interests.
In retrospect, however, this picture appears overdrawn.  The British retailers and traders had gained a secure place in Calcutta, their gloomy prognostications of financial decline were not fulfilled and their optimism and their institutional participation revived in the early decades of the next century. Most tradesmen accepted a more realistic view of their local role as citizens in a plural society. While there was less opportunity to be "institutional entrepreneurs," the expansion of retailing in the city allowed much scope for enterprise in the establishment and expansion of trading partnership companies.  A quality of independence in political values and in business organization can be discerned in the records of the C.T.A. and the dealings of its members in subsequent decades,
**********
It remains for further research to establish whether the British tradesmen of other port cities in India aspired to play the public role which the Calcutta tradesmen made distinctly theirs between 1830 and 1890. Tradesmen were fewer in Bombay and Madras that it seems unlikely that, as interest groups, they exercised much influence on municipal decisions and the local political culture.  Trade associations formed much later there and are rarely mentioned in historical accounts of the cities.  The Calcutta experience of a well-organized and, for a period, politically ambitious, trade community may be proved exceptional.  For the Asian port cities in general the most important contribution of European tradesmen in the long view was their role as one category of economic entrepreneur who brought to Asian societies new business forms and trade occupations, diversifying local economies and prompting the emergence of further types of indigenous business entrepreneurs.  Retailing trade services became another sphere for the intermeshing of indigenous economic systems and western capitalist business structures.  Future research must place the colonial local retail and trade sector in a set of relationships—with the point-stock companies of inter​national commerce on the one hand and the indigenous local trade systems on the other.
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