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4.1: The Marwaris Business Community
People belonging to the region of Rajasthan and its adjacent areas are generally known
as Marwaris. Now a days the term "Marwari" has become synonymous with the
commercial community. Known for their business acumen. they are seen in almost all
the nooks and comers of the state engaged in all kinds of commercial activities.
Darjeeling was not an exception. These people started migrating to this faraway and
little known place from the very early days in spite of the fact that communication was
not developed and they had to spend months to reach the destination. In this chapter we
·have tried to capture the story of how some of these Marwaris had started their business
in Darjeeling in those days.
There are some social and economic factors explains the emergence of Marwaris as
business group of India. This has been discussed by the Marwari expert Tim berg 1 who
has codified some important factors responsible for their success in this field. The
geographical location of Rajasthan at the head of the Ganges and Malwa trade routes
undoubtedly influenced the direction of migration and the commodities in which the
Marwaris traded. "The existence of vigorous futures markets in Rajasthan undoubtedly
prepared the Marwaris for their ·successful role as speculators. These markets in turn
may well be connected with precarious ·dependence of Rajasthan agriculture and
economic well-being on the precise nature of the annual rainfall" 2•
According to Timberg another crucial factor is that of their traqitional joint family
system which enabled them to trade more easily. It worked in two ways. This system
provided shelter to their wives and children while the male members were travelling for
business purpose and provided opportunity to the youngers to train in business. The
eldest member of the family could easily teach and train them about how to handle a
business enterprise and accumulate capital for big entrepreneurship in the future.
The system of 'basa' or collective mess plays a significant role in encouraging the
Marwaris to migrate to unknown, adverse areas. Wherever they go the wandering
traders always find support and housing provided them by their common fellows.

.

Acr.ording to Tim berg Marwaris ...... first settled in 'basa,' collective messes, run by the
'great' firms or on a corporative basis in the major towns. Sometimes the 'basa' or
messes are run by philanthropies. They aiso provide free board to the new comers.
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Perhaps these factors encouraged the Marwaris to migrate frequently in search of a new
enterprise and livelihood in different parts of India. This was true in case of Darjeeling
as well. Both the push and pull factors were responsible for the Marwari migration in
Darjeeling. They not only settled with their business in srrange and adverse
circumstances of Darjeeling, but also whole heartedly accepted its local dialect,
adjusted with its local (Nepali) people. They not only projected their perseverance,
patience and potentialities but also held up their own culture in Darjeeling. They
adopted themselves to the cool- hilly climate of the region and secured a dominant
status in course of time.
The early British attitude towards the indigenous people was sympathetic and liberal.
They cooperated with them and provided many facilities to the early migrants to settle
down here permanently. They were encouraged to occupy the shops established by the
Municipality and loans were given for further expansion of shops 3.• Therefore, a good
· number of Marwaris were encouraged by those lucrative proposals of the local
authority. This was the period when rapid expansion of tea and tourism industries was
changing the demography of Darjeeling. Increase in population opened up a new
· commercial horizon. There was scope to make profit by providing daily needs to the
new comers especially in the tea gardens where the Nepali migrants were employed as
labourers. The Marwaris, as shrewd businessmen, rationally took the advantage of this
circumstance to build up a trading island in Dm:jeeling. Their entrepreneurial skill
encouraged them to open up new business avenues in almost every nook and corner of
the district. We have tried to reconstruct the story of their settlement in Darjeeling
through discussion with them. The story is almost the same in all the cases. First the
elders of the family migrated along with the other elders of village or region to a very
strange place in search of livelihood. After having seen the possibility and potentiality
of their livelihood they brought about the other members of their family. At that stage
they fought with primary hardships. The feinale members of the family were brought in
only when they were well established and more or less prosperous enough. Hunter also
mentioned in 1870s that the Marwari and the Bengali traders lived without their female
folk in Darjeeling4• Most of the Marwari migrants migrated to Darjeeling in such two or
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three stages. The following table (Table No-3.8) gives an idea about the increase of
Marwari population in Darjeeling:-

Table-4.1
The Marwari population in Darjeeling:-

1872

1880

1891

1901

1911

1941

1961

62

....

95*

....

....

2416

2668

Marwari speaking people numbered 95 and on account of the birth place coming from Rajasthan was 493.

The Marwari business community was and still is scattered all over the district. A.J
Dash in his Bengal District Gazetteer Darjeeling commented that "Marwaris are by no
means entirely confined to the towns" 5. In Sadar Sub- Division out of I 002 Marwaris
only 55 lived in the town of Darjeeling, in the Kurseorig Sub- Division 66 resided in tea
areas and in the Kalimpong Sub- Division 140 lived outside the urban area. In the
Siliguri Sub- Division only 40 lived outside the town area6 •
The early life of the Marwaris in Darjeeling was not a bed of rose. They did not have
any 'basa' as Timberg stated above in Darjeeling. According to Hunter "The well to do

'

shopkeepers generally lives in Darjiling town, where each occupies one or more rooms
in a barrack, built with walls and a shingled roof. For each room he pays a rent to the
municipality varying from Rs. 3 to Rs. 8 (6s to 16s), according to the situation of the
barrack. A well to do shopkeeper in the town has his blanket and bedding, but no
furniture in his shop" 7• At the suburb or rural areas the Marwaris faced a lot of
problems. Every primary essential was inet by themselves. Rinku Agarwal, of Bijanbari
has been residing there for three generations. He stated that his great grandfather
Shivprakash Ararwal had come with his fellow villagers at Pankhabari and then moved
into the deep jungle on foot. There were no roads, no vehicles and cool climate of hill
appeared deadly to them. When they shifted to Bijanbari, around the 1880s, it was
nothing but a very small poor village. He had only some basic luggages and Rs. 25.
This was by no means an exceptional story.
The Deputy Commissioner of Darjeelin·g estimated around 1870s that the living
expenses of. a well -to- do shopkeeper- either a Marwari or Bengali irader- in the town
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ofDarjeeling including municipal house and shop rent varied from about Rs 15 to 25 ($

'

I, I Os od to $ 2. I Os od) per month. The Marwari and Bengali shopkeepers of the town generally lived by themselves without wife or children, who were usually left at their
own village home 8• Therefore the early migrants had to do everything with their own
hands; cooking, cleaning, washing and running the business alon~ with t~e domestic
works.
In 1940's also A.J Dash observed that"the finance of trade and agriculture in the District
is mainly in hands of those who control trading i,e Marwaris and to a much smaller
extent British" 9·Jn the beginning the Marwaris were not in such a state of position.
They rose from a very humble position.
The Marwari experts explored the reason behind their success in. business. They
.,

emphasized on their acumen and the ability to avail of opportunities. The staple industry
of Darjeeling. was tea and the British planters largely monopolized it. Therefore, the
Marwaris engaged themselves more in retailing and whatever they found suitable
·whether hawking, retailing, wholesaling, initiated as their means of livelihood. They are
still enjoying a dominant position in the economy of Darjeeling. At present they are in
control of about eighty percent Tea estates in the hills, though in most cases they control
business from Kolkata ~hrough their managers 10 •
4.1.1: Trading Network:
As stated earlier, the geographical location of Darjeeling was suitable as an
international trade centre as well as an important distributing centre for local bazaars.
The population explosion, mentioned in the second chapter in Darjeeling led the
emergence of regular demand for daily needs. In the last quarter of the nineteenth
century a good busihess network was established with the other Himalayan countries.
Tibet trade also passed through

Da~jeeling,

Darjeeling was regarded as a chief trade

though it later shifted to Kalimpong.

cen~re

in North Bengal before the growth of

Siliguri. A number of trade routes passed through Darjeeling, especially those of IndoNepal Trade, Indo- Sikkim, and Indo- Tibet. Trade. While the goods were exported from
Calcutta to the Trans- Himalayan countries, Darjeeling served as a halt between them.
A good volume of merchandise passed through the district and part of it was distributed
here itself.
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In this commercial network the Marwaris chose their business according to their
capability and capital. In the early years of their arrival they engaged in retailing and
after the departure of the British they fulfilled the vacuum in the industrial sector and
shifted to tea and tourism. Some of them also remained in the same business. From the
second half of the nineteenth century to the first quarter of the twentieth century, they
continved to run the retailing. Not a single Marwari was found to be engaged in teaplantation in Darjeeling hills. It was only in the post independence period that the
Marwaris made a successful bid to fill the vacuum left by the British planters in the tea
industries. In the second half of the twentieth century this trend was completed and
Marwari monopoly was fully established in the commercial life of Darjeeling.
Thus, on the whole it can be said that the Marwaris of the Sadar Sub-Division were
classified into three general categories. First the general businessmen i,e buyers and
sellers of general merchandisers. They were further categorized either as importers and
exporters or wholesalers and petty traders or shopkeepers second. hotel business
magnets and thirdly the tea planters.
The chief business concern of the Marwaris in the early period was retail supply of
commodities to the tea gardens. They ran shops in the tea plantations, and also ran
usury business. They lent money to the coolies and Nepali cultivators and collected the
interests on the pay day. According to Dash "in tea gardens the 'Kayah' recovers his
debts from coolies on pay- day" 11 • Here he referred the Marwaris as 'Kayah'
The usury business of the Marwaris was a traditional one. In Darjeeling it was lucrative
I

due to a number of factors. Firstly the Government did not pay much attention to
provide credit to the small cultivators and· nor were the Nepalese .interested to collect
loans from the Co-

~perative Bank partly because- as observed by Dash "the hillman·

does not want to break away from his mahajan,( read Marwari Mahajans) partly
because neither party wishes to take recourse to the law and partly because methods of
evasion by means of a kind of barter are practiced'ol 2 Moreover the Marwaris at the
same time combined money lending and retail business in the same establishment which
provided advantage to the Hillman to do shopping as well as borrowing from same
place at the same time. All these factors led the Marwaris to conduct the usury business
in Darjeeling. One such usury business firm was 'Jaylall Nursing Dass'. In 1881 the
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business house 'Jaylall Nursing Dass' was established under the ownership of Mr.
Jaylall Sharma who came from Haryana around the year 1840. After him his successor
I 13

.!wah Prasad Shrama ran this business successfully

•

'

It was corroborated by the then

Deputy Commissioner of Darjeeling who observed that "Marwari bankers transacted
banking business in Darjeeling'oi 4 • At that time there were only two other banks in
Darjeeling, namely the Lloyd Bank Ltd, Imperial Bank of India 15 •
According to the evidence of the Deputy Commissioner, Marwari' bankers transacted
banking business in Darjeeling, Kurseong and Kalimpong. The Subdivisional Officer,
Kalimpong provided further information by listing the names of some important tirms
operating in this field, namely (a) Lachmandas Ramchandra, (b) Purukhechnd
Lakmichand, (c) Koramal Jethmul, (d) Juteram Ramrikhdas, (e) Siram Mulchand, and
(I) Khetsidas Ramlal. Besides banking, they also carried on trade in piece- goods, wool,

cardamom, grains etc and invested about 75 per cent of their resources in it. They
obtained their funds from the proceeds of business as also from their usury business.
They financed agriculture, trade and contract work etc. charging interests varying from
9 to 18 per cent per annum on big loans advanced to respectable persons and up to 73 Y,
per cent per annum on minor loans granted generally for a year. They used two kinds of

hundis, one paid on presentation and the other after a certain period as stipulated in
them. In the case of banks run by Lachmadas Ramchandra and Purukhchand
Lakhmichand, who had been in the business for long, the interest paid on deposits for
one year was 5 per cent for nine months, 4\1, per cent for six months, 4per cent and on
current accounts, 3 per cent. Even now the financing of trade and agriculture in the
district is mostly in the hands of the Marwaris and Biharis 16 • Transactions in cash or
kind between the private credit agencies and the agriculturists are now regulated by the
Bengal Money- Lenders Act of 1940.
The Deputy Commissioner of Darjeeling and the Sub-divisional Officer, Kalimpongstated before the Bengal Provincial Banking. Enquiry Committee (1929) that the farmers
of the district depended mainly on co- operative banks and mahajan.1· (indigenous
money- lenders) for agricultural credit. The rate of interest charged by the co- operative
banks was 12\1, per cent per annum while that by the money-lenders varied between 30
and

60

per cent per annum. The latter further c.ompounded the interest accrued at the
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end of each year to the principal. Banks lent on mortgage of ornaments. Paddy loans
carried interest ranging from 20 to 50 per cent and was usually secured on the next
harvest. The proportion of secured and unsecured loans was I :3 which encouraged
usury as a necessary cover. In case of default, realization of loans was effected through
the civil courts which usually ordered the farmer's land or other properties to be sold. In
the opinion of the Sub-divisi.onal Officer, Kalimpong agricultural indebtedness was on
the increase in his area. The average per capita debt of members of rural co- operative
societies to their societies and money-lenders amounted to Rs. 172 in I929 17 ."Large
Marwari private banking firms registered . under the Money-Lenders Act are more
closely concerned with actual trade financing" 18 .
"The Marwari dominates most of the exporting trades viz- cardamom, oranges, and
potato and practically all the import trade of consumption goods. In addition he has an
almost complete control of the retail sale of consumption goods to and of the purchase
of produce from the small consumer and producer" 19 • The Marwari monopoly of
retailing was made possible because the fact that both the retail outlets of tea garden,
town and small village shops and the higher level wholesale trade in Calcutta and
Siliguri were heavily in the hands of the Marwaris. Actually all the possible channels of
exchange were under the Marwari. Therefore, the sense of community development
interest of the Marwari played a prominent role to hold such a state of position in
Darjeeling. It may be worthwhile to include the pr9file of some old Marwaris to
reconstruct the commercial ventures of the Marwaris in Darjeeling.
It is interesting to know that the tirst Marwari tirm was established even before the
arrival of the British. As E. C. Dazey pointed out ,"It certainly existed (the Hind.u
Mandir) before the year, 1830 when the first Marwari firm named Samboo Ram and
Chunilall was established in the market place and like the green bay- tree is flourishing
to this day" 20 •

This observation made by Dazey really contradicts the common

perception that there were only hundred Lepcha people living in Darjeeling before the
arrival of the British. Dazey may be right as there is also the local tradition that before
the British, a Muslim commander named La! Khan had come in Darjeeling on his return
journey from Tibet invasion. He lost hls way and reached this hill tract with his army.
He stayed here for a short time near Laldighi. Even though Dazey pointed out that the
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· name Laldighi was derived from red stones which were available here, the popular story
goes that the name given after La! Khan. The. history of Darjeeling needs further
research to dissolve this controversy.
The next important Marwari firm was established by Jetmull Bhojraj in the year 1845
and firms were established in Kalimpong soon after its annexation from Bhutan 2 1.
J aylal Sharma, ihe banker of Darjeeling mentioned above, had transacted variety of
businesses for long time since 1861. He established his permanent base of bazaar type
shop on the Mt .. Pleasant Road opposite to the Anjuman- i- Islamia. The details of his
estates indicated the variety of business activities were undertaken by this Marwari
merchant from the late nineteenth century onwards .. This included transaction of Coal,
Charcoal- making, cloth, hardware, electrics etc. His son Jwala Prasad Sharma was also
. a reputed business magnet who followed the foot step of his father. He successfully ran
and even expanded his parental business. He established a Radio company named
'Darjeeling Radio Company' to broadcast domestic programmes etc in Dmjeeling, on
I 5'11 December 1945. He became the local dealer of Zenith Radio Corporation, Chicago,

.

'

39, Illinois. (A certificate has been discovered from his son Jugal Kishor Sharma). The
joint family of the famous Sharma's was.divided later on and the property of Jwala
Prasad was divided among his two sons. Even after this family feud they continue their
prosperity till today and diversify into different types of trading activities. J. K. Sharma
and his younger brother A.P Sharma have diversified into cloth (shop- 'Range') and
hardware business respectively in the last quarter of the twentieth century.
The census report of I 872 shows that there were only 62 Marwaris in the district. The
bulk arrived in the period of 1921-1941. The earlier settlers had a tendency to develop
good commercial relation with the British houses. This is in accordance with the general
observation made by Timberg that "possessing commercially oriented 'resource groups'
with relatives and corresponding firms all over India, the Marwaris became the natural
agents to British houses in the port cities" 22 •
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!Jocument (Zenith Radio Corporat ion Chicago. 39. Illinois) from the personal collection
of Jugal Kishor Sharma. a Mamari Merchant. Pkasant Road. Darjeeling
The Marwaris of

Da~jeeling

also became commission agents of the British houses.

agar Chand Goenka became the managing agents of the Darjeeling Rope v.a)
Company Ltd. in the year 1939 23 . The Goenka family arrived in Darjeeling from
Rajasthan in late nineteenth century. This reputed famil y of Darjeeling rose to
prominence from the middle of the twentieth cen tury. Nagar Chand Goenka emerged as
the successfu l business magnet of

Da~jeeling.

He estab li shed Goenka & Compan:. .

Even now a Road in the town just near the Judge Bazar is named after him. But thi s
prosperity of this famil y declined soon after the dem ise of N.C Goenka in the postindependence period. Once tlourishing. this Goenka family however. lett Darjeeling
town and shifted to Kuseong where they are nov. running petrol Pumps.
~ccunntlated

huge amount of

ct~pita l

. C. Goen"a

and landed property from a number busi ness

transacted by him around 1940s. In Judge Bazar he possessed landed property and
transacted different retail tradings in cloth. hardware. He invested his capital in lands as
well. He was given the lease of Cheboo Lama's

24

1ands from hrs successor Mrs. R..

Pul!:?er on an annual rent of Rs. 2.300. for twenty years. (TauLi

us- 951 & 1117).

178
These two shares contained the two important hats of Pulbazar and Bijanbari, which
were also separately leased to Mr. Goenka for a period of 18 years, and four months
from September 1940 on an annual rent of Rs 6,300. Bijanbari has since developed into
an important trade centre as it was the terminus of a Rope way to Darjeeling which was
again looked after ~y his com pan/;.
In ihe British period two parallel systems of retailing continued under two groups of
business classes; first by the Europeans ~nd second the indigenous. The first group of
retailers confined chiefly in the upper portion of the No'rth east of the town and the
second group was concentrated in the lower portion of the Western part of the town, on
the Cart Road.

The Chawk Bazar was dominated chiefly by the native traders

especially the Marwaris and the Beharis. Large number of Marwari and Behari traders
occupied Municipality shops. The most important Marwari houses were;

.

.

(I) Amarchand Iswardas's groceries shop located at 'G' building.
(2) Sunil

Agarwal's

shop

'Kashiram

Prahlad

Roy'

(Groceries),located

at

Chawkbazaar
(3) Sri Pawan Kumer Agarwal's shop 'Parasram Iswardas'. (garmants), on the
Chowrasta
(4) Jagadish Lakhani's stationary store located at 'H' building,
(5) A. K Jain's electric shop located at 'D' building etc,

All these traders came in Darjeeling during the British period •from Rajasthan and
Haryana and. adjacent areas. Among these five houses Amarchand lswardas was more
renowned and· flourishing. After his death his son carried on the family business and
also diversified the business in various other lines. This family also involved in petrol
pump, restaurant, and cloth business. Almost all of them live in Da~jeeling from the
colonial. period for more then three or four

~enerations.

Araj Kumar Shettia Jain, traded here from the time of his great grand father Chunilal
Jain who first carne to Darjeeling from Chura district of Rajasthan around 1840s. At the
time of his migration he did not have enough capital with him. Therefore. he could not
venture upon those types of trade that neededd substantial capit~l. At this stage he
hawked domestic essentials from door to door. He also connected with the business of
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grains like maize, millet which were bought from neighboring villages for the horses.
The British used horses for beast of burden and communication. Malchand Jain, his son
gradually entered into the wholesale business of rice and groceries. He leased a
permanent establishment at Chawk Bazar, 'D' building from the Municipal Corporation
of Darjeeling in late nineteenth century. Within a short period of time he made a good
deai of money from this business and soon occupied one more shop at the same
building. Both the shops w.ere running together and were first known as 'Chunilal Jain'
and later on, as 'Mulchand Jain' 26 • Prior to the emergence of Siliguri they imported their
goods from Calcutta. They maintained good commercial relation with the Marwaris of
Siliguri and collected vegetables and inillet, maize and some local fruits from the
neighboring villages. At present they sell goods both on wholesale and retail. Now,
Araj Kr. Jain is the owner of the shops and he is carrying on the ancestral business
In this way many Marwari businessmen diversified into cloth tradiqg and many other
local agricultural produces (orange, ·cardamom, and zinger) and started to draw upon
sources from the local productions of Darjeeling. They found excellent channels to
export of theses goods, establishing halt (depots and, in some cases, offices functioning
in conjunction with Darjeeling) at Siliguri, in post independent period in different parts
of Bengal as well as India. During the British period the main trade of Darjeeling was
transacted with Calcutta. At that time the Marwari business was increasing in Calcutta
as well. Having used this community connection. the Marwaris of Darjeeling expanded
their commercial network and easily channelized their goods for higher markeis in the
second half of the twentieth century. Along with this commercial networking, Marwari
firms were quick to open new branches and expand their networks from Darjeeling to
Siliguri on the one hand and Sukhiapokhuri, Kurseong, Kalimpong etc. on the other.
Rinku Agarwal, a petty grocery businessman of Bijanbari, changed his line from
grocery to range business. He purchased orange from Bijanbari (it is one of the centre of
orange orchid) and exported to Siliguri and other parts of India27 •
The typical Mrawari business in

Da~jeeling

was diversified ·into import of consumer

goods, export of local produces and retail outlets in the markets ·during the British
period. They expanded their trade on the main shopping thoroughfare (extended from
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the Mall in north to Post Office Road in the south) of the town after the departure of the
British. Their shops of the upper part of the town were generally well laid out and the
wares arranged in attractive way. The upper part of the town was a luxury tourist market
that required central locations and a quality image. Apart from the main shop and
business premises, many of them ran smaller secondary shops and carried on peddling.
Up to around 1930 Marwari shops in Darjeeling were mostly engaged in consumer
goods and distributive retail trade. In the beginning they made big effort to explore the
local market rather than catering to the tourists and visitors because of the presence of
the European elite shops in the prime area of the town. Recently they have changed
their line and catered to both locals and tourists. Most of the Bihari ventures were and
still are small local ventures that rely on wholesalers with established import links for
their stocks. Marwaris relied on their knowledge and established networks of translocal
trade (one should keep in mind that they could draw upon a long history of business 28 to
supply these small retailers29 .
It can be clarified by the exemplification of the Agarwals of the Laden La Road.

The

first venture of this family was cloth business. It was started by the first migrant of the
family Thanaram Agarwal around the 1860s. After long struggle of more than 70 years
'

his 50n Dulichand Agarwal diversified into new lines of trading and started a more
successful venture of millinery business at Paroga Bazar. Later on his elder son Shyam
Agarwal expanded the purview of this business and traded various types of
merchandises like, paper, exercise book and other stationery goods. The trade was
increased steadily. Now, he is assisted by his brother Arun Agarwal and three other
assistants30 . Sawar Agarwal stated that they not only sell their goods to the common
customers but also to retail traders of Marwari, Behari, Nepali.
This family made a good deal of money from these ventures and gradually branched out
into many fields. They started their publishing business in 1950. 'Shyam Prakashan,'
the publishing house soon gained in ·steady importance. It began to publish many
literary and textbooks· for schools. It took the. responsibility of publishing renounced
Nepali writings since 1960. They also paid their attention towards the promising hotel
business of Darjeeling. They bought 'Sun Flower' hotel just after their first two
commercial ventures. Now this hotel consists of 14 rooms. of which 10 double and 4
/
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suits. Samir Singhal, the elder son of Shyam Agarwal became the member of the
Darjeeling Chamber of Commerce. Sawar

Agarw~I

was a social

wo~ker.

His

contribuiion will be discussed in the next chapter31 •
At present, this family is handling altogether four businesses simultaneously. 'Shyam
Brothers' paper, books, stationery shop located at B. M. Chatterjee Road, Daroga
Market. Systematic Computerized offset Printing, and cloth Business at Laden La Road
and Sun flower Hotel at Mall.
The Agarwal family migrated from Dhanana, (near Bhiwani) of Haryana around 1855.
The first member of this family Thanaram Agarwal migrated from Dhanana to Siliguri
with the help of his relativ~. He started his journey on foot from his village. After
reaching Churu he took bullock Cart to Patna and then crossed the river by boat and
finally he reached Pankhabari and ultimately reached Da~jeeling on foot 32 . He took
almost one and half years to reach his destination.
Another important old Marwari ·trader is Pareshram Bhikham Chand who. has been
staying in Darjeeling for six generations. He conducts his family business at Chawrasta
Nehru Road.

Paran Chand, the great grand father of Bhikham Chand came to

Darjeeling with his brother -in- law Jharimall around 1868. They made their journey on
foot and reached in Darjeeling after the long journey of 12 mon(hs. They rode on
bullock Cart, camel and then on foot.
At that time he did nothing special, but struggled for survival. His son Danraj Agarwal
went back to his village home at Sadmukh, Churu district of Rajasthan. Later on. he
agaiu came back in 1910 and started tailoring and drapery

i~

the town. He accumulated

sufficient capital to establish a permanent base on Nehru Road. Danraj further expanded
his business from a tailoring shop to a big cloth stores. It was important especially for
Kashmiri kulu shawls, carpets, woolen garments, Nepali chadars, and modern dresses.
He successfully conducted his business till his death in 1946. Now his son Bhikham
Chand Agarwal is managing this business with his three sons- Harikishan, Hemant. and
Vidant, and four other Nepali assistants. During his father's time they purchased goods
trom the East India Company's agents, collected European piece-goods, scurf, cotton
cloths; and woolen garments etc and sold their goods both to the indigenous as well as
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European customers. Now goods are imported from Ludhiyana, Sri Nagar, Calcutta and
Siliguri.
Mr.Himangshu Garg the present chairman of Tele-Communication Committee of
Darjeeling Chamber of Commerce also belongs to a very old family and witnesses the
towns' growth and changes. His grandfather was a cloth merchant who came to
Darjeeling from Barwa village, Hisar of Haryana in the early British period. Chimanlal
Garg worked under the East India Company as a cloth agent. He dealt with company's
goods in Darjeeling. Later Chimanlal was given an allotment by the Municipality at the
'S' Building at Chawk Bazar shop No- 3. Presently it is possessed by Devi Prasad,
another brother of· Himangshu Garg. Later on Ganeshlal Garg, the only son of
Chimanlal arrived in 1905 to join him in business. Soon they became leading figures of
the cloth market of Darjeeling. In due course other family members including the
female folk joined them and settled here permanently. He had eight sons and everybody
involved family cloth business. Now this family owns. six shops in Sadar and one shop
in Kalimpong. All these shops continue to operate in the bazaar-type line and cater to

-

tourists as well as an increasing number of Nepali middle class.
During the time of their father they dealt with the cloth agents of Delhi, Bombay, and
Calcutta. Goods were imported from Parvatipur in present Bangladesh. Ray Bahadur of
Parvati pur, a renounced cloth dealer also dealt with them till Independence 33 .
Though, some of the Marwari families continued to operate their family business, few
of them diversified into new one to cater for tourists as well as for an increasing number
of Nepali people. These new ventures were explorative and innovative, for instance.
cheap electronics such as watches, calculators, and games and on .the other the heavy
modern, scientific business like new house hold equipments. electrical goods,
electronic goods, hardware, house building materials etc. It has been possible because
. of their connections in Siliguri, Calcutta and other mass-production centres of India that
placed them in an excellent position to import, retail, and wholesale to other petty
shopkeepers.
One such businessmen is Jagadish Lakhani; whose forefather engaged in the business of
foodgrains. His grand father Sudash Lakhni hailed from SardarSahar, Churu district of
Rajasthan around the year 1910. They were Hindu Maheshwari Marwari. Sud ash
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Lakhani first migrated to Calcutta in early nineteenth century and later on came to
Darjee!ing in search of better means of livelihood. At that time he started a very small

'Karobar' of groceries that he sold at the Sunday haat of Darjeeling. Later on, his son
Hira Mohan Lakhani got a shop on lease at 'E' building shop No. 23, Chawk Bazar,
around 1930. They also bought green vegetables, potatoes, from local village areas like
Bij:mbari, Pul Bazar, squash, Munda, from Kaijalia, Kol Bong, ginger, Cardamoms
from Reling, Ging and Sukhiapokhori and Kaijalia etc. The business flourished rapidly.
H. M. Lakhani collected goods from Siliguri and also from the important export dealers
on wholesale rate at Darjeeling town. Now Jagadish Lakhani, his son has switched over
to stationery business to sell fashionable, branded cosmetics, toiletries to meet the rising
demand for these from among the customers and visitors in Darjeeling34 .
"Mr.Janaklal Agarwal, the petroleum distributor, coines from Kurseong. Born on 91h
September, 1924 at Kurseong he belongs to the respectable and renowned business
family ofPadamchand Ramgopal, who had settled in Kurseong in 1875. Ganeshilal and
his elder brother Ramgopal first migrated from Haryana before 145 years 35 • They
started their career with hosiery goods, woolen garments, piece goo?s etc and later in
1875 established a cloth firm Padamchand Ramgopal by name. In course of time this
humble beginning of these two brothers developed into prominent business in.
Kurseong. At present members of the family are spread oyer Darjeeling. Ganeshilal had
four sons and two daughters and Ramgopal had only one son Pratap. Now Pratap got
involved in production of Nepali films. Among the many films that he produced 'Safed
Hat, Harmonia' etc were important36 •
Mr. Janaklal Agarwal the fifth child of the family completed his matriculation from
M.E. School (Pushparani), Kurseong in the year 1941. Thereafter he married Srimati
Vidya Devi Agarwal from Sirsa (Haryana) in the year 1943. He was blessed with six
daughters and two sons.
He was really a versatile genius. In the year 1956, he privately appeared and graduated
from the Calcutta University and stared practicing as an Income Tax Lawyer in the year
1957 and later in the year 1966 became a law graduate. He even became a fellow of
Royal Economic Society (FRES) London in 1962. He was a freelanc_e journalist who
wrote for "The Statesman" and was an activist of the Jan Sangh. Hindu Mahasabhah. As
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an activist of the same, he· was arrested during the assassination of Mahatma Ga~dhi
and remained in Darjeelingjail for about ten months during 1948-49.
Thereafter he shifted to Darjeeling in 1967 and established the Ganeshilal & Sons Petrol
Pump as an Indian Oil dealer, which his wife ran successfully.
He enrolled himself with the Bar Council of West Bengal and thereafter became the
member of Darjeeling Bar Association and was also appointed as the first Notary Public
in 1982 by Central Government and finally became Notary public for all India 1993 37 .
Besides, the Marwaris also associated with jewelry business. A number of jewelry
shops m the Chawk Bazar are under the Marwari control.
Though the plantation and processing of tea remained under the monopoly of the
Europeans, the retail trade of tea became an important venture of many Marwaris. One
such Marwari trader who a~sociated himself with the retail trade of tea was Nathm~I
Sarda. Gradually his descendants successfully launched a brand of tea which became
very popular as 'Nathrnul Tea' by name.Nathrnul Sarda migrated from Taranagar,
Rajasthan in 1910. He became the agent of Hindustan Lever ltd in Darjeeling. In course
oftime he wanted to create his own enterprise and began to deal with tea business in
retail. Finally a Company was established i_n 1931 by Mr. Nathmull Sarda to deal with
Tea and various other commodities38 . The next decade saw his only son .Mr. Nandlall
Sarda taking interest in the marketing of Tea. Initially, the business in Tea was
wholesale supplies to tea buyers in Calcutta and other places. Since at that time, the
'

.

auction system had not been introduced, most of the buyers used to deal directly with
wholesalers or plantations. Mr. Sarda gradually built up a very good relationship with
many prominent Tea Plantations. He opened a modest store at a prominent location on
Laden La Road in Darjeeling and ventured into retailing of Darjeeling Tea.
The third generation of the family stepped in from 1968. After the premature demise of
Mr. Nandlall Sarda, his eldest son, Mr. Vijay Sarda took up the reign. Gradually, the
clientale grew and soon; the Nathmulls Tea Room became the most popular outlet
selling Darjeeling Tea.
Over the years, Mr. Vijay Sarda, assisted by his then grown up bmther Mr. Pravin Sarda
and other brothers, diversified into International Mail Order for Darjeeling Teas. This
was a unique concept at that time and sheer hard work and dedication· to quality enabled
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Nathmulls to build up a very big Mail Order Clientale across the World. Today they
boast of high profile clients all over Europe , Japan , U.S.A. , Canada and U.K. ,
growing by the day39 .
This company is a pioneer and probably the only one ip India which has successfully
established the concept and business of Tea by Mail Order at an International scale.
Besides Tea, Nathmulls also market exquisite Tea Accessories like Fancy Tea Cosys,
Chinese Tea Cups, Ornamental Tea Strainers, Tea Sets and Tea Pots. exclusively
designed and sourced from leading manufacturers and suppliers. The Lonely Planet (the
most popular tourist guide book) and other high circulation guide books in various
l~.nguages, unanimously recommend Nathmulls of Darjeeling
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F.:w Marwaris also came to Darjeeling as small-scale-peddlers but they were quick to
diversify and they traded in numerous commodities including foodgrains, spices like
cardamom, ginger, local fruits like ranges, and· hardware, building construction
materiais, hotel business etc. Limitations of space here do not permit to discuss each
and every merchant in the Sub-Division, but suftlce it to mention that many also
became involved in the large-scale production of tea and distribution of various goods.
At the time of migration, the Marwaris were either petty traders without enough capital
or Jacked experience to launch industries in Darjeeling. But as years rolled on, the
Marwari traders piled up capital and began to invest either in big firms or in new
industries.

Briji Mohan Gorg, the present president of the

Da~jeeling

Chamber of

Commerce started a manufacturing company of Ata, Maida, Suj i. Bran etc. He made
partnership with Maman Chand Agarwal, another business magnet, in 1989.
Many Marwaris conducted their business from Siliguri. One such businessman was
Sanjay Mittal, owner of the Anand Gopal Tea Company Darjeeling Pvt. Ltd. Sevok
Road. This company was engaged in the manufacturing of basic peeves and Hand tolls,
Hardware, small scale machinery and other industrial components. It also started to
manufacture the Orthodox Darjeeling Tea and green tea since 1980.
The story of the Marwaris of Darjeeling is that of their rise from petty traders or
peddlers to capitalists ·with investments in big firms of different types of tea plantations.
As for investment in plantations, this was not possible until 1940s due to a number of
factors. First the racial discrimination of the British was certainly a factor which played

187
plantation. The company owns five Gardens in Upper Assam, five in Cachar, four in
Dooars & Terai, six gardens iii Darjeeling and two in South India. The company also
has two tea processing factories which manufacture tea exclusively from tea leaves
procured from other gardens. In Darjeeling, it owns Risheehat Tea Estate of 256 01.81
acres, Tukvar Tea Estate of 437 02.32 acres, .North Tukvar Tea Estate of !95 00.97
acre~. Singbulli Tea Estate of 303 02.22 acres. Balasun Tea Estate of 353 00.88 acres,

and Sungma Tea Estate of 273 01.36 acres. The tea production of the company
increases steadily under ·the Birla group and soon the company emerges as the third
largest tea producing company in the world.
'

Conclusion

In this way Marwari control over the commodity trade and industries of the district was
practically completed during the sixties of the twentieth century. Some important
factors that played significant role to raise this community from a very humble position
to a dominant one are as follows: Timberge, the Marwari expert has emphasized on the
socio-economic situations of Rajasthan. To him psychological factors also play an
important part in the emergence of the Marwari as a great business magnet. He has laid
emphasis on their efficiency, hardiness and assiduity. Besides, there are few other local
factors that played in favour of the Marwari merchants. I) they were on the spot from
the beginning of the commercialization of the district and never faced a serious
competitive challenge from other local people like the Nepalese, the dominant
community. They maintained more cordial economic relation with the British. They
usually got the chances to deal the managers and coolies before the arrival of any other
groups in the .tea gardens. The Marwari traders not only lent them money but also
supplied the daily essentials. It was difficult to break up the system that arose in
between them: By the mid-l960s, competition with Tibetan-owned businesses was not
as intense as today. The Marwaris were able to combine competitive prices with
relatively good quality and managed to hold their .ground in these retail sectors very
well indeed. The proliferation of Tibetan-owned shops in fact challenged the monopoly
of the Marwari in Darjeeling from the last quarter of the last century. All theses factors
however, became instrumental for their success.
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But it is astonishing to observe that the Marwaris inspite of being the leading figure not
only in the district but also in North Bengal did not organize any commercial
organization or any chamber of commerce during our period of study. This may be
explained in the following way; firstly at the time of their migration they were very few
iri number (1872census, only 62) and scattered all over the district. They were much
busy in acquiring their primary sustenance and, had no time for constituting such
organization. Perhaps the political restriction was another cause in this respect..
The first merchant's guild the 'Darjeeling Chamber of Commerce' was established in
1980, and leading role was played by the Marwaris. Almost all the executive bodies of
this organization were under their hold.
4.2: The Biharis Business Community
Next to the Marwaris, the Beharis also held a significant position in the retail trade of
Darjeeling. Unlike the Marwaris, they did not have any prestigious commercial history
in India. But in Darjeeling the Bihari community played an important role in the
commercial transaction especially in the retailing in the I" quarter of the twentieth
century. They, gradually, became more dominant after independence. Unlike the
Marwaris, the Bihari could never establish monopoly over the tea and tourism industry
of Darjeeling and nor could they achieve any industrial success per se.
The Bihari migration to Darjeeling can be traced as early as the second half of the
nineteenth century- Shambhu Prasad, a Bihari businessman of Chawkbazar stated that
his great grand father Gorakha Shah migrated to Darjeeling in the early 1860's with his
fellow villagers Thakur Prasad (sweet shop-keeper) Jagdish Prasad, Uewellery shopkeer), Biswanath Prasad etc. They were among the .earliest migrants. However, it is
difficult to specifically state who these Bihari were. In the census report, the Bihari
were categorized as Hindi- speaking people. It is difficult to find the exact number of
those coming from actual Bihar. Generally the migrants from undiv~ded Behar. U .P and
its adjacent ar,eas were collectively called Biharis. They spoke Hindi and Bhojpuri (a
local dialect of some of the areas of Behar and UP). The 1891 census gives the
following information (Table No-3.1 0) according to the birth place of these Hindi
speaking people.

189
Table-4.i
Hindi speaking people (the Biharis) according to the birth place of.189l census;
Areas

Males

Females

Total

90

500

Shanabad

-470

· Patna

247

144

291

Gaya

47

32

69

Saran

3191

272

3463

Monghyre

576

61

627

Dabhanga

846

193

10,38

Mujaffar pur

2045

314

2359

Champaran

223

49

279

Grand Total

7644

1135

8,779

Source: Census of Indta, 1891
According to the census of 1941 they were categorized as Hindi speaking and numbered
19,996. Dash in 1941 had the following information to give about them "Hindi speaking
Hindus are mainly Biharis. They are most numerous in Terai where in tea areas they
number 10,711 and in other rural areas 3824, there are also 2968 in Siliguri town. In the
Sadar Sub- Division over 1000 out of the 1698 are residents of town. In the Karseong
Sub- Division there are 733 in tea areas (probably coolies) and 373 in urban and Semiurban areas (most probably traders). In the Kalimpong Sub- Division out of 1438, 519
res!de in tea areas (probably coolies), 246 in Semi- urban areas and over 500 in the
urban area" 43 • Thus, the Biharis were scattered all over 'the district in different
occupations and trades.
Bihari migration to Darjeeling happened due to the economic backwardness of the state
of Bihar. It may be worth giving a brief account of the economic condition of Bihar
during the colonial rule. Behar presented a typical case of a rich country inhabited by
poor people. Her material and human resources were considerable. Biharis who
migrated out of Bihar excelled in the profession they perused. But, back home it made
no dent on the backwardness of the State. The constellation of several interrelated issues .
namdy, poor agricultural growth, deindustrialization during the colonial period. high
population growth and migration tnutually reinforced each other leading to its long term
decline. These were coupled by poor governance. unreliable infrastructure. low energy
availability and poor agricultural yields over a long period.

All this created a Vicious
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Circle or even a Quagmire.

The end result has been devastating for the State, its

economy, its society and human development.
With the demise of industrial economy of Bihar during the nineteenth century and
agrarian crisis becoming acute, significant migration of labour force from the state
became a steady phenomenon. The statistics of migration from Bihar are alarming.
According to 1921 census, whereas 4,22,000 people came to Bihar, 19,17,000 went out
of Bihar.
In none of the early historical documents on Darjeeling, Biharis were not mentioned as
traders. Most probably in those days they engaged in different types of occupations
other than trade and business. Most of them started their career either as coolies in the
tea estates. road buildings or any other constructions or pretty traders who hawked the
goods from door to door. Only 0' Mally described that " together with these hillmen are
found the denizens of the plains, who have been attracted to the hills by the prospect of
easily acquired wealth, the Madhesias held in great contempt by the stalwart
Nepalese" 44 • The Biharis came to be known as 'Madhesias Kanu' in Darjeeling
.O'Malley did not refer the name Bihari separately. He described Marwari as merchants,
Bengali as clerks Hindustani as mechanics, (perhaps the Biharis) Punjabi as traders and
Chinese as carpenters. In the 1940's A. J. Dash pointed out that "the finance of trade and
agriculture in the District is mainly in the hands of these who control trading i,e
Marwaris and to a much smaller extent Biharis" 45 . He further added that "while it is
probably correct to say that Marwari and Bihari control of the commodity trade of the
District is practically complete and that Marwari and Bihari control over retail supply of
46

consumption goods and the lending of money to hillmen is dominating ..... "

.

We have tried to reconstruct the story of Bihari migration to Darjeeling and their
position in the local economy from personal observation and discussion with some
Bihari businessmen themselves.
The old Markets of Darjeeling town such as Chawk Bazaar, Daroga Bazaar, are mainly
dominated by the Bihari traders along with the Marwaris. At prese.nt in Daroga Bazaar
almost all the tailoring shops belong to the Biharis and at Chawk Bazaar about fifty to
sixty percent of shops are occupied by Bihari traders. Some of these traders migrated to
Darjeeling along with their counter part Marwari at about the same time. The most
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prominent and the oldest among the Bihari is the Ansari family, a wool merchant who
traded from the time of the East India Company in Darjeeling. At present this family
has divided into about five main branches and together occupies nineteen shops
scattered all over the Darjeeling town. All of these are dealing with the business of
cloths, woolen garments, shawls, hosiery goods etc. Of this family Ghareeban Mia and
Khedaru Mia first came to Darjeeling from Tejpur-Dehma of Gazipur District of Uttar
\

I!

Pradesh around the year 1857. Before their entry into this line they were hawker of
groceries and millinery goods. They ·peddled these goods from door to door and also at
the different haat all over the district. Majeed Ali stated that his great grandfather
regularly went to sell goods at the haat of Pulbazar, Ghoom and the Sunday haat of
Darjeeling. Mohammad Musa and his brother Rahim Ali, son of Ghareeban Mia
established a shop of wool and woolen garments named 'Wool Crafts' at the Municipal
building 'A' shop -1 in the year 1927. Jamshed Ansari the ·proprietor of the shop
produced a Dr~ft of Agreement dated 23rd December 1927 given by the Municipal
Corporation to reconstruct the history of their famil/

7

•

Prior to the establishment of the shop they worked as agent of the East India Company.
They (agent) sold knitting wools, woolen garments yearn cloth, furs etc. from the
municipality Room- 10. This room was allotted to Md. Musa and his brother Rahim Ali.
Majeed Ali, the grandson of Md. Musa recollected how he helped his grand father in
carrying and selling the goods. Besides East India Company they purchased goods from
a number of other small companies such as G. Atherton & Co./ Eastern Limited,
Li·JerpooL Calcutta, and Bombay, Wed, D.S van Schuppen En Zoon, Veenendaal,
Holand. Exchange was done through the banks of Lloyd Bank Pvt. Ltd., Imperial Bank
of India etc. Payments were done in pound and sterling.
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Among the nineteenth century migrants, Shambhu Prasad, the groceries businessman of
Chawkbazar was also important. His forefather traded here for about 140 years. His
great grandfather Gorakh Shah migrated to Darjeeling in the year 1868, along with his
fellow villagers who were also established traders of Darjeeling namely Jagadish Prasad
Uewelry-merchant) Thakur Prasad (sweet-merchant) etc who also hecame established
traders of Darjeeling. They were the inhabitants of Rasulpur Bazar, Mahendrapur,
Chhapra District of Bihar. Gorakh Shah was a hawker, peddling sweets and many other
items. His son Mahadew Shah established a shop (No- 22) at 'E' building, Chawk Bazar
around 1911. At that time both involved in tobacco business. They purchased their
tobacco leaves from Jalpaiguri, Coch Behar, Dinhata, Changrabandha etc. Madhav's
son Kishore Prasad also · continued the family business of tobacco on wholesale and
retail. They ran a bidi factory and about 30 years ago they changed their business.
Kishor Prasad, the 41h generation of the family, switched over to 'Mudikhana karobar '.
Now it is inherited by his son Shambhu Prasad. Kishore Prasad died in 200648 .
Among the other early Bihari traders the name Ghura Mia must come into the purview
of this study. He was one of the oldest traders of Darjeeling. According to the old
businessman, (Majeed Ali), he migrated from Balia District of Uttar Pradesh before the
year 1880. The present owner of the shop Aslam Parvez (son of his wife's brother)
informed that he was the inhabitant of Mithuwar village, Phephana. Uttar Pradesh.
Ghura Mia's life was very adventurous. He journeyed by river through the Ganges via
Raj Mahal and reached Darjeeling on foot. At that time he was a hawker. He was
peddling bakery. goods in different places of Darjeeling, including the· Lebong
cantonment, Jalapahar, Takvar etc. Later on, he set up a shop on Hill Cart Road, at 'M'
building shop No- 6. He successfully transacted his business for a long time till his
death in 1946. He left a huge property to his wife Jaitun Bibi because they were
childless. Later on his property was inherited by her (Jaitun's) brothers Md. Hanif and
Haji Md. Hadis. Both of them transacted this bakery shop for 28 year together. At that
period they further extended this business and produced cakes, biscuits, snacks and
other items at their own factory. It dominated the confectionery business of Darjeeling
for a long time. Following a family feud in 1974. the Ghura Mi'a Bakery shop was
divided into two parts among them. At present however the business has lost its early
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glory and merely sells the ~akery goods. The factory has closed and they purchase
readymade goods from other dealers of Darjeeling and Siliguri. Md. Jamshed Alam
(son of Md. Hanif) and Altaf Hussain (son of Md. Hadis) are the owners of the two
shops49 •
Damodhar Prasad and his brother Thakur Prasad were two other early migrants. They
had come to Darjeeling as early as 1882. Rameshwar Prasad, one of the present owners
of the business, informed that his great grandfather had started his journey from his
village around the year 1884 and reached Darjeeling by rail, boat and finally on foot.
They had come through a very dense jungle of unsmo,oth riddle path along the hills.
They hailed from Siwan District of Bihar. They were Hindu Vaishyas, known as
Madhesias Kanu They first stayed in Siliguri for three years without doing anything
special and later on moved into the Sadar Sub- Division of Darjeeling. Initially they
even worked as coolies in constructing the roads, clearing jungles and bearing goods
from here to there etc. For a brief period they also hawked sweet goods. Then
Darnodhar Prasad along with his brother Thakur Prasad embarked on the sweet-making
business after setting up a permanent shop at Municipal Building 'D' shop no - 3 around
I 885. They occupied this shop on lease from the British authority for conducting trade.
They purchased raw materials from Siliguri and Darjeeling. After their initial success. it
was further expanded by their successors Hari Prasad Rambilash and Rameshwar
Prasad. After Damodhar and Thakur Prasad it was divided among their successors
around I 9 I I. Their descendants still remain with their sweet business.
At present the shop is divided into about fifty family members who run the shop on
rotation for one year each. In addition to this family business they have diversified into
various other businesses over time. They engage in wholesale and retailing business like
stationery shop at Super Market (established around 1997), tailoring at Daroga Bazar
and some of them run hotels and restaurants. In this way presently this Bihari family
hold an important position in the retailing trade of Darjeeling town 5°.
While Darjeeling became the hunting ground to the planters and other merchants in late
nineteenth century, a bulk of new Biharis also flocked around the town in search of
better livelihood. Their participation in business increased from the first half of the
twentieth century. Perhaps some important factors led them to involve in commercial
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activities of the district. First by that time potentialities of Darjeeling as tea industrial
area as well an important tourist destination had already been established. All these
economic activities opened up various commercial. avenues, such as retailing, tailoring
etc which seemed to be less risky to the Biharis and could be started with small capital.
Second those who were in the district either changed their apparently low profile to
venture in trade or encouraged their kinsmen to get this opportunity.

~n

this way a large

number of Biharis became involved in trade. Not limited to a particular business, they
branched out various trades or whatever profitable enterprise came to hand. Though
never as prosperous as the Marwaris, the Biharis could make their presence felt in
groceries, bakery goods, and tailoring businesses. The following protile of some of
these families reveals these facts;
The Wali bakery was quite famous among the old inhabitants of Darjeeling. At present
it is owned by Arsad Asfaque. He has inherited an established, flourishing business
started by his forefather. His great grand father Abdur Rahim had migrated from Balia
district by bullock cart; rail and then toy train to Darjeeling in 1913 and started to hawk
bakery foods from door to door. He himself produced these bakery foods by his own
hands. Around the 1920's his son Wali Mohammad assisted him and gradually they
made it lucrative and purchased a permanent base of bakery shop on Pleasant Road
(Now renamed H.D. Lama Road). Later on, the business bec&me even more profitable
at the time of his son Nurul Huda who established another branch at 'A' building of
Chawk Bazar. At present his successor Arshad Ashfaque continues his ancestral
business successfully. Another branch of the business was set up on Cart Road in 1950.
He left huge capital and prosperity for his successor in 1985.
Md. Anis, a Bihari merchant stated that the history of his family in Darjeeling may be
dated back as early as the 1900s. His forefather came from Siwan. Like the other Bihari
his grandfather Molbul Hussain also started his career with nothing special but as a
petty trader. Over time, they accumulated money and •diversified into more lucrative
business of shoe. His next generation Shaik Hazrutlla established a shoe shop in Go!
Ghar on Hill Cart Road. It continued for I 00 years. Following a family feud this shoe
business was c;livided in 1977-78. Now this trade is handled by Hazrutulla's two sons
Md. Anis and Md. Atique separately.
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Many Biharis had changed their occupation from time to time. At their migration stage
most of them engaged in hawkery, or a very small karobar of groceries. In these initial
ventures while they made a good deal of wealth they switched over to other profitable
ventures. The brief history of these traders is as foliO\vsAsrar Ahmad, the owner of 'Darjeeling Medical Store', shop No-3 said that his grand
father and his father were engaged in tobacco business in the 1920s. They hailed from
Barharia, a remote village ofSiwan district, Bihar in 1919. They purchased raw tobacco
from Cooch Behar, Changrabandha, Kishanganj and collected hucca, bidi and some
other smoking goods from Calcutta. They continued to run the business from 1919 to
1940. His grand father Shaikh Hussain died in 1939 and his father late Serjul Haque
'

switched over to the business of domestic wares, utensils, collected from Siliguri. In
2004 Asrar again changed the ancestral business from millinery to chemist and
pharmaceutical shop as it seemed to be more lucrative. They maintained a close family
relation with native home at Barharia, Siwan and visit Bihar on festivals and social
occasions.
Shaik Karamat Ali, great grand father of Ali Asraf Attani (present owner) received a
shop on Hill Cart Road at 'M' building around 1925. He started a tobacco business.
Later he engaged in selling earthen wares that was peddled by Karamat Ali and his son
Haji Sayed during the time of their early career in Darjeeling. During the time of
Mahibulla, son of Haji Sayed Ali, the business changed from tobacco to glass wares.
They began to sell different domestic utensils and other modern and traditional
domestic wares. Later on, Ali Asraf added latest domestic cooking utensils. electric rice
cooker, pressure cooker, fashionable dinning sets, decorative goods etc. Ali Asraf
established another shop on the Dr. Y. E. N. C Road namely 'Asraf Sales Corporation'.
They have been residing here for three generations and always held a great position
amOJ.tg the Muslim Behari traders. They are from Siwan, North Bihar.
Md. Imam Hossain said that his elder brother Shahabuddin Hossain first moved from
their village of Chhapra around the year !940 in Siliguri. After the partition of India
they were afraid of the impact of the partition and migrated to Darjeeling Sadar. They
thought that it would be safer for their life and property. Then he established Novelty
Tailors which was one of the important outlets to the customers in B.M Road. At
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p1esent his two sons also assist him and on the tirst floor of their shop they established
another extension. Now they run two shops and also possess some landed property in
the town.
Likewise Ali Asraf Attani, Iftikhar Ali of Champarar, North Bihar ( on Loch Nagar
Road Raju Bakery) was also a flourishing trader. He owns two bakery shops- one was
established before Independence and another was founded recently. Before they held a
small bakery shop, now they establish two shops and sell goods produced by them at
their own firm.
Overtime, some of the Biharis took Nepali wives and adopted Nepali life style. Munna
Khan is such a trader who married a Nepali woman and fluently talks in Nepali along
with his mother tongue Urdu._ Munna Khan has a mutton shop at 'N' building, Chawk
Bazar on the Cart Road. He was a private employee of a cloth shop when he came to
Darjeeling in 1941. Later on, he started his own business of selling fish on wholesale
and retail on the Eden Road. Around 1989 he established mutton shop at 'N' building.
Badruddin, his son occupied another shop in a wooden building at Hospital Road near'
Chawk Bazar. He engaged in tailoring. His father Munna Khan migrated from
Lakhnow, Uttar Pradesh in the early 40's of the twentieth century. Despite his
assimilation to Nepalese way of living, Munna Khan retained his ties with the Bihari
Community and assisted them in many socio- economic occasions.
A number of Biharis migrated to Darjeeling hills after Independence to grasp the new
opportunities opened up by the departure of the Europeans. The famous shop
'Kaventer's' on Commercial Road was purchased by Girish Chandra Jha, the then
manager of Edward Kaventer. He was a British trader and agent of Kaventers Co. Ltd,
London. The settlement of 1905 report of Darjeeling shows that Mr. Kaventer came
from Aligarh to establish a dairy firm at Ghoom near Darjeeling. Rahul Jha151 ,. the
present owner of the firm and grand son of Girish Jha informed that his grandfather
worked under Mr. Kaventer from 1954- 1986 and finally at the time of his departure
Girish Jha purchased this firm in 1986.
Girish Jha of Sanha village, Begusarai, Bihar came in Darjeeling in early 1954. Prior to
his arrival he served the army under the British Government. He made his journey by
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Figure4.1Keventers & Planters' Club 1930s
Source: http://wwwoldmhs.com/older_darjeeling.htm

Figure4.2 Keventers & Planters' Club 2010s
Personal Collection
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train and then by jeep from Fanshi Dawa to Ghoom and from Ghoom to Darjeeling on
foot. While he was at the Cl!ntonment of Darjeeling, he met Mr. Kaventer who had
already established a dairy firm at Ghoom. Mr. Kaventer was impressed by him and
appointed him as his manager to look after his firm and other business in Darjeeling.
When he returned in 1986, this establishment of Darjeeling was sold out to him. At
present his son Rasindranath Jha has further expanded the business. Now they involve
in a number of businesses excluding dairy goods.
"Today Kaventer's products are available in Gangtok,Siliguri,Kalimpong,Kurseong,and
Shilong. Kaventer's, besides manufacturing pork and chicken products and running a
snack bar is also one of the leading retailers of tea and other packed and canned
products. Kaventer's is also one of the oldest distributors of Coca Cola products in the
country. The association with the Coca Cola Company spans three decades." 52 They
engaged in a number of modern food business like different soft drinks, confectionery
items, different ice cream, snacks, etc. This business is now handled by both
Rasindranath his son Rahul Jha. They appointed four Bihari and Nepali assistants to
help them in the shop. At present
., they continue to maintain the same prestigious logos
clientele as it was under Mr. Kaventers. Kaventers is one of the most important business
establishments under the control of a Bihari.
Some of the later migrants also made successful trading venture. One such businessman
was Lakhu Prasad who hailed from Mufafferpur of Behar in 1950. Lakhu Prasad
occupied a shop in Chawk Bazar 'E' building. He dealt with the business of stationary
goods which he purchased from the local businessmen. Now his successor has leased
out the shop. Jayllal Prasad, grand son of Lakhu has established a new shop for bags.
shoes, umbrellas, and varieties of stationery goods in the Laden La Road. During the
time pf his father Kapil Dev Prasad their family business was divided among his father
and uncle Shayam Dev Prasad .Bindeshwari Prasad, son of Shayam Prasad also
involved in that trade. They had a small shop at the Super Market. Their share in the
ancestral shop of Chawk Bazar was purchased by Kapil Dev Prasad in 1989.
Bihari businessmen occupied a number of shops in the Municipal buildings. They were

'

dominant in two old markets of Darjeeling, viz- Chawk Bazar and Daroga Bazar. It is
already stated above that fifty to sixty percent municipal shops are occupied by them
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and rest of it are under the domination of the Marwari. They are dominant in the
Commercial Row, now known as Nehru Road, on the upper part of the town including
Mount Pleasant Road, Chawrasta, Gandhi Road etc.and Biharis on the other hand are in
dominance in the lower part of the town. At Daroga Bazar also almost all (excepting
four or six shops belonged to Marwari, Bengali and Newar) the municipal shops are
dominated by the Behari. At Chawk Bazar they engage in varieties of trades like,
grocery, sweets shop, bakery or confectionery, millinery, utensils, jewelry, stationery,
textile, and other wholesale and retail business. In Daroga Bazar there are several
tailoring shops under their ownership. The important tailoring establishments under the
Biharis are those of- Md. Abbas Tailor, Hafijulla Tailor,

T~

Tailor, Good Luck Tailor,

M.S. Tailor, Sajaan Tailor, Mauisha Tailor, Sahiya Unique Tailor, Riya, Rex, Pakija,
Tialors etc. Almost all of them have come either from Bihar or its adjacent areas around
1940's. Almost all of them. have remained in this business for two or .three generations.
Hafijulla 53 a tailor pointed out that their customers came not only from the town, but
·from neighboring villages as well. Inspite of competition in the business, almost all are
doing well.
From my personal observation and interaction with the trades the!Jlselves it becomes
clear that most of them have initially inherited and then expanded the business
origianlyy founded by their forefathers. At Chawk Bazar such fortunate traders are
Suvas Gupta (owner of Groceries and stationery shop 'X' building shop No-!) Pradeep
Kumer Ojha (groceries shop 'W' building shop No- 3) Bikash Prasad ('N' building shop
No-8 Medicine), Surendra Prasad Chowrashi (groceries 'N' building shop No- 7) Ajay
Prasad Barnawal (groceries, 'N' building shop No- 4) Govic Gupta (sweet and
Restaurant, 'L' building, established in 1877 by Narayan Das), Ani! Gupta (Electronic,
mobile, computer business) and Abdul Jab bar Brothers (on Pleasant Road, confectioner)
Sri Lallan Prasad (Lallan Prasad, Sonam, Wangi Road) Santosh Gupta (Bahadur Prasad
& sons, Chawk Bazar). The specific case studies and family histories indicate the same.
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Condusion
Although a few Bihari shops like those of the Marwaris continue to deal in the old line
of groceries and tailoring, many of them have star1ed to diversify and explored the
possibilities of a wider variety of modern business items including cheap electrical
goods, electronic watch, calculator, torch, toys, stationary goods etc in course of time.
At the beginning of the twentieth century the Biharis of Darjeeling were mostly in the
import, wholesale, and retail of groceries and green vegetables maini_Y for the local
market. To some extent they were also running tailoring shops. It was increasing as
Nepali women preferred to use clothes made to measure rather than ready-mades for
both general and special occasions throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Moreover many young Nepali women started wearing western dresses like trousers,
shirts and skirts from the second half of the twentieth century onwards that went beyond
traditional values and experimented with styles of tight and well-fitted dresses. In the
first quarter of the twentieth century a sizeable number of middle class emerged in
Darjeeling that brought about a great change in taste and styles of dress as well as
fashions. The young generation of the Nepali society leaned towards western outfits that
greatly influenced the diversification of Marwari and Bihari-owned shops in the late
twentieth century.

This change in life style was also reflected in the household

furnishing. Use of modern domestic house-holds gained steadily in importance by the
end of our period of study. Look of kitchens changed and demand for modern utensils
and good items were on the rise. The Marwari and Bihari changed their business
accordingly. We see the emergence new of markets on the one hand and introduction of
new modern businesses on the other hand through out the twentieth century.
The business of toiletry also increased steadily as Nepali women became aware of
fashions. Beauty-parlour came up almost every Lane of the town and small bazaars
selling beauty products scattered all over the landscape of the Sadar. This trend started
with the Nepali society as a result of Anglicization of Darjeeling and remained deeply
rooted in the society even after the departure of the British. Therefore, many Bihari
shops started specializing in stationary business combined with baby goods and
haberdashery in the later part of the twentieth century.
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