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Abstract

The only Indenture Memorial in India has been established in Kolkata,
the place from where the indentured journey started way back in Septem-
ber 1834 when this city was known as “Calcutta”. It was the center of
power for the British East India Company. As already documented, the
first journey was initiated on 15" September, 1834, on board the ship At-
las which reached Mauritius on 2nd November, 1834. The list of ships for
the initial years from 1834 to 1840s indicates the predominant presence
of the Port of Calcutta, which is well documented in series of correspond-
ents, Reports and British Parliamentary papers of that period and/or re-
lating to that period.

In 2011, the Indenture Memorial, Kolkata was established at a spot iden-
tified by the Government of India in collaboration with representatives of
the Indian Diaspora who were descendants of the Indentured persons. It
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is located at Kidderpore,Kolkata within the property jurisdiction of Kol-
kata Port Trust (since renamed as Syama Prasad Mookerjee Port, Kolka-
ta or SMPK).

Subsequently, in 2014, the “Mai Baap” statue was commissioned at the
Surinam Ghat, Kolkata, in memory of the persons who sailed to Surinam
from Kolkata,India, between 1873 and 1916. The Kolkata Suriname Me-
morial was commissioned as a joint initiative by the governments of India
and Suriname.

In fact, from this year (2025) onwards, the Kolkata Port Trust/SMPK has
initiated celebrating 15" September as the Indentured Memorial Day and
is in the process of seeking UNESCO nomination for these areas.
Keywords
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Background

Indentured experiences are yet to be highlighted enough in India. The
origin of indenture labor or coolies of British colonies is traced from the aboli-
tion of slavery by the Act of Emancipation, 1834. British East India Company
introduced the system of indenture labor initially from their then capital base of
Calcutta, followed by Madras, Bombay and a few such points, from 1834 on-
wards. The system was devised on the basis of contracts of five years where
laborers were to serve in plantation colonies against fixed terms and condi-
tions. This acted as a boost for colonial minds to set pace with their idea of
bonded yet ‘legalized’ labor (lal, 2000). Labor emigration from India, which
began in 1834, gradually came to rely upon sirdars who offered to facilitate the
recruits and emigration agents (Carter,195). These laborers were often made to
see Emigration Depots as prospective work opportunities. Brought to houses of
duffadars these laborers waited until they were taken on board the ships to
their fated destinies.

Calcutta is the place where this saga started unfolding from September,
1834 onwards. As we all know, servility and human bondage were the hall-
marks of the colonial plantation economies of the 19" century. The so called
Great Experiment, initiated by the British for the formation of Indenture Con-
tract, resulted in Indenture Labor system which lived for the next 83 years
(from 1834 to 1917), to serve the requirements of the colonials.

Colonizers devised the great experiment and succeeded in two counts:
first, they neatly side-stepped the troublesome ban on slavery, and second, they
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managed to deny the indentured workers the very basic principles of equality
and natural justice.

It requires categorical mention that preparations for finding substitutes of
slaves had begun prior to 1834. There were several recorded instances of Indi-
ans being transported by Europeans to Mauritius to serve the plantation estates.
The model of Indian indenture system was based on the 13 century practice of
bringing in Chinese labor forces for being the hands of cultivation. 1834
marked the beginning of a state sponsored transportation of Indians, as British
subjects, to the plantation colonies. Calcutta, became a center of power of Brit-
ish East India Company. The city played a pivotal role as the main Port of em-
barkation of the Indentured Laborer.

A Historic Starting Point

Documented, was the first journey of 15" September, 1834 on board At-
las from Calcutta to Mauritius (The Bengal Harkaru, 834). Preparation for the
journey started much prior to that. Once the willing persons were identified and
collected by the agents, an official agreement of ‘Indenture’ was entered into
before Mr. D. McFarlan, the Chief Magistrate, Calcutta, in the presence of the
Superintendent of Police, on 9" September, 1834, between G. C. Arbuthnot of
M/s Hunter Arbuthnot & Co. and the 36 ‘Hill Coolies’, officially enabling the
agents of Mauritian estates to ferry off the men to Mauritius to work as inden-
tured laborers. The thirty-six ‘Hill Coolies’ were not conversant with either of
the colloquial languages, Bengali or English, and were made to affix their
thumb impressions on the contract agreement or ‘Girmit’! drawn up by French
planters of Mauritius, written in Bengali. This contract was found to be satis-
factory by the Members of Council of the East India Company who approved
departure of these Coolies.

On 15" September, 1834 they embarked on the fateful journey. This
journey has now achieved historic significance all across the world. On board
the convict ship A#las under Captain Hutswick, were the 36 hill coolies, to
reach Mauritius on 2nd November, 1834. This was followed by a journey from
Calcutta of the second batch of 151 Hill Coolies of the Dhangar caste on the 1
of December 1834 , followed by another 48 from Calcutta on 29" of December
1834. Two coolies were sent, again from Calcutta, in February 1835 to serve
one Mr. Worthing; 50 coolies were engaged to M/s Hunter Arbuthnot & Co.
They set sail in March 1835 from Calcutta. An additional 157 coolies set sail in
May 1835 and 270 set sail in July 1835, on both occassions from Calcutta. All

! Indian indentured laborers to Fiji referred to their contracts as girmit and a contractee as a
girmitya. The British denoted an indentured laborer as a coolie, throughout the empire.
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embarked from Calcutta and were under 5 years of contracts with respective
agents in Mauritian sugar plantation estates. For Fiji the first batch of labor
boarded the ship Leonidas, with 498 persons, 273 men, 146 women, 47 boys,
and 32 girls, from Calcutta.

Early Indenture Journeys

While the British have been known to keep good records, there seems to
be a lapse on records on the number of people transported from Calcutta in the
initial years from 1834 onwards. The Geoghegan Report, 1873 notes

.... In as much, however, as there was no penalty for deporting emi-

grants unregistered, no accurate figures of this emigration are, from

the nature of the case, attainable . But as well as I can ascertain, be-
tween August 1834 and May 1837, at least 7000 emigrants left Cal-
cutta for Mauritius. ..

A leading role in the new traffic was played by the Calcutta firm of F. M.
Gillanders and G. Arbuthnot, which had plantation interests in Mauritius. The
list of ships for the years 1834 to 1840s, indicated the predominant and sole
presence of the Port of Calcutta. This is also well documented in a series of
correspondents, Reports and British Parliamentary papers of that period and/or
relating to that period. A letter dated 6" December 1838 from Geo P. Dick,
Colonial Secretary, Mauritius, addressed to Chief Secretary to Government,
Fort William, showed the official record of the number of Coolies introduced
to Mauritius from Calcutta from 1%t August 1834 to 9 January 1837 (see.
House of Commons Parliamentary Paper, 1834).

The Geoghegan Report (1873) states:
... It is impossible to reconcile accurately the various accounts; but
the emigration of this period from Calcutta, according to what seems
the most trustworthy statement, was as follows from the passing of
Act 'V, 1837, to August 1838
To Mauritius 7,239 men, 100 women, and 72 children, total 7,411 souls.
To British Guiana, 407 men, 7 women, and 10 children, total 424 souls.
To Bourbon, 60 men.
To Australia, 89 men, the first and last direct emigration to Australia.
To Batavia, 4 men....

Starting with Mauritius in 1834, the Indian Indentured Laborers were

2 Kenneth L. Gillion, Fiji's Indian Migrants: A History to the End of Indenture in 1920,
Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1962.
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sent to different corners of the world. These included British Guiana from
1838, Trinidad and Jamaica from 1845, Grenada from 1856, St. Lucia from
1858, St. Kitts from 1860, St. Vincent from 1860 and, Natal from 1860, Reun-
ion from 1861, Surinam from 1873, Fiji from 1879, Burma from 1885, East
Africa from 1896, Canada from 1904, Seychelles from 1904 and Thailand
from 1910.

Impacts

The displaced Indians faced tremendous hardships, combined in most
cases with loss of identity. However, undergoing this process also opened new
opportunities for them, outside the bindings of caste, creed and religion. De-
scendants of these displaced Indians have been making their mark in all
streams of life all across the world. Leela Gujadhar Sarup, herself a descendant
of the system, recorded:

... The majority of Indentured Laborers opted to adopt their colonies
as their homelands as whether in India or their new colonies, they
were all British subjects with greater opportunities in life then they
could have ever had in India. These Persons of Indian Origins (PIOs)
have done India proud as they have glorified themselves across the
world through hard work, pacific living inherited from thousands of
years of tradition, culture and philosophy (Sarup, 2008).

In Memoriam:

Hugh Tinker (1974) noted: ‘During the first thirty or forty years of orga-
nized emigration down to about 1870, the main port of embarkation was Cal-
cutta , and the recruits were furnished from the Calcutta hinterland’.

In 2011, the Indenture Memorial, Kolkata was established at a spot iden-
tified by the Government of India in collaboration with representatives of the
Indian Diaspora who were descendants of the Indentured persons. The Memo-
rial is located at Kidderpore, Kolkata within the property jurisdiction of Kolka-
ta Port Trust, since renamed Syama Prasad Mookerjee Port, Kolkata or SMPK.
This is the only Indenture Memorial in India.

Subsequently, in 2014, the Mai Baap statue was commissioned at the Su-
rinam Ghat, Kolkata, in memory of the persons who sailed to Surinam from
Kolkata, India, between 1873 and 1916. The Kolkata Suriname Memorial was
commissioned as a joint initiative by the governments of India and Suriname.
The memorial was unveiled by the then Union External Affairs Minister
Sushma Swaraj in October 2015, in the presence of Suriname's Ambassador to
India, Aashna Kanhai, West Bengal Governor Kesari Nath Tripathi, and offi-
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cials from Kolkata Port Trust. This memorial is situated at the Suriname Ghat
(also called Suriname Jetty) along the banks of the Hooghly River, in the Gar-
den Reach and Metiabruz area of Kolkata. The memorial features a plainly
dressed couple, each carrying a potli (a bundle), symbolizing the first male and
female indentured workers who left India for a distant land. This statue in Kol-
kata is a replica of the original monument in Paramaribo, the capital of Suri-
name, where it marks the landing of these workers on June 5, 1873.

The site also hosts multilingual plaques in English, Hindi, Bengali, Bho-
jpuri, and Dutch, highlighting the historical and cultural significance of this
migration and indicates the preservation of Indian values and traditions abroad
by Indian Diaspora. The memorial serves as a poignant reminder of a challeng-
ing chapter in Indian and World history and is a symbol of the resilience and
legacy left behind by those displaced Indians. It stands as a tribute not only to
those who migrated to Suriname but also to the tens of thousands of Indian la-
borers who were compelled to migrate to various countries as indentured
workers during the colonial period. Their endurance, hard work, and determi-
nation led many descendants to achieve success and contribute significantly to
the development of Suriname.

Indentured Memorial Day

This year — 2025 - the Kolkata Port Trust, now known as Syama Prasad
Mookerjee Port Kolkata, has initiated celebrating 15% September as the Inden-
tured Memorial Day. In the first of the sessions, reputed reearchers and aca-
demic from across the world participated. Detailed discussions covering the
socio cultural, political and economic impact of the Indenture system as well as
the human emotions and stories involved and the historiography were dis-
cussed. The overarching benefit of ratifying the same is truly on the notion of
belonging within an international community that embodies a world of exem-
plary cultural diversity, heritage, aspects of historical and linguistic researches
and on stories that bring forth the voices of the emigrant subaltern of an era
that continues to live in the memories of thousands and thousands of people all
around the world.
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