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It's an interesting, busy and wonderful world! | #aking about the streets of Kolkata where a
wide range of articles necessary for day-to-dag dife sold everyday on the streets, right near
your home. In recent months, | used to wake upyen@rning, listening to a hawker call loudly
"Want vegetables? Fresh veggies! Brother, do yout wame veggies?" (Literally, in Bengali, he
would say "Sobji chai, sobji? Sobji chai, Dada,jsobai?") He would come close to the window
or balcony of a prospective buyer, wait there fdiea minutes and call again until there is a
response, preferably affirmative. If we decidedbtry some vegetables, we could then lower a
grocery bag tied to a strong string and lower ittte vendor. He would weigh the selected
vegetables and put them in the bag for us to pulbi A payment would be made the same way,
by using the bag. On various occasions, | had @ompnity to take photos from this first-floor
balcony and watch the transactions. They were rfagiékers than me, so there was no point in
my trying to go downstairs to take photos.

These people usually carry their merchandise awabfiskets mounted on the back of their bike.
Those who sell fewer or lighter objects would siynparry them in their hands and walk from

one street to another. They would address prosgebtiyers as "Older brother (Dada), older
sister (Didi), sister-in-law (Boudi) or mother (Ma)as is the custom in India for showing proper
respect to unrelated adults, and often, it goels watys.

Left: A vegetable vendor looking up at us expedyant Right: A hawker selling dusters



On most days, the next vendor would be a fish+selerying a variety of fish in bags or baskets
securely placed on his bike, loudly calling "Mothdp you need some fish? | have big Rui,
Katla, fresh Bata, Parshe, Pabda, Tangra, Topsthataimp!" It would be the same process for
buying fish — using the grocery bag for "taking ajiding". The fish-seller would often scale,
clean (gut) and if necessary, slice (into stedhks)fish for cooking with no extra charge for doing
that service.

Left: A fish-seller getting ready to weigh fish usingad-fashioned scale; Right: preparing the
fish for cooking — using a floor-level knife moudten a piece of narrow, rectangular wood,
while the buyers look on and supervise.

Later in the day when the sun is in mid-sky, somedor might come there offering you a glass
of fresh sugarcane-juice, squeezed out then ame theyou to drink. There are others, such as
the man who twangs on the gadget he uses to sheeliaten the cotton for making light and
cozy comforters. This distinctive sound effectivelyminates the need for loud calling to
advertise his services.
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Left: Selling freshly squeezed sugarcane juicee-stigar canes are held in his left hand, the
squeezing handle in his right; Right: A comforteatkar — notice the simple gadget — a wooden

frame with a string — attached to the front ofltilee, and the bag containing cotton at the back.
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There is also the man who calls about home-magessible need to sharpen scissors and knives;
there is the man who would mend your flat stone-alad oblong pestle for grinding spices; there
is the man who would buy all used newspapers aad wsiting papers from you; also the man
who would exchange old mosquito nets for new oaesl the one who would exchange old
utensils for new ones — in a simple way of recyrli@ome to think of it, | have not seen any
woman street-vendors. Late on summer nights maassyago, there used to be a man advertising
ice (for alcoholic drinks?) and fragrant garlanfts fomance-seeker Casanovas, | think!) | am
not sure the former happens any longer, with refetprs in almost all homes now-a-days. Some
of these "calls" are difficult to decipher, espégifor novices — but the experienced residents of
Kolkata know which is which.

A vegetable-seller on a
suburban street — in a
make-shift evening
market; the vibrantly
colored fresh vegetables
are usually picked up the
same morning from local
farms.

Strictly speaking, the next some clamps. He added, "During the day, it sen®saa
two photographs were not musical instrument, and at night | can take itaffl use it to
taken on the streets of cook my food." You can't help but admire his ingjgyl
Kolkata. They were taken
on or near a train. The first
one is of a person dressed
like a "baul", a traveling
mendicant or a holy man
in his saffron attire,
singing a song to the
accompaniment of a one-
string instrument.  The
round part of the
instrument aroused my
suspicion, so | asked what
it was made of. Very
proudly, he replied that it
was a wok, held to the rest
of the instrument with

The "baul” on a train — entertaining for smallttaenations



The last photo is that of a man selling fresh cuoers to train passengers at a railway station.
We were sitting in the train, waiting for it to ke&the station in half an hour or so. Suddenly, |
heard a young lady call out from our compartme@t,Shosha-kaku (cucumber-uncle)! Do you

have any tender cucumbers?" This novel way ofes#iing a cucumber-seller made me jump up
and take a photo of the "Shosha-kaku", who was Ipegling a tender cucumber for another
customer standing on the platform.

"Shosha-kaku" peeling a cucumber

This incident reminded me of a rather witty cucumbendor who, in a very serious tone, would
approach and ask a prospective customer: "Dadaldwaw like me to skin and put salt [on a
cucumber]?" What was left out but understood wheewords in parentheses, but the way the
guestion was posed for humor could mean "Wouldlj@ume to skin [you] and then put salt [on
your body]?" Humor is often used and appreciatedlbgarticipants as well as observers in such
situations. Another story goes like this: "For otdy rupees you will be able to sit and eat for
life" (meaning you would never have to work againd livelihood). What was he selling? It was
a low, wide, wooden seat that was widely used lppfgeall over India to sit upon while eating
their meals, even fifty to sixty years ago — uttié Western habit of using tables and chairs took
over the urban, middle-class people.

Kolkata is an interesting city, no doubt. Somedadiit is also a hypnotic city. However, like any
big city, it has its problems: overwhelmed with peeowding — exacerbated thousand times
because of its still ever-increasing population tredr needs for accommodation, transportation,
education, employment and health care. Yet, zediféois only a step away, if you know where

to look.

Note: All photos in this article were taken by thghor



