
Gardens in colonial Calcutta (ctd)*
Beginning in 1824, the Agricultural and Horticultural Society of India, based in Calcutta, ordered what they called European “kitchen garden seeds” from a variety of seed sellers around the British Empire. These included different types of cabbages, cauliflower, broccoli, peas, turnips and lettuces, amongst other vegetables. They freely distributed these seeds to Bengali gardeners, or mālī, and invited them to present their produce at a yearly exhibition, usually held in January or February for the cold season crop. The purpose of the exhibition was to “improve” what British members of the Society viewed as the deficiency in both the quality and quantity of vegetables in Calcutta markets.
 Whereas Britons in the late eighteenth century and first years of the nineteenth century were quite complimentary about the rich vegetable diets in India, by this point in time they viewed many of those plants with suspicion. For example, many members of the gourd family were seen as cooling foods, not always suited for European bodies while the Bengali śāk family of green leafy vegetables were seen more as “weeds” rather than true vegetables.
 Nevertheless, the goalposts of this project were determined more by familiarity, and so the project remained primarily about anglicization.
 To a certain extent, the exhibitions were a resounding success. The first-place prizes were four times the monthly salary received by malis who worked in the East India Company’s botanical garden close to Calcutta. As a result of these lucrative prizes, they soon became popular, often with more than a hundred malis attending and winning prizes for their delicate cauliflowers or superior kohlrabi. Through the distribution of seeds, the Society did indeed become part of the proliferation of new cruciferous vegetables in South Asia. However, neither the exhibitions nor the vegetable markets of Calcutta ever became anglicized. From the beginning of the exhibitions, the malis very quickly began to bring other fruits and vegetables outside of the Society’s seed in the hopes of receiving prize money. They brought yams, okra, various types of gourd and local fruits, eggplant and radishes. This indicates that the AHSI failed to replicate European “kitchen gardens” in Calcutta even as they failed to police the boundaries between what they called “foreign” and “native” in their own exhibitions.
Since we don’t know much about vegetable gardens in colonial Calcutta, these exhibitions help provide a window into what they might have looked like. Vegetable gardens appeared in a variety of forms. Central to all of them were the mali. The mali are a Sudra caste, the lowest of the four varna in the Hindu caste system. However, their status and occupations tend to vary quite widely in different locations of the subcontinent. Malis generally work as gardeners, flower sellers, and makers of garlands for decorating idols. In W.W. Hunter’s statical analysis of Bengal published in the 1870s, in some parts of the region he lists them as being a pure Sudra caste, while in the Calcutta-area they were a high Sudra caste originating from a Kshatriya father and a Brahman mother. Also according to Hunter’s statistical analysis, there were many more malis in the Calcutta area than in other places.
 At the exhibitions, the Society usually only kept track of the winners’ first names, the crops they produced, and the locations of their gardens. While we do know that many of these mali worked as gardeners for both elite Europeans and Bengalis, many of the Society’s sources indicate that the majority of those who participated in the exhibitions, were “market malis”. These were men (together with their wives, called malin) who grew fruits and vegetables on tracts of land along the creeks, tributaries and bays of the Hugli River and sold them to the growing population of the colonial capital in local markets.
 As such, the exhibitions show an overlap in three types of vegetable gardens which all depended on the labor of malis: market gardens, elite European gardens, and elite Bengali gardens. All participated in networks of seed and plant sharing, and so produced a shifting assemblage of plants based on the purposes not just of their owners, but their managers and workers—the mali. The various entanglements and conflicts within these spaces can show us a lot about the contested arena of a cropscape.
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Fig. 1: Typical tools used in British Indian gardens. Images 1-4 are all different types of kodala, or hoe. The first two from Bengal, number 3 from Bihar, and number 4 from Ghazipur. G.T. Frederic Speede (1840), plate 1 after p. 44, published by permission of the British Library.
Market Gardens
The type of vegetable garden we know the least about were the malis’ market gardens. We do know that they appeared to be clustered in certain suburban regions of colonial Calcutta. One of the English members of the Agricultural and Horticultural Society who published a popular gardening guide in the early 1860s, described two classes of market malis: those who produced fruits and vegetables to sell in Calcutta markets who were clustered in northern and southern suburbs, and those who produced ornamental plants for sale in the neighborhood of Maniktala. Lastly there were mali who travelled around the city selling cuttings of plants.
  In general, Europeans were the most complementary about the market malis who started growing plants from seed distributed by the Society, and over the course of about ten years increased the quantity of familiar vegetables at Calcutta-area markets. Indeed, some European members of the Society complained that only the productions of these market gardens attained a high quality, while their own mali employees could not be induced to similar productions no matter how high their wages.
 These market gardens were most likely grown in small patches along the Hughli river and its tributaries and creeks.
 So they would have been quite mixed with the riverine environment. Some of these plots were as small as 1/6th an acre, while most were about one acre or a little over.
   Most likely, they had little to no need for irrigation or fertilizing as they were grown next to water sources and in nutrient-rich river silt. Yet, these market malis grew more than just “European” vegetables. As the exhibitions suggest, they participated in their own networks of seed sharing and grew additional vegetables, such as varieties of potato from Java, types of yams commonly grown in the Calcutta area,
 and other plants from the “Columbian exchange” like capsicum and tomato. Indeed, farmers and gardeners all around India, not just Calcutta, showed a longterm propensity to share new seeds and plants. The Society’s distribution of vegetable seeds coexisted with these other networks. As such, malis brought a variety of commonly grown local vegetables to these exhibitions, like many varieties of gourds, green leafy vegetables, white and regular brinjal/eggplant, ginger, sorrel, local radishes and fruits.
Gardens of the Elites
Besides these market gardens, malis worked for both elite Europeans and Bengalis in the greater Calcutta area, where opulent garden homes were an important way to exhibit social status.
 These spaces show how plants, their uses and aesthetics, form a shifting assemblage that connects at the same time as it differentiates, depending on social circumstances.
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Fig 2: Botanical illustration of Luffa acutangula, or jhinga, a common gourd grown in Calcutta gardens. The William Roxburgh Collection. © The Board of Trustees of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew.
For Europeans, gardens were not just for producing food, but also creating aesthetic environments for rest and relaxation. For example, the missionary-founder of the Agricultural and Horticultural Society of India, William Carey, describes spending Saturday mornings in his garden at Srirampur (a suburb of Calcutta) for a moment of calm respite before the day’s work began.
 As such, Britons often grew English plants in their gardens, or tried to recreate English gardens using local plants. Gardens were important for replicating a slice of home while they lived in a new place.
 Additionally, around India, and not just in Calcutta, Europeans sometimes made small experiments with new plants and methods of cultivation in their gardens. The proceedings and correspondences of the Society are filled with accounts of such experiments, on a diverse variety of plants from new cash crops, like American varieties of cotton, to culinary vegetables, like cabbages and peas. As such, the European gardens were very mixed spaces, and their vegetable garden, or “kitchen garden”, was just one space embedded within it. Nevertheless, while Europeans grew a variety of fruit trees and flowers from the subcontinent, the contents of their vegetable gardens were much more familiar, relying quite heavily on the cabbage family, or Brassica oleracea.
For elite Bengalis in Calcutta, gardens were also important places for producing food, but most prized were fruit trees. They, too, were interested in creating aesthetic environments for rest and relaxation, but entertaining guests took an increasing importance.
  Bengalis appropriated and juxtaposed a variety of plants and styles from the subcontinent, Europe, and the empire. They mixed European-style lawns with Mughal-inspired geometric pathways. Likewise, Bengalis were especially enthusiastic about growing prized fruits from the princely gardens of North India. The nawab of Bengal was of particular importance in these networks of fruit tree sharing, and Calcutta-area elites received cuttings of the famed Murshidabad mango and a sweet type of jujube tree from that garden. Yet, with the help of their gardeners, they also grew and experimented with new plants and seeds from the empire, oftentimes utilizing their connections to the Agricultural and Horticultural Society of India or its members to obtain new seeds and plants. For example, the Nawabs of Chitpore grew chocolate, fig, coffee, and cotton in their famed suburban garden and presented them as successful experiments at meetings of the Society. While elite Bengalis focused on fruits, or growing these more unusual specimens, we do know that most likely their malis also grew culinary vegetables to supply their tables, which they then brought to the Society’s exhibitions.
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Fig. 3: An illustration of the “gootee” form of propagation used by Bengali malis, also called “ring grafting” and the “Chinese method of grafting,” in British sources. Most likely this method was learned from baghbans. Bark was removed in a ring, and a ball of clay packed around the wound. It was kept moist by water dripping from a pot attached above it. After a few months, plentiful roots would have grown out of the wound and you could cut off the branch and plant it as a new tree. Firminger, p. 83.
The malis connected all these gardening spaces, helping to form something we might call a cropscape. Europeans sometimes hired other Europeans as their gardeners, but mostly they relied on mali labor. Additionally, sometimes both Europeans and Bengalis hired bāghbān, or master gardeners, from the princely gardens of North India. For example, the father of a Bengali member of the Society had hired a baghban from Delhi to propagate jujube tree by ring grafting.
 The first president of the Society later brought a baghban from Jaipur to Calcutta, particularly to learn his methods of what he called “Chinese grafting”. This baghban, in turn, taught the president’s malis these methods.
 As such, the elite gardens of Calcutta mixed a variety of knowledge from different gardening traditions, and in general, malis added this knowledge to their repertoire. Not only were malis forced to adapt to the marketplace, but they also adapted to their employers’ demands and become important repositories of gardening knowledge.
The Kitchen Garden as Cropscape?
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Fig. 4: A photograph of the dwelling of the head gardener of the botanical garden at Shibpur, Calcutta. The head gardener was European, and he managed a team of malis who you can see sitting and standing around the house in various states of leisure. This photograph is particularly interesting for providing a glimpse into the hierarchies under which the mali labored. The opulence of the head gardener’s home contrasts with the Edenic foreground, and the malis appear as part of this landscape. Hand-colored photograph by Frederick Fieberg, “Dwelling of gardener, Botanical Garden, Calcutta,” c. 1851-52. © British Library Board, Photo 247/3(35): Fieberg Collection: Views of Calcutta and Surrounding Districts.
Much of the knowledge and discussion surrounding these elite gardens focused on luxuries and aesthetics, rather than the vegetable garden. In general, it was suggested that the kitchen garden was “unsightly,” and so should be placed at a distance from the house.
 As such, the vegetable garden formed an important, but less visible, background, mostly in the hands of the mali. Historical sources indicate that elite Europeans spent little time working in their gardens. Even though they complained that they needed to keep a watchful eye over their malis, it was the malis themselves who managed these spaces. They mixed a variety of crops and cultivation methods, at times required by their employers, and at times learned from baghbans or from their own networks of sharing seeds and knowledge. As such, the private gardens of elites were intimately connected to the malis’ own market gardens. The cropscape of the vegetable garden showcases these wide variety of arrangements between plants and people. 
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