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Z,%f:ter 20 vears working in the financial
W services industey in the US, Lnow
lihood bringing American

tourists to India. | am very fortunate, as 1

make my

now have professipnal License o ook for
beausy in India not only for myselt, but
for curious individuals from my home
country. L have spent the last seven vears
traveling throughout India, and though |

have vet to visit every destination, thus far
I find Kolkata to be the most compelling
city in the counuy: Fact: Kolkata is a very
hard sell to clients who are visiting India

by ALLISON RULON-MILLER

forthe first time. Nonetheless, irisa
desdnation that leaves every person who
makes the effort to visit gasping “T had no
idea. .. T love it here” Diespite being the
center of British power in India for over
e hundred years and having a rich
intellecrual hc,rm%c Rabindranath Tagore,
Suhhas Chandra Baose, 8 Aurobindo

Ghosh, Satvajit Ray and Amartya Sen arc

just a fow of the notables with ties to

Kolluia — for most people, the city is far
down on the list of must-sce destnations
in India.. . far behind Rajasthan, Mummbai,

Delhd, Varanast and Kerala, As a result,
Kolkata is not a wours
souvendr shops and tour buges. You m:dv
run into large groups of foreighers at the
majot moturoents, and the city’s best cating
spots are still the purview of n-the-knesy
locals, Tf you are open to experiencing
India @y izés, Kolkata is the perfect
destination.

WEHAT TO SEE AND DO — If T have
one recommendation for foreigners
contemplating 2 visit, it Is to come duting
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tval. In

2 represents the
& divine feminine
¢ ereatian,
cld that Durga

embediment of
force that gove
existence and change. [tis
emerged from the collective energies of
all of the gods, including Shiva, Vishna
and Brahina, to vanguish the demon
Mahishasura, who could not be defeated
by any god ot man. Durga Paja tepically
acours in September or Getober and is the
largest festival of the year for Bengali
Hindus. In the months leading up o the
festival, highly-decorated, life- sized idols
of Durga that deplet b
Mehishasura are creared by potters out of
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clay. In thousands of upen spaces arouad
the city, elaborate pandcix or tepokary
temples made of bemboo and cloth, are
created to honse the iols, Practically every
neighborhood creares its own pandal with
funds from lpcal residents: The idolsare
worshipped intensely for five days and
ihen carried in magnificent procession to
the Hoogly rver fordmal immersion. Most
toreigners are unprepared for how
extensive and important this festival Is for
Bengalis. If Rio’s Carnival and New Years
Lt might
vaguely resemble one pight of pmcial
hopping during Dugga Puja. The main
difference 18 ﬂlzlt tourists from around the
world flock to those events, while Drarga
Puja is still primarilya communis
celebration, although with an increasing
mimber of corporate sponsers.

Fwve in Times Square had a child

Youshould arriveat least oneweek
before Vijavadashami, wwhic
which the ritval icon immersions ke place.
This way vou will have enongh time to
enjoy the festival, as well as to visit Kolkata’s
other sights and meuuments, One
morning, board 2 local ferry at Princep
(hat, cruise north to Howah, and then
takea second boat to Shobhabazar, From
there it is a short wallo to Kumartuli, Avea
of the Potters, where the elabotate icons
of Durga are sculpted and painted for the
upcoming festival, Try to goon or before
Panchami, which is five days piior to
Vijavadashami and the day by which the
1cons must be installed 1 their pandals. It
1§ gite @ scene, with hundreds of 30-foot
Durgas, demons and other gods being
zh above the crowd on bamboo

115 the dav on

carried hig
poles and strapped |

into pick-up teucks for
delivery to local e

shborhoods.

Nest, drop by the Sealdah cailway
station o watch each neighboshood
association search for the drum-corps-of-
n5 tor their pandal. Swarms of
furmed drummers arsive by
1 the villapes of West Bengal,
at drums in tow; and bang away in the
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\wnki S Craziest group audtmn until they

are selecred for work.

Durga Puja is veally a celebration of
farnilies and neighbors, evidenced by the
fact that many of the elite family homes
in Kolkara open to the public so that all
can observe and sharé their private pujas
Many of these families have been
celehranng Durga Puja m Kolkata for more

than 250 years, and some stll decorate
their icons with solid gold jeweloy Last
vear | brought clients to the ancestal home
of Raja Nabakrishna Deb on
Vijayadashimi. Despite periods of intense
rainy, we all ean behind dhe family idol as it
was being hand-carried to the dver, dodging
cars and motoreyeles, trying to keep up
with 4 brass band and a miass of revelers
sprinting to the river to mark what would
bethe first imimersion of the festival. Late-
night pandal hopping was also hugely
popular with my gucsts. They embraced
the challenge of jostdling for a glimpse of
Diinga alongside thousands of othets in
places such as Dum Dum Park, Maddox
Square, Telenes Bagan :A.rﬁ Kaiivh’rr Ll
sav It again — Dmg,& Py festval by
?\ich s what makes

is for BC"IO‘Z{ lis, %

t so appealing to foreloness, Unlike 2 ot
r)f the Indian festvals that are promored
to tousists, nothing is staged for their
benefir.

My plan for next vear’s Durga Poja is
oy hire an anto-rickshavw for an entire aight
from neighborhood to
nelghborhood, down aarcow lanes, through
forests of Chhota Bheem balloonsand
rainbovw-lit archways and vintape movie
soundtracks (puncmated by drums of
course}, past makeshift amusemnent parks
and promotional displavs for Vodapb‘(:xm
ard Marutd Sk, deeply inhaling the
smell of incense and freshly cooked sircer
food.. T can’t imagine & more enjoyable

and just dilve

s,

The tiext day T might condnuethe
chaos with a vistt to Kalighat, the iconic,
crovwded Kal Terple thar is Kolkasa’s
aldest plledmage site: Or fora moge
experience, [ would join the

subdued

evening prayer at Belur Niath
headquarters of the Ramalyis]

hna Mission,

founded-in the late 1800 by Swami

Vivekananda, the chief disciple of
Ramakeishna Paramahamsa. | also eajoy
the Pareshnath Jaln Temple, 2 chanming

mosaic garden builvin 1867 that fearures

extensive stone and mirror inlay work,
stained glass, and European-sivle sculprores
and foun Kolkata is further home to
two heaudful svnagogues, Magen David
and Beth EL Kolkata’s Jews were mostly
Baghdadi Jews whao had come to the city

a5 merchants, At one point there were
almiost 0,000 Jews in Kollkate; however,
today there are only about 30 remaing.
While most puests to Kolkata visit oaly
the Indian Musewn, T encourage those

interested in folk art to see the extensive
kantha collection 4t the Gurusaday
Musenm in Joka, Kantha s 2 type of
embroldery that blends Horal, animal and
geometric thread designs with images
depicting the day-to-day lite and culture
of the rutal women of Bengal. The
musem also contains a tare collection of
Kalighat paintings from the 19th century,
These fine-art niementos were lﬂigm’
covered by both tourists and pilgrims
visiting the cigs Kall remple, Visitoes
looking for green space should stroll
through the 109-hectare Calcutia
Botanical Gagden in Shibpur. Established
in 17886, it was here that the tea plantwas
first Lflrroduuu fror Ching for comnmercial
developnrent in India. The garden also
boasts the largest banyan tree canopy (Fios
bengolensis) In the world,

Those interested in Kolkara’s colonial
past should rour the Vietoria Memorial
and peruse its rare collection of Ehhogiaphs
by Thomas and William Daniell: These
highty-detailed works document the
architecrure and landscape of Indid in the
late 17005 BBD Bagh, the heart of old
Kolkara, coniing 2 number of British
eolontal buldings dating from the 18th
and 19h centuries, including St. john's
Chureh, the General Post O;ﬁca, the High
Court, the Govemment House and the
Writers” Building. Romantics will
appreciate the elegant decay of the Padk
Street Cemetery, which dates to 1767 and
contains the remains of many famous
restdents of Kolkata, including Sie William
Jomes, founder of the Astade Society, Major-
General Chares “Hindoo” Stuart, and
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Tiucia Palk, the heroine of Kipling’s Ciy of
Dreaddfid Night.

WHERE TO STAY — Hotels [ have
enjoyed include: the Taj Bengal, 2
luxurinus haven located near the zoo; The
Peetless Inn, adiacent to the busting New
Market area; the Park Plaza, 2 business-
class hotel in the upscale Ballygunge
neighbothood; and the Park Hiyatt m Sale
Take, On my next visic I am eager to try
The Lalit Great Bastern, & recently
renovated propetty near Dalhousie Square,
and the new Swissotel near the airport,
which is perfect for ansit passengers. My
clients have raved abour The Oberod
Grand, also next to New Market, and
Casa Fortuna Hotel, 2 moderarch-priced
hotel on AJC Bose Road not far from Pads
Circus.

WHERE TO EAT AND SHOP -
Kolkata has some of the best bazaars
in India. The interor decor of the dty’s
old shops, particularly the woond and
metalwork, i fascinating in its own rght,
Mew Market contains endless tiny shops
selling everything from vegetables and
meat to china, DVDs, perfume, jewelry
and flowers. During the winter 1 come
herc to stock up on fresh jaggery and
pink Himalayan sca salt. I then enjoy 2
Bengali thali lunch at Aaheli in the
Peerless Inn, or order take-out birvani
from WNizam’s behind New Market.
While waiting for my birvani, I spend
time adminng the area’s zardozl artists
who embroider intricate patterns with

gold and silver thread on garments and
other textiles,

The Malik Ghat flower market along
the banks of the Hoogly is open 24,7 and
supplies the city’s small flower vendors
with millions of exquisite roses, marigolds,
lotus, gladiol, sunfloswers and dahlias. Keep
your wits about you at the Sealdah
wholesale vegetable market; groups of
men, bodies entwined and walking in
perfect unison, licerally run through the
market with 100 kg parcels of tomatoes,

potatocs, onions, and ginger balanced on

thelr collective heads. For the bookworm,
walk down College Street, home
hundreds of vendors selling new

and used bocks on all matter of
subjects. If you get tired, grab

a pick-me-up at the nearby

Indian Coffee House, a popular spot for
local students, My expanding collection of
Lucknowi chikan kurtas is fueled by regular
visits 1o the Dakshinapan shopping
complex, where [ escape the heat with an
iced green ginger tea at Dolly’s The Tea
Shop. I just recently discovered the arca
around Nakhoda Masjid, where 1 picked
up 2 few bottles of fresh rose water from
2 local attar shop and enjoyed incredibly
render and flavoriul kebab at Aminia.
While tradifional Bengali cuisine is
v on fish and vegetable curries, the
muldticultural nature of Kolkata makes it
home to dining establishments representing
all regions of India. For example, when
Nawabh Wajid Al Shah was exiled from
Lucknow to Kolkata in 1850 he brought
with him Rakahdari and Basvarchi
dishes, culminating in the creation
of Bengali mutton rezala, the
best of which can be had at
Sabir's. Similatly, the local
Christian community
developed its own
specialty dishes, and
many aspects of
European
dining are still
o be found
in the city.
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For a taste, TNy

try high tea
inthe

famous
English tea
room of
Flurys,
operating
in Kolkata
since 1927,
Other
feSTANLAnts
that T enjov
include
OrCaleutta
(Bengali
specialty), Peter
Cat (kebab) and the
Roval Indian Hotel
(birvani). T am also a
big fan of sandesh
from Bhim Nag or
Girish Ch. Dey &
Makur Ch.
MNandy,
whichisa

and flavored with saffron, cardamom and

nurs,
Nowif only my sandesh would survive
the 13-hour plane ride home.

wer Kolkas
Tiedd. (orvrwcthed
gning and exceutiag
teavelers from the TS,
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