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OBJECTIVE

This paper attempts to understand the different
aspects ofthe Iocation, size, shape, and pattern

of settlements of Sunderban along rvith their
history of development and process of
colonisation as rvell as the functional
relationsliip betrveen settlenrent forms and

social and cultural environnrents.This paper
intcnds to unearth the mutual interactions

betr.veen the nature and man's socio - cultural
activities through a case studv, Nalua.

RATTONALE BEHIND SUCH
OBJECTIVE

The colonisation of Sunderban was meant for
a thorough exploitattorr of its large strctches of
land. rvater and forest resources. This rnotive

needed lvell rnanagcd resource processes in

rvhich exchange plal'ed a vcry key role.

Sunderban rvas secluded because ofits rtatural

environmcut but has become open to the outcr
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rvith the atbrcsaid objectivc, one rnouza lor:ated at the norlhem boundary of
Sundelban has been choscn as a casc. Nalua not only stands as a proper representativc

of Surrderban's gcneral reclarrtation processcs arrd linear settlentcnt fortn, it also

lnanit'ests distinct size and shape.

rvorld due to the process of cxchange of men

and material. The places of commodity
exchange i.e. hats and nrarkets thus reflect
quitc distinct conditions of human reaction to
environment conditioned by their perception
and effective participation in rcsourcs
manipulation. These ntarkets, the outfalls of a
basin like sunderban, acted as the entry points
of Sunderban and also as the starting points of
the evolution of human settlements in this
region. All the big as rvell as the old Settlements
in Sunderban are market based. exhibiting
different cconomic or demographic clnracters.
A comprehensive research on ally of these

market based settlernents givcs sonlc clues to
the evolution of ltunran settlcnrcnts in
Sundcrban during its initial stages. Later
changes duc to the changing rolationship
between resources ard poptrlatiott have had

disinct imprints on space in the forln of
settlements having differcnt shapes and

pattems. Nalua, one of the oldest importart
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hats in the rvestem margin of Sunderban has

evolvcd as one of the largcst villagcs of
Sunderbau. So, propcr undcrstanditrg of thc
gcncsis and processes responsible for the

evolution of settlement in Nalua throrvs some

light on thc general pattcrn of ltuman
settleements of Sunderban in a nut - shell ivith
sorne distinct specificities of its ou'n.

SUNDERBAN TN GENERAL

Sunderban occupies the southern part of the

Ganga delta streching through both Wcst
Bengal (covering fifteen police statiotts uuder

thc jurisdiction of North and Soutir 2.1

Parganas) and Bangladesh. This is a region
rvhich is intricately criss-crosscd b1,

innunrcrable rivers and crceks. Sunderban has

A vcrv singular contbination of certaiu
extraordinart' phenomena u'hiclr includc the

rr,orld's ntost extensive netrvork of
embankments raised around irnmature salt-
marshes, the rnost drcaded mangrove- clad
habitat of tigers and at thc sarne time the only
exanrple of a densell' settled tropical delta
harnessed for the purposc of sedentary
subsistcnce agriculturc. a conccntration of
marginalised peoplc in a marginaliscd spacc in

close proximitl' to one of the largest
metropolises of the rvorld i.c Calcutta and

fi nal 11, an ertrernel y intriguing history of hunntr
settlement. The proccss of colonisation of this

tract has somcthing uniquc in it since rvithin a
span of less thzur trvo hundred 1'cars tho area

has secn a transfornation from a land- surplus
to a labour- surplrts situation.

NALUA

Nalua is located at nofihcrn Ittargin of
Sunderban in Mathurapur police station under

the jurisdiction of south 24-Parganas ofWest
Bengal. It cxtends from 22'5' N to 22'7'30"
N latitudes and 88'26' E to 8tt'30'E lorrgitudes

(Map No. l). The nlouza (revcnue unit alntost
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identical to village as noted in census rcport)
Nalua includes about ten to trvclve scttlement
clusters locall-v knorvn as grarns. Lying in a
part of thc matured delta this l'nouza has been

suffering from a decaf ing drainage nctu,ork.

History. horvever. spcaks othenvisc as the

rvater channel of thc Nalua Cang rvas vcry
active and plal'ed a significant rolc in the

econorny tlrrough trade and commerce and

other occupation. The present settlcment, one

of the largest in Sundcrban. owes its origin to
the market. The visualaspect of scttlernents in
Nalua. the fronr and ground lavout exhibit a
verl distinct cluractcr rrhich follon'ing the
gencral tendetrcl, of being littcar maintains
some uniquc fcaturcs.

PHYSICAI, ASPECTS

As alread.v nrcntioncd. bcirrg a part of the
mature delta the landscape shorvs the decaf ing
chamcl of tlre Nalua Gang locally knoun as

Kharir khal u'hich rnarks thc nofthem, eastem

and southem boundaries ofthe mouza. though
the main branch movcs straight torvards south
frorn the south-east of the mouza. This channel

normallv remains dry during the dry, period;
but the lrlonsoor.r months have moderate
arnounts of u'ater. This sluggish rvater channel

was very active even in the mid nineteenth

century (Rcnnel, l78ll). According to some
historians thr; Nalua Gang is a palaeo-channel

of the Adiganga (Mitra, l9l4: Dutta, 1989).

Continuous castrvard shifting of the channel

u,ith sedinrentation and scarcitl' of fresh rvater
from the north. have resulted in the present

degcneration of the river. A big embankment
almost parallel to the course of tlic Nalua Gang
divides the mouza into trvo halves.

HISTORY OF COLONISATION

According to scholars (Hunter, 1877: Mitra.
l9l4; Dutta. 1989) Nalua as in othcr parts of
Sunderban had been a populous region in the
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SOUTHERN MARGINS OF 24.PARGANAS

Fig. No. I : Soutltcrrl Margins of 24-Pargattas

carly period. According to Mitra (1914) the

name Nalua has been derivcd from the nalrle

of a vcry old toun 'Nalbandi' uhich occupicd

the same place during the fifctcenth cctttttry.
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But this vierv lacks a scientific basis. There

are, horvever. diffcrent cvidences rvhich

prove that Nalua \\'as All intportarlt hat in
Sundcrban cvcn during thc carll' cightccnth
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centlrry. It lvas the only' ntarkct rvltcrc deer

meat rvas sold for the Eurpoean rcsidcnts of
Calcutta (Hunter. 1877). The hat rvas also

farnous for the transaction of rvooden posts

and hental leaves ftIeining.l892). In the

fonnative stage. just like hats in sunderban,

Nalua also became crorvdcd only during thc
bi-rvcekly hat days (Hunter, 1877). ln the

fomrative stage just like othcr hats in sunderban.

Nalua also becomc croxdcd only during the

bi-rveekly hat day's (Hunter. I877). Due to its
increasing economic intportancc at an

opportune location. Naiua attracted pcoplc to

settle pemanently. A sntall settlcmettt entcrgcd

around the hat as the nuclcus of its habitation.

EVOLU f TON OF T}IE SETTLEMENT

Thc cvolution of contemporan' settlernents in

Nahla can be categoriscd undcr fivc phases of
development (NIap No.2).

Phase I : The first scttlemcnt rvas developed in

thc north-ccutral parl on thc right bank of the

Nalua Gang around Nalua hat knon'n as Nalua
granr. Tltis settlcnrcut extended in diffi:rcnt
directions but mainll' torvards tltc east and tirc

sorrth. conunensurate rvith popu lation increasc

and spread of cultivation. Thc embanktncnt

rernained as the northeni linrit of settletncttt.

Phase II : In the succeeding period a sccond

nucleus of settlcnient seerned to ltave conte iltto
existcnce at a distaucc of tn'o knrs. nofih-rvest

of Nalua. Quitc a riunrbcr of dr,vellings rvcre

cstablishod at Patnighata.

Phase [II : To the south of Patnigltata, anotlter

srr-rall cluster nanred Dattcrchak had sprung

up. During the salnc poriod lr llc\\' scttlctttent

cluster or granl cmcrged itt tltc central part of
tlte rnouza at Kakpuktrr. This scttlenlent has

almost nrcrged *,itlt Nalr,ra to thc north.

Phase IV : During this phasc two localities

rvero sitrttltancottsll' attracting people frorr
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outside. Musalmanpara located to thc rvest of
present nretalled road and a moderatc cluster
to the south of Kakpukur had emerged.

Phase V : Thc most recent habitation has

devcloped rvithin the last forty to fifit-v years in

thc extreme eastern part betwecn the big
embankmcnt and the prescnt course of the

river Mani Nadi or Nalua Gang. Nataberia,

Gambhimath. Darirchak are a ferv among

these clustcrs ofscttlcrnents s{ticlt havc cvolved
on tlrl ncrl allrrviuur.

Settlenteltt Forln

Rcgardrug scttlcrueut fortn. Nalua prcsents

striking sinriliiritics as lell as contrasts rvitlt
Sunderban. Nalua erhibits an ovcnvhelnring
dominancc of linearity in its form in the old
settlcd part, i.c. the rvestern part of the big
cmbanknrcnt. considering eveu cach cluster of
settlcnrcuts likc Nah-ra. Patnighata. Datterchak.
Kakpukur and ctc. A curson' look at tlte map

shorvs threc broad parailcl ros's of linear
settlements broadll' stretching front north to
south (Map No.2). Thc u'estcnr anrt located to
thc rvest of thc nretalled road is again sub-
divided into tlircc small roivs parallel to each

other. Orr an average they are half a km, in
length from north to south. Trvo aruts to tlte
east of thc main road are very,' largc and

traverse the cntire n'rouza starting fi'om the

Nalua hat on tltc north to the bar* of the river
Kharir khal on thc south. The shape of
settlements in tho r.vcstern half of thc ntouza

Nalua (rvest of tltc embankrrcnt) clcarll'
produces an open rnultiple cnded geonretric

forrn in ivhich parallcl rou's are lo,osely attrrched

to the northeru lintb and arc opett tou.ards the

south. This particular form can bc idcntified as

a complex 'toothlike' fornr Rcgarding the site

and locatiou ofscttlcrncnt fornr. Naltta oxhibits

some distinctivcness. In Sundcrbatr. in gcneral,

through tho periocl of transfonuatiott fronr
hacla (vnproductive lancl) to abrrrl (1;rodrrctil'e
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land), settlements have cluing natural levees

and man-made embanknlents. But in the casc

of Nalua, instead of following the main

embankment. the linear form actually has

STAGES IN SETTLEMENT GROWTH IN NALUA

Mup no 2

Fig. No. 2 : Stages in settlement grot{h in Nalua
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GENESIS AND PROCESSES

Bcflcrr: going into thc details of the spocific
proccsses related to thc evolution of thc
scttlrnrent at Nalua. an aual1,'sis regarding the

spatia! importance of Nalua hat should be

rnadc. The particular space. selccted for thc

lurt hed its orvn s;recialattnbutcs rr,'hich resulted

it r riisiinctivc cultural landscapc. Thus. in a

i)r,-rsc;.It anah'sis. rlc shoulci pav tttcntion to
tir,; hintcrland during the initial stagc of its
forrrution In addition. tltc nature of pcoplc
r'. lic'' riscd to participate in tltc cconontic s1'stcn't

irrrd the cornmdities dcalt in. should also bc

'r.r.rtrnitred.

Nllua rendcrod a favourable cuvironttrsnt to
tl.c pn611lg to set up a placc of cxchange, being
locatccl lt tlte trausition betuocn the old scttlcd
norlhem Slart and slorc housc of natural
rcsoures in thc south. Becausc of an unlimitcd
sourct; of furcst products and fishcs. a place of
e:.h:rngc \\'as nccossan'. Tlt'.: lrlacc had to bc
conrrcctccl b1 a good netu'ork of transport u'ith
thc resourcc producing rcgion and consunring
ccntrcs to tlre north. In thc south. thc nt{.)atis of
transportantion u'erc onh iununrerable crccks

and srnall channels. Thc zones situated at tlte
closcst proximitl' to thc land and riveritrc
transportetion cmergcd as markcts and hats all
ovcr Sunderban. Nalua hat. thus grcrv at the
point of convergetlcc betuccn land and uatcr
routes. Even dr.rring tire carll' stage of
reclamation t\\o ven' significant rotttcs tt'crc

rcgularly uscd. Both the u'ater route throtrgh

l'Jalua Gang. and tltc unmetallcd brrt rvidc road

fronr the north tcrminatccl at Nalua.

The hat u'as developc-cl on a hurnp-like relicf.

a part oFtlrc natural levec at a straight sids of
thc rivcr u'ithin a broad concavit\'. fhis is
coml-t1on for the location of almost all the old

l-rats as u'ell as old villages itr Sttndcrban

becausc of a lesscr fluctuation of u'ater levcl

at this sidc. Alorrg the convcx sidc thc

.IRANSAC'TIONS 
OF THI] INSI'ITI]TE O[ INDLAN GEOGRAPHERS

enlergencc of chars is a vcry corrlrllon problem.
Ebb tides creato problern u'hen the uater recedes

and mudflats bccamc cxposed for quite a
substantial period of the day.

The earliest settlcrs rvho harncsse land dealt
mainlv in fish. These settlements thus inevitably
devcloped by' rvater-bascd cornrnunity.
generally by the Ksoras and Kaibartas. The
Nalua gram. thc oldest seftlernent of the Nalua
has alual,s becrr pcopled b1, large numbers of
Kaibartas. This is stil clearll,evident from thc
vcr)' concerltration of Bagdis (500 families)
near the hat, along the big crrrbankments. A
distinct east-e\\'st stretcliiug lincar form has

cvolved at close prorimitv to the river.

During the earlicst period (Phasc I) the entire
area locatod to the south and u,cst of Nalua
lvas colcrud br nragroves. After a fciv familics
of Bagdis had founded a s{":ttlci-nont, other
flamilv of the samc clan or of different clans of
thc samc cilstc \\'crc invited to scttle in it. For
this purpose. fanrilics u'ho joined in later rvere
given plots closc to their oul habitational site
nrainly for the sakc of security,

Throughout this carh, stage, pcoplc were
directlt, associatcd rvith *'atcr-based
occupations Slou'l--v and steadill, rvitlt
incrcasing population nerv clusters bcgart to
take shapc at Patnighata to the north-rvest. The
nunrerous Adikaibartas rcsidents of Pahriglrata
rverc also depcndcnt on the Nalua (iang and

maintaincd corurection rvith it through very
small feeder creeks. Datterchak rvas deveioped
partly along the road and people rvere rolated
to outsidc business l'ith Joyragar-Mazilpur
and Bishnupur.

Graduall.v, the nccd for pertnatrencv of
occupance iecl to tltc creation of relations rvith
land Thc prnplc initiated the clcarittg ofjunglcs
and reclanration for agricultural actit'ities. Irt
ordcr to kcep thc salinc rvatcr out attcl to
rcclairn the land propcrll' tlre big ontbatrktrlont
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\\,as constructed parallel to the river Nalua.
This embankment has cxerted considerable
irnpact on the humanised landscapc of thc
rnouza. The PWD office andthe Kachharibari
rvere also constructed to thc east of the hat, ths
remnants of s,hich are still irr existence. With
the changing landscape, a section of the
population lr'as forced to abandon their
ancestral occupation and join agriculturc. Thev
\vere corlverted into HeleBagdis from Jele-
Bagdis. The reclamation u'ork and
consequently the cr-rltural landscape \vas
significantly controlled bv thc action of thc
river and its changing naturc. The cadastral
molrza (No.2) suggests that during thc earlv
period, tlre river u'as possibll, n'ruch straightcr
fronr nor-th to south, and its eastcrn levcc
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becausc of its lou,h,ing interior location arvay
from the rivcr coursc. 'flris part tvas marslr\,
even 70-80 vears back. Thc reclarnation startcd
frorn the eastem side from thc road tou,'ards the
rrest. Mahishyas and Poundrakshatrivas coming
from Medinipur and lorver Khulna built their
houses alrnost parallel to the road onlv aftcr thc
road rvas cxtended tou'ards the south to contact
Gillarchhat. another big village of Strnderban.
At the southcrn margin of thus \\,estent ann
Musalnranpara was dn,eloped by the displaced
people rr.ho u'crc forced to abandon their
ancestral fishing occupation due to the
degenerating courscs of uppe r Nalua and sonre
of the other tidal crceks.

The continuous oast*'ard shift of the
or big

errrbanknrents and prescrrt course of thc rivcr
iu the cxtrcme eastcrn part of the urouza\ This
char offers nrultiplc activities likc agriculture,
acquaculture (fish cum paddl,) and brick
industry. Aparl frorn its economic significance,
the land u,as lucrative because of its recent
origin and rvas vet to be included undcr land
revenuc act and therefore tax-frec. Land
grabbing by tlrc inhabitants of the surrounding
settlements \\:as con'ulon. Reclamation started
from the old scttlen:ents of Nalua from the
rvcst. Most of thc plots here are strips of about
,500 metres in length and are mainll'
perpendicular to the embankment. In the

cxtreme gastcm ssction also, reclamation started

stcadill, frorn the bund along the feeder crceks.

Apart from Nalua. peoplc fronr Manirtat.
Radhakantapur and somo other l'illages rvhiclr
had regular conncction rvith Nalua hat by river
grabbed differents plots. A hcterogeneous
denrographic composition has bcen observed in
thc prescut clusters, namely, Natabaria.
Garnbhirnttli. Bagdis, Mahishyas.
Poundrakshatrir.as havo their rcsidences
juxtaposed rvith cach other. lnitialll,tltcrc uas
a dailr,r:rigration. Pcaplc fi-ottt thc old lrabitation

attractcd the pcople for carlv habitation
squarislt plots along thrs part occupicd b1 the

Nalua gram and Kakpukur justified thc fact
that this tract became inhabitcd since a long
period. The strip-like plots. generalll, cultivable
ficlds, stretching from the *'cst to thc east
just bel,ond thc squarish plots, implr that
reclarnation started frorn this habitational
site.

After successfirl attenrpts at reclaiming a good

amount of land, agriculture got a further
irnpetus rvhen land-based pcople like
Mahishl,as and Poundrakshatrivas bcgan to

settle in the extreme southern part, avoiding
the so-callcd low' castc dotninated Bagdipara
in aud around the hat. The settlement exteuded

frorn Kakpukur torvards the south. Kakpukur
is higher in elcvation. had fresh water,;urd rvas

thus occupied by thc upper caste peopie . Afcu'
Brahrnirr fanrilics also resided hcrc. This
southern hamlet had a good footpath
conrrnunication rvith the kachhabari and Naltia
hat during thc earlv da1,s. ln duc coursc tltcse
footpaths attracted people to settle along thern.

i\ rrrajor part of thc irrea locatcd to thc rrest of
tlie rnctalled road t..'ns susccptiblc to floods
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used to nlove to the nerv char carll' ntoming.
and aftera firll days s.ork they u'ould return to
their respective villages. This daily migration

llrocess helped to fonn a good net'rr,ork of
footpaths from diffcrent directions and also

connecting different villages. Tltcre u'as thus

a better and intricate roadu'av net*'ork itt tho

nervly reclairned land than in the old settled

part. During the initial stage vcry fcl' huts

were constmcted mainly around the nodes of
roads in ordcr to guard crops and thc
fisheries. These were tentporan and seasonal

in nature. With increasing population these

verv small clusters have come to be pcntta:tcntlv

inhabited.

With thc passage of time the eastem part
sarv the gro\\'th uf veriorrq ecottol'uic
activities as the drainage of this land beconre

better. But this grorvth has often becrr
rctarcd by high salinity and contiuous
siltation in the river Nalua. Even u,ith higli
population grou,th in the east. the amount
of land per person is high. So u.ith land-man

ratio and habitatonal derrsity' clustcrs have

dcveloped haphazardll,'. Peoplc still cnjol'
the facilities for selecting sitcs fro their
houscs. This has restrictcd tlre development of
any'dcfinite fonrrs in this rccently developed

colonies.
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CONCLUSION

Human settlcmcnts in all cnvironmental
settiings and in all tirncs can not bc studied
in isolation frorn thc cconornic function of
the community and from the social
pcrception of those resources rvhich
sustain tlre economic filrrctions. Mingled u'ith
the social perception of resources in the

concept of the community about itself,
particularly horv small or horv large, lrorv
closed or horv open and horv localised or
hou' extcnsive the community considers
itself to bc: because the perceivcd qualitics
of the resource base largell' detemrined tlte
size of thc nianporver unit necessary
for transforrning the potential resources
iuto realiscd rcsourccs,ln this nrral tract the
forms and pattern of human settlements
are nothing but the spatial expressions of
the social mode/s of intervention upon the
natural resources endos.rnent (rvater and
land ) or habitat *hercin every d*'elling
can be considered as a family environmental
niche and ever)' hamlet a community
envirorunental niche, a rnicrocosm. containing
the signature of the profession of the
community concerned circumscribed b1'

all the prospects and constraints of the
given space as conditioned by the given time.
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