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INTRODUCTION

AS A YOUNG GIRL, I often wondered why so many people thought Bata was an Indian company or why they assumed the Keds we wore to school were made by a local brand. In addition to the universally popular Keds, the go-to shoes for athletics, Bata’s line for everyday school shoes, Naughty Boy and Ballerina, had a similar appeal and assumed legendary status over time. This cemented the place of the company tagline – ‘first to Bata, then to school’ – in school traditions in India. Even now, people swear Bata is Indian, its name as ubiquitous as the hawai chappals it made – no longer in production but indelibly imprinted on the country’s consciousness. The resilience of Bata’s identification with the Indian ethos has endured and therein lies the story of a multinational that expanded to India in the 1930s, producing affordable and durable footwear for a growing population, and ended up reshaping everyday life across generations. In 1973, the company went public and rebranded from Bata Shoe Company to Bata India Limited, establishing itself as an Indian entity. As of February 2026, the company, headquartered in Gurugram and employing approximately 3,961 people, posted a quarterly revenue of ₹99,446.81 million and a profit of ₹661 million. Premium brands including Power, Hush Puppies, North Star, Marie Claire, Floatz and classic Bata dominate the market propelling expansion and growth across India.

Growing up in the company township of Batanagar – my father was an engineer at the Batanagar factory from 1962 to 1985 – I was aware Bata was originally a Czech company, which moved its headquarters to the United Kingdom, then to Canada and later to Switzerland. A multinational corporation with global operations, the Bata name became synonymous with reliable and reasonably priced footwear. The strength and tenacity of its global branding was apparent years later, when I realized that people across the world identified with Bata, remaking it in their own image. This pioneering blueprint, through which the company expanded its business worldwide, stressed the importance of localized production and pricing, as well as assimilating into local communities by building townships around its factories.

The company town of Batanagar, envisioned by Czech industrialist and founder of Bata Shoe Company, Tomáš Bata, was built in 1934 on the banks of the Hooghly, a tributary of the river Ganga, in West Bengal. It was both planned and picturesque. Lush with gardens of tropical flora and fauna, a matrix of colonies – or groups of dwellings neatly laid out within a utilitarian framework – comprised the Bata township.

Located roughly 15–20 kilometres from central Calcutta (now Kolkata) and sprawled across 324 acres along the eastern bank of Hooghly, Batanagar was modelled on the ‘Garden City’ prototype on which the company’s first township, Zlín, was based. Inspired by modernist architecture, the industrial town consisted of the main factory, different types of housing units for employees, schools, hospitals, a stadium, cinema hall and other amenities for residents.


[image: Aerial view of Batanagar featuring a river, residential buildings, and a field with white structures. The area has a dense green coverage.]
Fig. 1. Aerial view of Batanagar, estimated to be from the 1940s


My family and I lived in Colony 1, locally known as ‘Saheb Quarters’ – a reference to earlier times when the gated enclave was inhabited mainly by the White senior management of the company. When I lived there, it was predominantly Indian and from my birth until we left in 1985, Batanagar was home to me. Walled off from the rest of the town, Colony 1 had four parallel streets with different styles of housing units on each. The Officers’ Club occupied a central location, while tennis courts, a training school and garages were built along the colony’s perimeter. Company gardens, dense with vegetation, bordered the eastern edge adjacent to playgrounds. Beyond the walls, the Hooghly flowed placidly. From our bungalows, on both First and Second Street, we had a direct view of the river, its recurring rhythms framing the contours of our daily life. Tucked away within a leafy enclave on the third street stood the bright-tiled chapel, summoning the faithful to its pews every Sunday. A mosque and a temple dedicated to Lord Shiva were located outside the colony, as were most other facilities used by residents.


[image: A wide road with a crosswalk, flanked by trees and buildings. A gas station structure is on the right, with bicycles parked nearby. The scene is set in a semi-urban area with power lines overhead.]
Fig. 2. Approach to Colony 1, 1983


What keeps taking me back to life in the colony is not solely its idyllic charm and ease of living, but a palpable, strong sense of community; a perception of belonging that remains unchanged to this day. It is this enduring bond, the feeling of being part of a whole, that has shaped me in ways both expected and unexpected. It grounded me, instilled resilience and fostered a philosophy of embracing differences. It stood me in good stead as I travelled to different parts of the world later in life and formed communities of my own. Nudged by nostalgia and aware of the increasing polarization and breakdown of society in the United States, where I live, I was drawn to do a deep dive into the history of Batanagar. How could a multinational footwear company, motivated by profit and originating in Czechoslovakia, successfully create a township around its factory in India, where sectarian differences receded and cosmopolitanism thrived? What was singular about this story of globalization that served as a catalyst of prosperity for both the multinational corporation and its subsidiary without job losses in the Czech Republic or labour exploitation in India? Was this experiment guided simply by the bottom line or did Tomáš Bata hit upon a truly novel idea of creating local utopias firmly entrenched in the regional framework, yet borrowing from universal principles of globalization to ensure sustainability, growth and profitability?

The answer took me on a fascinating trek through history, originating in the tiny town of Zlín in Moravia, Czechoslovakia, where the Bata Shoe Company was founded. From the waning years of the Habsburg empire through the turbulent first half of the twentieth century in Europe, and its aftermath, including the rise of communism in Eastern Europe and fall of empires across Asia and Africa, I followed Bata’s trajectory as it grew from a modest shoe-shop to a small-town factory and eventually, a large multinational corporation with subsidiaries around the world. What surprised me about this trail was the discovery that social cohesion among diverse peoples – albeit separated by position and rank within the organization something I had previously assumed to be an incidental by-product of shared living – was integral to the Bata blueprint from the very beginning. The objective was to foster community within townships, while forging a company culture that transcended geographical, cultural and language barriers. The belief that strong associations, both local and global, could enhance productivity and profitability was radical for the time, exposing Bata employees and their families to an internationalism that was both liberating and empowering.

The multiculturism espoused by Bata had its roots in Zlín, which, despite being economically underdeveloped until the late nineteenth century, was ethnically and linguistically diverse. The region’s prevalent languages and dialects included Haná, Slovácko and German, while the travelling Romani tribes had linguistic traditions of their own. Moreover, the province sustained a robust culture of education, technical training and artistic apprenticeship, laying the groundwork for a liberal mindset aligned with diversity and pluralism. The turn of the century also saw a spurt of economic growth in the region, which led to the emergence of a sizeable middle class.

With the setting up of the factory, the Bata siblings set in motion a transformation that reshaped the entire Dřevnice valley, turning it into a hub of mechanized shoe production and manufacturing in Central Europe. The establishment of a Bata industrial township led to higher wages and improved social services, such as schools, hospitals, sporting facilities and clubs, for workers and their families. Training, education and international travel became widely accessible, which exposed employees to different cultures and encouraged a global outlook, as opposed to the rigid nationalism that prevailed in Europe at the time. Bata instituted an educational system, whereby its workers, who predominantly came from agrarian communities in Moravia, were schooled in principles of globalism, commerce and efficiency. Its policy of industrialization and expansion did not follow a fixed formula; instead, it created its own model. As one account notes,


From its brief embrace of Czech social democracy and attendant political alliance between managers and workers, its implementation of an idealized American system, and its subsequent drift away from Czech nationalism, Bata adopted an extraordinary path to industrialization.1



Batism, the ideology espoused by Bata, embodied this distinctive culture and expounded that an urban industrial utopia was attainable through rationalization and a balance between man and machine. Building on the concept of ‘high modernism’ outlined by American political scientist and anthropologist James C. Scott, which believed in the power of science and technology to reorder the social and natural world, while taking into account local conditions and adopting localized systems of knowledge, Batism became the framework through which Bata sought to expand its global operations. The company recognized that its international success depended on its ability to adapt and assimilate. Accordingly, it moved away from a uniform global model, exporting urban planning and development policies, including work and community life programmes, to build townships across the world.

Tomáš Bata, chairperson of the company, first visited India in 1925, travelling by boat. He realized the country’s immense potential and the possibilities it offered for the company’s growth. A steady supply of raw materials, chiefly leather, availability of tanneries for production, a vast market including a burgeoning middle class with a developing taste for European footwear and a large, skilled labour force were among the many factors which made India a strategically important prospect. Still under the yoke of British imperial rule, India was exploring paths to industrialization and considering how best to leverage its resources for economic development. The Batas had long cultivated relationships with Indian nationalist leaders, aware that Indian independence from Britain was both inevitable and imminent. Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru visited Zlín in the 1930s, to examine the factory–township model as a possible template for development in India. Thus, a modern shoemaking factory backed by Czechoslovakian capital and skilled workforce, relying on domestic labour and raw materials to produce shoes mostly for the Indian market seemed an attractive option.2

Calcutta, capital of the Bengal Presidency, was an obvious choice, given the many physical advantages it offered – access to a river and several modes of transportation, availability of raw materials and the presence of a large and skilled labour force. The region had been home to a traditional cottage tanning industry that operated under rigid caste-based restrictions, with Dalit workers constituting the bulk of the workforce. However, leather tanning underwent a transformative shift in the early twentieth century, particularly in and around Calcutta, when Chinese immigrants introduced modern techniques and revitalized the industry. The establishment of the Calcutta Research Tannery in 1919 – later renamed as the Bengal Tanning Institute in 1926 – further consolidated Calcutta’s position as a leather industry hub. Furthermore, West Bengal was a hotbed of nationalism and heralded the Indian renaissance, which transformed the society dramatically. The nationalist movement, which had its philosophical underpinnings in secularism, modernism and liberal thought, paved the way for the emergence of a society freeing itself from the rigid shackles of casteism and religious dogma. Changing attitudes affected the footwear industry, including leather tanning, which had historically employed Dalits, largely due to deep-rooted aversion to working with animal hides. Similarly, the cottage shoemaking industry, with its predominantly Muslim workforce, remained outside the focus of both the colonial government and domestic investors – a gap that Tomáš Bata strategically capitalized on, just as he had done in Zlín. A small provincial town in eastern Moravia, Zlín was completely devastated during the Thirty Years War (1618–1648). Following the cessation of hostilities, it was seized by the Habsburgs and later given to the Hungarian noble family of Serényi who neglected to develop the region. Taking advantage of the region’s slow recovery yet robust culture of education, craftsmanship and cottage industry, Bata decided to build his factory there. Seeing a similar opportunity in Bengal, he began laying the groundwork to build one of India’s first foreign-owned industrial townships.

Bata’s maiden visit to India in 1925 was followed by the opening of two shoe stores, in Calcutta and Bombay, the following year.3 However, the company’s exports did not grow in the first few years since import duties were high and Japanese shoes were flooding the Indian market. It was then that Bata decided to visit India again. He arrived in 1931 to explore the possibility of building a factory and township near Calcutta. In the Gangetic plains surrounding the city, 155 acres of land was purchased from the Port Authority. Three years later, in 1934, the foundation was laid for the first Bata factory in South-east Asia. František Lýdie Gahura, a leading modernist architect from Czechoslovkia, drew up the plans for the project and Batanagar became one of Bata’s flagship factory–township enclaves globally. The confluence of the peoples of Zlín and Calcutta created the perfect conditions for Bata’s experiment with economic development, pluralistic community building and international cooperation to take root and expand.

Unfortunately, Tomáš Bata would not live to see the actual realization of his dream in Batanagar. He died in a plane crash on 12 July 1932. Fortunately for the company, or presumably by foresight and design, Bata had made the critical decision in 1931 to create a holding company in St. Moritz, Switzerland, called Leader A. G. Ostensibly, Bata sought financial asylum in Switzerland amid the widespread political and economic turmoil, driven by a desire to conceal his assets and evade taxation.4 However, the formation of Leader shares did not provide complete coverage and after his death, his estate was required to disclose foreign assets and became liable for inheritance taxes. The judgment in 1960 Bata v. Bata case records:


There is evidence that he was much concerned about such taxes. The rate applicable to an estate inherited by his wife and son would be 26 per cent; the rate on property left to a brother would be 38 per cent. On the other hand, a tax on a written contract of sale during lifetime would be only 2 per cent. (An oral contract was exempt from tax).5



Under these circumstances, Tomáš decided on a singular course of action which would become the basis of a decades-long succession dispute between his half-brother Jan Bata and son Thomas Jr. Bata that spanned four continents. He wrote two memos, one purporting to transfer all his property, except some real estate, to Jan, and another titled, ‘My Will’ that stated his estate contained a claim against Jan, leaving several inheritances to Marie, Thomas Jr. and others.6

The courts eventually ruled in favour of Thomas Jr., confirming him as the rightful heir to the Bata empire, but in the immediate aftermath of Bata’s death, and following resolution of estate matters and payment of taxes, Jan took over the Bata enterprise, while Thomas Jr. continued with his education and business training. For several years afterwards, the organization continued to run as a family enterprise. Jan Bata, although erratic in temperament and capricious in judgement, remained committed to the company’s global expansion plans, which became a hallmark of the enterprise. This approach, as implemented under Bata, led to the organization’s eventual integration into the Indian subcontinent across social, political and economic spheres, ultimately positioning it as an indigenous brand.

On 28 October 1934, a group of Bata employees from Zlín, together with their Indian counterparts, laid the foundation stone of the first factory building in Batanagar, effectively inaugurating the beginning of a new experiment in global partnership. Embedded into the stone was a document that read:


Let this Batanagar, and the people that will come here for all time, live and work happily together in the spirit of service to Mankind, with the ideals that have been placed before them by the man whose name this place will bear. Let this place grow and flourish and prosper and bring into this part of the earth a new, better and more prosperous life. United by the common ideal, let the inhabitants of this place create of Batanagar a monument of international understanding and collaboration, true friendship and creative co-operation.7



Reading this text now, I am struck by the ambition and scope of the experiment, coupled with the innovative thinking that shaped this company town. Paternalistic in tone, yet displaying an almost naive idealism, one could be forgiven for thinking this statement expressed the ideals of a not-for-profit organization instead of a multinational corporation. Remarkably, though, Batanagar strove to live up to its stated values and in doing so, created a model for community and international cooperation that continues to be inspirational even today.

The desire to share my story of growing up in this ‘urban utopia’ is prompted by nostalgia, no doubt, but also hope that reading its history will serve as reminder that creating urban spaces which lend themselves to community building is often a matter of intent and design, rather than coincidence, and that preserving these spaces requires sustained effort and enterprise.




THE BEGINNINGS


[image: A panoramic view of Zlin features a mix of residential buildings with sloped roofs, a prominent church steeple, and a larger building in the background. The landscape includes cultivated fields and trees, with hills rising in the distance.]
Fig. 3. Zlín, 1898


IN THE LATTER HALF of the nineteenth century, Zlín was a nondescript town on the south-eastern edge of Moravia belonging to the Austro-Hungarian empire. Endowed with neither fertile soil nor mineral wealth, its economy was centred on small-scale farming, forestry and animal husbandry, along with a cluster of cottage industries. There were extensive sugar mills, beet sugar refineries and breweries in the region, mostly owned by old feudal families. Skilled local artisans proficient in folk arts and crafts constituted the working class. As these activities generated little wealth for the ordinary people, the region remained mired in poverty. Despite its economic constraints, Zlín, which was largely inhabited by a rural population consisting of diverse ethnic groups, encouraged a culture of literacy, education, technical training and artistic apprenticeship among its peoples.

It was in 1870, during a period of economic expansion in the Habsburg empire, that a shoe-manufacturing business was first set up in Zlín by Robert Florimont, a Frenchman. Not belonging to the aristocracy, which owned most of the manufacturing in the province, he came from a family of shoemakers with workshops in Paris and Egypt. His operation grew over the years, providing employment for about 200 people and becoming the town’s first business enterprise. Each day, approximately 200 pairs of shoes were made – one pair per person – although not on the factory floor. The traditional shoemaking business continued to be a cottage industry, whereby production was decentralized and shoemakers worked out of their homes and were paid by the pair. This specialized trade required an apprenticeship of about seven years, during which prospective shoemakers were instructed in different stages of production. While not revolutionary in its contemporary context, Florimont’s factory gave rise to a small but influential middle class that would ultimately displace ‘the institutional and cultural power of the aristocracy and church’.1 This development ushered in transformative change and modern ideas advocating rationality, science and industry were introduced into the local discourse. Following the enactment of the Austrian government’s Law on Assembly of 1867,2 a plethora of civic organizations were founded, which changed how people associated and fraternized with each other. One of the first groups to be formed was the Reader’s Association, which encouraged reading habits among the citizenry by providing a library and reading room and organizing literary events.


[image: Anna, Tomáš and Antonín Bata pose together. Anna is seated wearing a light-coloured dress, and the two men stand beside her wearing dark suits.]
Fig. 4. Anna, Tomáš and Antonín Bata, 1894


This was followed by opening a Sokol chapter in town. Sokol was essentially a gymnastics organization for men – and later, women – of all ages and social classes, founded in Prague in 1862 by Miroslav Tyrš and Jindřich Fügner. Based on the doctrine of ‘healthy mind lives in a healthy body’, it sought to inculcate a regimen of physical fitness and intellectual training to promote morale and nationalism among citizens. Among the founding members of the Sokol and regular participants of the Reader’s Association were three Bata siblings – Antonín Jr., Anna, Tomáš – who moved from neighbouring Uherské Hradiště to Zlín, where they attended school and trained with their father, Antonín Sr., who operated a thriving shoe business. Unfortunately, with the death of their mother, the unifying force of the family, the business started to falter and senior Bata remarried a younger woman. The three siblings moved to Zlín to strike out on their own; Antonín Sr., trustee of their mother’s bequest, gave them their inheritance of 800 gulden, using which they set up their shoe-shop.

The initial stage of the business was inconspicuous. It operated out of a small rented house situated along the town square of Zlín. The equipment consisted of two sewing machines, a small stock of lasts sourced from their father’s workshop and some basic hand tools – awls, shoemaking hammers, pincers and cutting knives – along with a few odds and ends, with which the two brothers set to work.3 They secured credit to buy raw materials and made indoor slippers and outdoor boots for winter wear, shoes they were producing earlier at their father’s shop in Uherské Hradiště. Their sister was not involved in the undertaking and was later paid her share of the business.

Antonín and Tomáš classified their business as a factory and referred to themselves as manufacturers. They outlined the blueprint, bought raw materials, even cut uppers before handing them over to shoemakers who stitched up the finished product. They secured a trade license to start producing footwear in Zlín and registered as a business on 24 August 1894.4 The registration was under the name of Antonín Bata since he was older and could apply for a permit. But the following year, he was drafted into the Austrian Army to complete the mandatory three years of military service, which left Tomáš in charge. The company was employing fifty people by that time. In early twentieth–century Europe, shoemaking was still an archaic trade. Shoes were fashioned over straight lasts, with the same form used for both the right and left foot; a few skilled (and expensive) craftsmen, however, had already developed the idea of separate right and left lasts, tailored to the differing shapes of the feet.5 Although most shoemakers crafted their own lasts resembling each foot, the technique was still at a rudimentary stage of development. Despite combining technical and aesthetic know-how, defects remained, as result of which customers were encouraged to buy shoes in a larger size. Tomáš was consumed with making a better last, and looked to the United States for inspiration.

The absence of shoemakers and influential shoemaker guilds hastened the process of mechanization in America. The Union government’s demand to manufacture shoes for soldiers fighting in the Civil War also provided an impetus to boost production. The Blake Stitching Machine, created in 1858 by Lyman Reed Blake* and made commercially viable by Gordon McKay* in 1961, revolutionized shoe manufacturing, shifting it from manual stitching to machine-based production. The Goodyear Welt and Sole Sewing Machine, patented by Charles Goodyear† in 1871, further made shoe manufacturing faster and more efficient. But perhaps the most consequential invention was Jan Ernst Matzeliger’s Lasting Machine of 1883, which transformed shoemaking for decades to come. Matzeliger, an American of Dutch and Surinamese descent, was not recognized during his lifetime due to his race, but ‘the advantages of Matzeliger’s shoe lasting machine lived on, increasing shoe production a thousandfold, which, in turn, made high-quality footwear affordable for people around the world’.6

Bata’s long years of experimentation with creating the perfect last did not yield immediate results and it was only after his death the company began to reap benefits from the work he had done on lasts. With his same trademark perseverance, Tomáš launched the Batovky, a light shoe made of textile uppers and a slim leather sole, which was styled after the fashionable Oxford. He came upon the idea that not all shoes needed to be long lasting and thus designed the Batovky to be light, comfortable and suitable for summertime. He also made it affordable. This led to an outcry among rival shoemakers, who resisted vigorously and denounced the Batovky as not being proper footwear. They banded together to prevent local shoe vendors from displaying, carrying or selling the shoe in their stores, but Tomáš found an ingenious way around it. He persuaded non-conventional retailers, such as grocery shops, to display the item, and before long the Batovky became wildly popular, paving the way for Bata’s future growth and expansion.

In 1900, Bata shifted its operations from their rented workshop in the town square to a new factory near the railway station. The single-storey building, with its red brick and glass design, later came to embody the signature look of the company. The ownership structure of the firm changed as well: a partnership, T. & A. Baťa, was formed on 1 August 1900, with Tomáš owning two-thirds and Antonín one-third of the company. Anna sold her shares in the business to her brothers, enabling them to become joint proprietors.7 Notably, Bata became the biggest employer in Zlín and one of the eight largest footwear manufacturers in the Austrian empire.8

The turn of the century also saw winds of political change sweep over Zlín. Socialism was introduced in the valley and Tomáš happened to be one of its earliest advocates. He identified more with his Czech-speaking workers than with the German-speaking bourgeoisie. This compelling instance of a capitalist–worker alliance was the result of increasing nationalism of the time. The Czech Social Democratic Party (now Social Democracy, SOCDEM), the largest political party in the Czech speaking industrialized belt of the Austro-Hungarian empire, believed socialism would modernize the region and lift it out of poverty. Advocating social democracy, the party increased outreach to the working-class population in order to educate them about socialist ideals and draw them into the nation-building narrative. Tomáš joined the party in 1903, becoming one of its leading members. Additionally, he and Antonín co-established a union with their employees, the Union of Shoemakers.9

Unsurprisingly, this coalition of capital–labour interests did not last long. Tomáš undertook a business trip to Germany to buy machinery following which he travelled to the United States to study shoe manufacturing. What he observed changed his outlook, thus altering the course of Bata shoe company forever. He arrived at Lynn, Massachusetts, the ground zero of industrialized shoe production in the United States and saw that factory owners had long discarded the outsourcing system, still prevalent in Central Europe, where small producers supplied raw materials to home-based shoemaking units. Although this system decreased overhead costs for producers and allowed rural workers to remain employed during winter, it did not provide cost efficiencies accrued from large-scale production. At American factories the production line for shoe manufacturing was fully mechanized leading to greater economies of scale and specialization. Tomáš was so impressed by the heightened efficiency and productivity of mechanization, which resulted in Lynn outpacing factories anywhere in Austria–Hungary with regard to cost and output, that he decided automation, worker speed and efficiency would be incorporated into Bata’s system of shoe production. On his return to Zlín, he started bringing in newer machinery to the factory and prodding his employees to adopt American-style work practices.

But Americanization, as adopted by Tomáš, with its focus on efficiency and increased productivity came with its own set of challenges, which led to growing dissatisfaction among workers. A flashpoint of conflict arose when Tomáš required workers to pay for shoes damaged during
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