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The Karatoyii : Our Heritage

Anita Bagchi

The title name of the North Bengal University Journal of History is 'Karatoya' - the
ancient sacred river of North Bengal. This 'Brhat parisara punya Karatoya mahanadi' is
associated with myth, tradition, material and cultural history of North Bengal. Even to-day, the
Karatoya with her narrow flow reminds the sweet memories of the bygone days, the tales of
ups and downs in the life of the people of the soil. Ancient Pundranagara was situated beside

the Karatoya.
There is a legend about the naming of the Shiladevir Ghat on the Karatoya which was

so named after Shiladevi, a princess of the last ruling Hindu family ofMahasthangarh (identified
with Pundranagara). The legend says that the beautiful princess who was the daughter or a
sister of the last Hindu King Parasurama had drowned herself in the water of the Karatoya to
save her dignity from the invading Muslim soldiers after the defeat of the king. From thence the
spot came to be known by the name Shiladevir Ghat still bearing the tragic memory of the
princess. The mazar of Hazrat Fateh Ali Askali on the bank of the Karatoya in Bogura is a
sacred place to the muslims. The united flow of the Tista-Karatoya once brought material
prosperity to the inhabitants of the valley. The vast river crossed by Hiuentsang on his way to
Kamarupa was no other than the Karatoya or Ka-lo-tu ofT'sang-shu. Karatoya is described
as a holy river in the tirthayatra section ofVanaparva of the Mahabharata. 'Karatoya mahatmya'
has found its expression again and again in the Puranas. The ancient manuscript named' Karatoya
Mahatmya' by Pandita Parasurama (12th_13th Century AD) announces her height of glory as a

sacred river for pilgrimage.
Originating from the Himalayas the Karatoya enters Bengal from the border of Bhutan

in the north through the districts ofDarjeeling and Jalpaiguri. Its northern most stream is known
as Distang or Tista. Trisrota is its sanskritised form. The three streams of the Tista flowed
separately towards the south. The eastern stream was called Karatoya, the middle one Atrai
and the western one was known as Punarbhava. Once Mahananda and Punarbhava emptied
their water in the Karatoya. Atrai also emanating from the Tista flowed through the Chalan bil
and ultimately joined the Karatoya. Thus the river Karatoya carrying the full flow of the Tista
from the upper stream never suffered from any physical delicacy. Swelling with the nutrient
flow of water at variant stages, the Karatoya continued to exist as an exceedingly strong-
flowing river upto the devastating flood of 1777 at the Himalayan plateau from whence the vast
water of the Tista found its way to flow through an older chanel to be emptied in the Brahmaputra.

Yet evidence proves that the Karatoya was regarded as the river of greatest celebrity
in Hindu fable even in 1810. Even today, during the dry days of Chaitra, one can witness the
amazing beauty of the ever-flowing Karatoya though not vibrant and broad-bosomed.

Number of myths and legends are handed down to the posterity centering round this
sacred river which according to mythical legends, was created with the drop of holy water
fallen from the palm of Mahadeva at the time of accepting Gouri as bride during Kanya-
sampradana' ritual. The chanting of the following hymns at the time of taking holy bath in the
Karatoya portrays the actual reverence the people had for this serene flow:



Karatoye sadanire
Saricchresthe subisrute

Paundran p/abayase nityam
Papamhara karodbhabe

(The Karatoye, you are ever filled with water; you are the excellent and well renowned.
You are always inundating the Paundra country. May your grace release me from all my sins).

Hence, the name is borrowed with a view to expressing a deep sense of adoration to
the great heritage of North Bengal.
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Sun Temples in Early Bengal

Bijoy Kumar Sarkar
Department of History

University of North Bengal

Temples represent in concrete form the prevailing religious consciousness of the peoplel
.

They are considered as the symbolic representation of God. The building of a temple was regarded
as a sacred act in ancient India. It was meant to enhance one's fame and renown in this world
and one's eligi-bility for a place in Heaven. The rewards gained by the performance of sacrifices
and public works were equal to the rewards which one attains by building a temple. The Hindu
temple is a tirtha made by art.2

There was no scope for a temple in the solar religion of the Vedic tradition as it centered
round the worship of the atmospheric form of the Sun by means of oblations and libations in the
sacred fire. However, terms indicative of the temple start occurring in the Grihyasiitras.3 The
cult of bhakti, which inundated India after the 5th-4th centuries B.C., was responsible for the
adoption of the temple-tradition.4 For the firsttime, there are references to a Sun-temple established
by Samba at Miilasthana (modern Multan) in the Samba, Bhavisya and many other later
Puranas.5 The tradition of public worship of the Sun in temples was introduced in India by the
Magas6; many temples with the Sun-icons might have been constructed in India under the influence
of the Magi Priests.? The temple ofMultan might have been built in the Saka-Kusana period (2nd
cent. B.C. - 2nd cent. A.D.). There might have been Sun-temples in the kingdom ofPorus8 on
the eve of Alexander's in-vas ion (4th cent. B.C.). Like other temples, the temples for the Sun
god were made of perishable materials in the Maurya--Sunga period. Many Gupta inscriptions
also refer to Sun-temples.9 From the Gupta period onwards, the Sun-temples also came to be
built in bricks and stones.

In dealing with the Sun temple, nay with any type of architecture of early Bengal, one is
at the very outset confronted with an utter scarcity of material. A cause for this almost obliteration
may be sought for not only in the soft alluvial formation of the land and its damp climate, but also
in the fragile building materials such as mud, bamboo, reeds, wood etc. The usual medium was
bricklO and a brick structure cannot be expected to resist for long the effects of damp aud
relaxing climate, the excessive rainfall, and the luxuriant vegeta-tion of the country. When left in
neglect, their destruction was only a question of time. Stone was always very difficult to obtain in
Bengal and had to be imported at great expenses from the quarry of Rajmahal Hills. Many
temples were deliberately razed to the ground by foreign invaders because of their iconoclastic
zeal. A few were converted into mosques or Dargahs.11 Quite a large number of temples were
demolished by the iconoclasts to secure building materials for constructing or decorating their
own structures. We have an example in the tomb of Iafar Khan Ghazi at Triveni in Hooghly.12

Distribution of Sun-temples in Early Bengal
Sun images have been discovered more or less from most of the districts of early Bengal.

Presumably, majority of these icons used to receive worship in temples, big or small. However,
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we have very scanty references to the shrines of the Sun god, and that too in favour of a few
districts only.

Rajshahi: The temple of the thousand-rayed god Siirya referred to in the Jagadishpur copper
plate (A.D.44 7 A.D.) from Raj shahi District was established in the village named Gulmagandhika
adjacent to the Jaina Vihara area included within Pundravardhanabhukti.13

Maida: At a place called Madhaipur in the district of Maida, an image of the Sun god is found in
a temple of goddess Kall, which lies at a short distance from the present MaIda Court Railway
Station across the Mahananda River. It is believed that an exclusive temple for the Sun existed
here in olden days.14According to local scholars, there was a city named Siiryapur situated in the
forest of Katbal in earlier times. At a place called Yogibhavan of this Siiryapur, is found a big Sun
image in a temple. Madhaipur is known to have been once a Brahmana-dominated area. Ramapala
is also referred to have established at R:illlavatI (Ramauti) a temple for the Sun god in addition to
those for a few other Brahmanical deities.ls

Murshidabad: There is a ~un temple in the old settlement of Amritakunda or Amarkunda under
Navagram Police Station in the district ofMurshidabad. This temple is popularly known as the
'Gangiidityer Mandir '.16The god came to be known as Gangiiditya because of being installed
in a temple on the bank of the River Ganges. He is the presiding deity of the Amarkunda village.
It is learnt that the temple was built in 1307 - 1308 B.S. (1900-01) on an earlier temple-foundation.

Birbhum: There was probably a big temple of the Sun god in the Riidharegion, which is indirectly
referred to in the Sian (Birbhum) Stone Inscriptionl? (of approx. 1043 A.D.). Grant of a ratha
for the Sun temple is indicated in Verse 17 in the reference to something similar t6 a moving
victory-pillar given by a king (" Visriimiirthamivai$a jamgam-jayastambho babhou yo 'rpitah ').
The term' Visriimiirtham' probably incicates that when tired, the horses of the Sun's chariot
would rest for a while at the peak of the temple. Indirect reference is made to a big Sun-temple
in another verse (No.46) because the shrine is thought to be the palace of the Sun god where he
would stay by giving up the way to the heaven ("yaazya ruchi lobhitah sa bhagavanniibhah
piinthatiim tyiijediti vichintayanniyatamiihi ... ).

Bankura: On the bank of a small river Kumari in the extreme southwestern comer of Bankura
districtl8 lies a temple for the Sun god, which has a standing figure of the Sun 'god carved on a
large pedestaL ..There is also a ~un-temple at Sonatapal (Onda) in the same district. This rekha
deul {i.e. temple with curvilinear sikhara (tower)} made of brick is one of excellent architectural
heritage of the district. It is believed to have been established in the 11th century A.D. The place
where the temple is located was known as Hamirdanga in earlier times and still has a large
number of the Sakadvtpl Brahmal).as living nearby. 19

Hooghly: There are many references to Sun-temples in the District of Hooghly. Panduya
(Saptagram), now commonly known as Pedo, probably had a Sun- Temple_2°Every year in the
month of January and April fairs are held here in the honour of the Sun god. When Samsuddin
Isuf Shah, a king of Gauda, conquered this place in the 15th Century A.D., the temple was
converted into a mosque.21 An Islamic inscription is found engraved in the lower portion of the
backside of a stone slab containing a Sun-image?2 Tribeni was another place where probably a
temple dedicated to the Sun god existed in ancient period. Dhoyl, the author of Pavana-duta,
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also refers to the same temple, while directing the messenger wind to salute the Sun-god
('Raghukuiaguru') and offer water to him on tee bank of the river Ganges before departing
froni there.23Twelve figures of the god representing probably twelve different Adityas have also
been dis-covered from Tribeni.24Probably, there was a splendid temple dedicated to them, which,
later on, was destroyed by the Mohammedan invaders in the 13th or 14th C.A.D_25

Midnapore: No Sun-temple is found in the Midnapore District. Nor has any evidence that there
existed any temple for this god ever in any parts of the district been discovered so far.26The
Pala-Sena tradition had no abiding influence on temple architecture in this district almost the
whole of which was under the territorial jurisdiction of ancient Orissa since the early medieval

period.2?

A Sun-temple is also found close to the Visnupada at Gaya, housing a Sun-image with

four hands.28

Navagraha-shrines, though rare, have been discovered in other parts ofIndia. Whether
any temple for the nine planets had ever come up in early Bengal, especially in North and South-
Western Bengal, which has presented us all the Navagraha images, is not certain.

Patrons of Sun-temples
The Brahma Purana prescribes Sun worship for all the castes - Brahmanas, Ksatriyas,

Vaisyas and Siidras - to get all the worldly and non-worldly pleasures.29 No restriction because
of caste is imposed on Sun worship in the Brihaddharma Purana toO.30Religious privileges
were extende9 to women and men of lower castes by the Magas as wel1.

31

As is well known, Sun worship did not receive royal patronage in Bengal as elsewhere.
Presumably, the kings had played no important role in the establishment of solar shrine in this
territory. Large numbers of Sun-images in stone from different parts of early Bengal speak in
favour of the existence of a good number of temples for the divinity. Perhaps most of these
temples were built by the rich people32 as well as the residents. The Jagadishpur copper plate
refers to the permanent donation of land by three residents - Ksemarka, Bhoyila and MahTdasa
_ for the construction of a Sun-temple at Gulmagandhika in Pundravardhana-bhuktiY Lands
were also granted to the BrahmaQas to enable them to build up temples for different gods, as is
revealed by several Gupta Inscriptions.34

Priests of the Sun-temples
It is learnt from the Bhavisya and some other Puranas that Samba, a son of Krisna,

brought the Magas from SakadvTpa to appoint them as the priests of Sun-temples. This is also
corroborated by the Govindapur (Navada, Gaya) Stone Inscription35 of A.D. 1137-38. Further, it
is expressly laid down in the Brihat-samhita (Ch. 59, Y.19) that it was the Magas who were
entitled to install ceremonially the images of Siirya in temples.36 It may be derived specifically
from the Deo-Baranark (Shahabad district, Bihar) inscription that with the temple of the Sun god
were associated the Bhojakas. As suggested by Monier Williams,3? the Bhojakas were the
descendants of the Magas through the women of the Bhoja race.

Bengal abounds in images of Siirya belonging to the mediaeval and earlier periods. It is
presumable that the descendants of Maga Brahmanas settled in large numbers in this tract. The
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Brahmanas who came to be known as Acaryas in Bengal and were the main section of the
Sauras, had images made for their use, which was worshipped by the general people for averting
diseases and other evils.38 Usually, they looked after the solar temples as priests.39

General Features of the Sun-temples
Although no Sun-temples of great antiquity exist in Bengal, we get some idea about their

general features from the close examination of some extant temples of the Sun god in other parts
of India as well as several stone sculptures, for in many cases the deity is shown as installed in
temples whose out-lines are carved round the divine figure. The Sun-temples of ancient Bengal,
which belonged to the northern style ofIndian architecture, may be divided into not more than
two distinct types according to the form of the roof over the sanctum: (i) The bhadra, pida or
tiered type, in which the roof over the sanctum consists of a series of gradually receding tiered
stages crowned by the usual finials including the amalaka. (ii) The rekha or the sikhara type
characterized by a high curvilinear tower and the usual crowning elements. The first type may be
seen as fully devolved in several images (Le. Surya images from Kuldia, 24-Parganas and Baria,
Rajshahi etc). Here we find temples with trefoil arches supported on richly decorated pillars, the
roofs being composed of an odd number of pldas (here sloping tiers), three or five, and the
whole surmounted by the amalaka and the usual finials. The last tier occasionally shows rampant
lions at the course. It may be safely presumed that the Sun-temples in which the above and other
Silrya images were enshrined might have had forms and features as carved around the celestial
figure.

The Sun-temples face towards east. According to the Bhavisya Purana, the entrance
of a Sun-temple should face the east;40 if not possible, it should face the west. The
agnihotragriha is an integral part of the Sun-temples.41 They have usually prada!cyina-marga.
They give an impression of massiveness and largeness, though are of moderate dimensions. It is
interesting to note that in spite of the Magian influence on the Sun-cult there is no Iranian influ-ence
visible in any of the Sun-temples. However, generally they are in perfect keeping with the art
tradi-tions ofIndia. These characteristics, at least a few if not all, might have been present in the
Sun-temples of early Bengal.

Sometimes the image of the Sun god was installed in a temple along with those of other
Brahmanical deities as well. It is not also rare that the shrine of other divinity, even belonging to
heterodox cult, had been built up just beside or very close to the temple of Sun god.42The temple
of the god Sahasrarasmi was established at Gulmagandhika adjacent to the Jaina Vihara area in
Pundravardhana-bhukti. In close proximity of the extant temple of the Sun god and the lost
shrines ofVisnu and Siva on the bank of the Kumari River (Bankura)43 is found a huge lOthcent.
A.D. standing image of the 23rd Tirthankara Parsanatha. These developments came to take
place in early and particularly in late medieval Bengal either out ofthe growth of the Panchiiyatana
Puja or of the social compulsion of harmonious co-existence for a better survival of the cults at
stake. Stone slabs with Navagraha images were used in the medieval temples as architectural
pieces allegedly to ensure prosperity to their founders and to prevent any evil happening to the
temples themselves.

It is deserving of note that near the Sun-temples44 at Madhaipur (Maida) and Sonatapal
(Bankura) Brahmana settlements, especially of Sakadvipis, are found to have existed, which
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seems to be quite natural in view of the Maga Brahmanas forming the main section of the Sun-
worshippers. This sort of settlement might have been present in the neighborhood of a few other

solar shrines as well.

Sun-temple Complex
The Sun-temple of Panduya or Pedo (Hooghly), now destroyed, has still two tanks,

named Jarapukar and Pirpukar.4s These two tanks are undoubtedly Siirya-kundas, which are
sacred to the Sun god. The presence of a Siirya-ku1Jda became quite common in classical and
mediaeval Hindu India46 and was an integral part of the Sun-temple complex. The Rigveda
(10.142.8) emphasizes the need of digging ponds or tanks for having full-blown lotuses (i.e. a
sun-symbol standing for the creative force) besides for the supply of pure drinking water (RV,
9.110.5). It is said in the Great Epic that the digging of tanks is very agreeable and beneficial and
is "gratifying" to Siirya himself and rewarded are those who dig tanks.47 In view of these fact,<';,
it is presumable that the Sun-temples which were not situated on some riverbank, were, in all
likelihood, endowed with Siirya-kundas. Perhaps at least a few ofthe Sun-temples were provided
with rathas (chariot) for the journey of the Sun god installed in the temple, as is surmised from
Verse 17 of the Sian Stone Inscription.48

We have already seen that most of the Sun-temples in Bengal were built up on the bank
of some or other river (Ganges, Mahananda, Kumari etc.) and at least one has been provided
with Siirya-kundas. The presence of big and deep-water source like river or pond is quite
significant. It is known from the legend of Brahma-hatya and consequent Sun worship by
Yajnavalka and his pupils 49that it was enjoined for those guilty of sin to have a bath before going
to worship the solar divinity. Surya has been worshipped from time immemorial for removal of
diseases, especially leprosy inflicted because of some heinous act committed (cf. Samba and
Mayura legends). How could a bath be possible as a precondition of Sun worship in absence of
sufficient water available m:arby? There is also a long established custom to see the reflected
image of the Sun in the water. Even at the folk level, a miniature pond is dug in the yard to have
reflected image of the Sun in the water, on which the solar worship is to be performed.

so
In Sun

worship by the Mal-Paharia tribe,s, a brass pot of water with a mango-twig placed on it is
thought to represent the seat of the Sun god. It, therefore, appears that the miniature pond or the
brass-pot of water is nothing but an available substitute of Siirya-kunda, which is very sacred to
the Sun god. In addition, water happens to be the most important of the eight offerings to god
Surya, others being Kusa-grass, clarified butter, curd, honey, red Karabfflower and red sandal.
Dhoyi in his Pavana-diita (V. 30), directs the messenger wind to salute the solar divinity
('Raghuku/aguru') in the temple of Tribeni and offer water to him. Water is also very much
needed to quench the thirst caused by the heat of the Sun, a fact which probably became very
much prominent in the minds of the builders of the Sun-temples. Such a pressing necessity of
water in Sun worship explains the location of the solar shrines on the riverbank or the digging of
tanks very close to the temple of the Sun god. The coming up of stone Sun-temples mostly on the
riverbank is attributable to the advantage of importing thousands of stone blocks from the distant
quarries, either by some vessel or by floating them down the river.

Thus, large number of Sun images discovered from different parts of Bengal presupposes
the existence of several Sun-temples in rer ancient period, though no solar shrine of great antiquity
is found today and references to them occur scantily in different sources. Temple came to be an
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I

And across the globe, sport is now too important to be left in the hands of sportsmen and
women. More and more, it is the property of the 'People' in their various manifestations as
politicians, entrepreneurs, educationists, commercialists, publicists, and, not least, academics.'

As such the history of sport gives a unique insight into the way a society changes and
impacts on other societies it comes into contact with and, conversely, the way those societies

react back upon it.2

Sport was one of the most important new social practices of the Europe of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and as such played a central role in the creation of
politically and socially cohesive 'invented traditions'.3

The above remarks, at the least, not only illustrate a simple truth but make it illuminating: sport in
the modern world is a fit and proper subject of study for historians. Yet, historians have taken an
inordinately long time to appreciate its relevance for the lives of both the influential and the
insignificant of past communities.4 As Richard Holt has pointed out, historical matters offar less
importance have their serious recorders and commentators, their academic conferences and
literature.s Failure to get sport into sharp academic focus is, of course, what J. A. Mangan
considers to be 'a form of intellectual myopia born of long-established prejudice '6.

While sport at present undoubtedly occupies an integral part of our lives, in comparison,
however, the study of sport as a serious intellectual discipline continues to remain underdeveloped
in India.? While the Western scholarly guild in the past two decades has prioritized the relevance
of sport in the history and culture of past and present communities,S India remains far backward
in times of a mature appreciation of the role of sport in the modern world. It is quite astonishing

, to note that modern Indian historian has more or less ignored sport as worthy of serious research.
Perhaps, the academic historian regards sport as falling in the arena of popular history to be left
in the hands ofliterateurs,joumalists, sports-specialists and sportsmen themselves, who, however,
have done theirjob iIi this regard quite commendably. Hence, production of scholarly literature
on the, history of sport has been few and far between.9 This essay will make an attempt to
understand and clarify the problems of studying sports history in India at both research and
teaching levels as well as to envisage and comment on its prospects as a recognized discipline.

II

One may feel surprised to know that the first serious academic research by an Indian on
sports history was pursued as early as 1988 when Soumen Mitra, a graduate of the Presidency
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College, Kolkata, and an M.A. in History from the Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi,
submitted an M.Phil dissertation on the theme of sport in colonial India.lo Mitra, however, could
not sustain his academic pursuit for long and preferred ajob in administrative service in the late
1980s. It was also around the late 1980s that cricket began to get scholarly nod thanks to the
earnest endeavours ofIndian scholar-enthusiasts like Ramachandra Guhall, Mihir Bosel2, Arjun
Appadurai 13 and Ashis Nandyl4, most recent addition to this trend being Mario Rodrigues 15.Very
little attention, however, was paid either to historical studies of other sports in India or to sport in
general as a viable theme in the social history of modern India.

Non-Indian specialists on sports in India, on the other hand, have mostly focused on the
games introduced by the British during their period of colonial rule. Much of this work, as usual,
has dealt with cricket since it came to assume the dimension to become the popular most game
in India in the past couple of decades. The renowned works of Edward Dockerl6 and Richard
Cashmanl? bear ample testimony to this trend. More importantly, some of the studies on colonial
Indian sport elaborate on the colonial introduction of modern sports and try to explore deeper
imperial motives behind that project. 18There have been few essays on football too, such as that
of Tony Mason19, and most recently Paul Dimeo and James Mills edited Soccer in South Asia:
Empire, Nation, Diaspora (London: Frank Cass, 2001)20 marks a major breakthrough in this
regard. A recent edited work on the presumed subalternity of sport in India has added strength to
the Iist.21A few of these European scholars have also studied indigenous sports and games of
India. Chief among these are J. Alter's works on wrestling and kabaddi.22

The most recent major Indian interventions in and contributions to the study of social
history of sport have come in the form of social histories of cricket and football in India. The
major initiative in this regard came from one young Bengali researcher-Boria Majumdar23• And
there are others who promise a better future24.

III

'A study of sport history is crucial not only for an understanding of the evolution of the
sporting heritage of the Indian nation, but for a deeper appreciation of the seemingly unrelated
political processes such as nationalism, colonial culture and so on'. 25The prime interest in such
an academic exercise is not study of a particular sport as a game in its own right, but in what it
tells us about sodety of a particular period. Here in lies the essential difference between sports
studies in general and a history of sport or more particularly a social history of sport. There
have b~en, for quite some time, as Ramachandra Guha has suggested, two approaches to the
history ofsport.26 The first is to focus sharply (or, narrowly) on its practic~, the background of its
patrons and players, the evolution of its associations and tournaments, and on how it pays or does
not pay for itself. The second approach, which Guha himself prefers, and also relevant to our
concern here, takes sport as an illustrative example to point out themes of wider interest and
relevance. 'It views sport as a relational idiom, a sphere of activity which expresses, in
concentrated form, the values, prejudices, divisions and unifying symbols of a society' .2?As he
goes on to suggest, the game of cricket can provide valuable insights into the history of modern
India, in particular to the three overarching themes of Indian history: those of race, caste and
religion.28 But Guha's assertion that the sociology and politics of cricket 'presumes nQtechnical
knowledge of the game itself' is not at all tenable because the changes in its rules, rituals and
vocabulary from time to time are intimately related to, and highly influenced by the politics,
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culture and economy of the game.

The approach to study sport in the wider perspective of history and culture would help us
understand the importance of sport beyond entertainment pursuit or leisure space and locate
sport with in the broader socio-economic processes that have shaped colonial and post-colonial
south Asian societies. It is also important to note in this context that the study of sport as a viable
historical force challenges and offers some major correctives to, our prevalent understanding of
the social and economic history oflate nineteenth and twentieth century India. For instance, the
existing historiography of nationalism, communalism, social conflict, colonial culture or developing
economy in India fails to recognize the importance of football as an arena for spontaneous
articulation of nationalism, communalism and popular culture or the role cricket has played as a
major nationalist, communal and commercial force in the twentieth century.

Arguably, however, Sports historians need not devote much space either to the game
concerned as it was/is actually played or to old results and tables for the sake of providing
impressive statistical data. Social historians should not feel obliged to describe events or matches
that they never saw or to engage in second hand discussions of the tactics and the like. It is
important for our purposes to understand that Sachin Tendulkar29 and Diego Maradona

30
are

geniuses in their owri ways but not to attempt to explain what their genius consists of in terms of
what happened on the field. For a social historian of sport, the point is not to describe sporting
events, but to study what sport means and why it matters. However, in the present context, it is
useful and compelling too, to have a workable knowledge of the evolution of a game's technicalities,
which sometimes exerts important sway on its social history.

Socio-historical researches on aspects of popular culture in India commonly tend to
generalize the regional thrust of particular cultural elements into national pattern. Sports history
to date in India, too, suffers from such sweeping generalizations. For instance, a history ofIndian
football is often identified with that of Bengal football and the latter with Calcutta footbalpl.
Cricket in colonial India, in the same vein, is understood to be primarily a Bombay based
phenomenon32. But both these formulations are grossly mistaken. Scholars must understand that
without prior consideration of a sport's regional/local origins, developments and specificities,
construction of its wider national history would be a flawed exercise.

Finally, this approach to study sport in the wider perspective of social history intends to
put strong emphasis on diffusing historical knowledge in the vernacular at a more popular level
with total conviction. In offering such an unconventional idea, I work on the assumption that
'historians are made for history and the reverse can not be true'33 and that a social historian has
had a social responsibility as well. As S.N. Mukherjee aptly remarked, 'We should not only
concern ourselves with the problems which the man in the street faced in the past, but make
them entertaining and instructive for the man in the street today .... the questions we ask about
our past must be related to our present day problems."34 This view has an effective relevance
for sports history. As a citizen of an underdeveloped state in sport like India, I strongly feel, we,
social alia sports historians, have a duty to make people aware ofthe problems, potentials and
realities of sport in our country, and impress and inform the authorities concerned to keep them
on the right track toward progress and excellence in the global standard. E.H.Carr once made a
splendid comment in a somewhat different context: 'Good historians have future in their
bones' .35But my futuristic assertion stems from the urgency of our underdeveloped situation, of
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course with minor exceptions. Sports history research in India, especially on Indian sports, should
not only concern itself with analytical understanding of specific historical problematic, but must
offer valuable and viable insights, in the light of past historical experience, into a better future of
sports in India, if not devise means, ways and strategies for the betterment of standard and
attainment of excellence in world sport.

IV

Within the constraints of an already under researched field, the problems faced by a
sports historian in India are both frustrating and challenging. Frustrating because the essentially
'non-academic' character of sports authorities, personalities and spectators in India makes the
task of collecting primary materials hopelessly difficult. And challenging not only because the
concerned researcher has to establish the credibility of this new domain of research by overcoming
all the odds that commonly accompany an under researched field, but more so because he/she
has to confront a conscious, sophisticated exploitation of this under developed state of research
by some not-too-learned academic or non-academic writers. The publication of Soccer in South
Asia: Empire, Nation, Diasporcr6 in 2001 is a suitable case in hand in this regard. This book
may be viewed as a part of the growing concern on the part of the sports historians in the West
to give soccer its deserved status as a subject of historical scholarship so long overdue in South
Asia. It contains a few excellent essays, especially those by J.A.Mangan and James Mills.
But the work which did have the potential of becoming a path breaking contribution towards
the study of sport in South Asia, sadly belies much of it owing to gross factual errors37, omission
of the most important primary sources38, utter neglect of the vernacular sources39 and
miserable editoriallapses.4o Moreover, the editors fail to understand that sportsjoumalists, TV
commentators and experienced coaches, save very few exceptions, can hardly make up for
academic writers.41

There is, however, a brighter side of the story. Prof. J.A.Mangan, the Series Editor
of the Sport in Global Society volumes, in his foreword, describes the same work as 'a stepping
stone' that has been put in place. But his avowed assurance that 'more "stones" will soon be
set down'42 sounds great as it will ensure, as he hopes, the voices of Asians to be heard more
fully, not only as contributors to collections but as editors and authors. Fulfillment of this promise
has recently come through the publication of Sport in Asian SOciety43. If such a trend
continues to flourish, the study of sports history in South Asia will not be far away from its take
off stage.44

More importantly, despite the apparent dearth of expertise and enthusiasm to work on
sports history, India also became the first non-European country to have an Annex45 of the
International Research Centre for Sport, Socialization and Society (IRCSSS), De Montfort
University, England. This Annex, established at the Department of History, University of Calcutta,
was expected to offer an institutional space including a quality research infrastructure to all those
interested in sports history. It also has a plan to act as an interdisciplinary forum to promote
future research in sports studies in genera1.46 To make such an ambitious project viable, the
Calcutta Centre has already started drawing sponsors and funds from private sector.47 This
novel development might perhaps prove a blessing for the Indian social science academia in the
near future.
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v
A consideration of these realistic problems and brighter prospects of studying sports

history in India therefore suggests that it is high time for Indian historians to take up sport as an
integral part of social history research. It is a historical need that teaching of sports history within
the broader discipline of History at the University level must go hand in hand with serious
research on the same. It will help dispel the age-old cliche about the relative unimportance of
sport in the shaping ofIndian society and culture and make the students aware of how commonly
perceived entertainment pursuits or leisure activities may have a deciding or compelling sway on
our lives. Most importantly, this will certainly encourage them to pursue research on sports

history in future.

The realities of teaching sports history in an Indian university, however, are not too
conducive or encouraging either. There are some hurdles not very easy to overcome in introducing
sports history in the curriculum with weightage equal to that of other areas of history intensely
researched and studied. The lack of academic books and literature is the dominant constraint,
hence is the lack of appreciation among the academics.

It is of relevance here to mention that the initial hurdles of teachinf sports history have
been overcome in the Department of History, North Bengal University. Pbstgraduate students
have found immense interest and excitement in the theme in the wider context of social history of
modem India. Students' seminars and projects in the last five years amply illustrate this point.
The fight to establish the credibility of sports history reached a culmination in 2003 when a
proposal was mooted to introduce 'sports history' at the M.Phil level. The D.C. ultimately
unanimously agreed to 'the introduction of sports history in the M.Phil course with potentiality for
external funding' and resolved to 'elevate it to a full-fledged self-financed Diploma Course' on
the basis of experience gained.48 The M.Phil Committee also approved the introduction of sports
history as an optional paper in Modem Indian History Group from the session 2004-2005.

49

Thus, with hard and sustained effort, I believe, teaching of sports history can be
materialized in India. West Bengal, as in many other arenas, has already taken the lead in this
regard. At least two leading universities in the state have included sport in their PG curriculum in
History.5o If university teachers around show a similar urge and devote their attention to this
important issue, then sport would soon be integrated within the teaching of History at the
postgraduate and M. Phil level in India.

VI

The present essay has tried to identify a range of problems, realities and prospects in the
study of sports history in contemporary India and float certain ideas regarding the theoretical
approaches and practical ways to be adopted while looking at the history of sport ..!have certainly
raised a few questions and hinted at some others especially with regard to the viability of research
and teaching of a social history of sport in India. But, to resolve these questions in order to draw
any definitive conclusions is not feasible at the present state of research. What can only be
emphasized a little too strongly is that if Indian historians are really willing to reconstruct the
Peoples History of India especially of contemporary times, they seriously need to reconsider
one of the most integral elements of our popular culture - sport.
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International Journal of the History of Sport, Vol.22. No.3-4 (2005); 'Pakistani Cricket at
Crossroads: An Outsiders Perspective', Sport in Society, Vol.10, No.1 (January 2007). Mention
may also be made of Dr. Soma Basu, a research fellow in the Asiatic Society, Kolkata, who
obtained her Ph.D. on 'Physical Performance and Iron Status of Female Athletes' in the
discipline of Physiology from the Calcutta University, and Suparna Bhattacharya, Loreto
College who is doing her Ph.D. on 'V,'omen of Bengal in Sports' in the first half of the
twentieth century at the Department of History, Jadavpur University.

25 Majumdar, 'The Vernacular', p.3069.

26 Guha, 'Cricket and Politics', p.157.

27 Ibid.

28 Guha deals with these themes in his later publication, viz. A Corner of a Foreign Field.

29 Sachin Tendulkar, the batting maestro of present Indian cricket team, is considered to be one
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of the greatest batsmen world cricket has ever produced.

30 Diego Maradona was the captain of the 1986 World Cup Football champions Argentina.
Maradona, for his sheer footballing talent, can be compared only to the legendary Brazilian

footballer Pele.

31 Both Soumen Mitra and Paul Dimeo considered Calcutta football to be synonymous with
Bengal football and, hence, missed its regional/local character completely.

32 Even Ramachandra Guha, a most celebrated cricket writer oflndia, suffers from this flawed
understanding in his latest work. For clarification, see Guha, A Corner of a Foreign Field.
This cliche, however, is expected to go to astray with the publication ofBoria Majumadar's
book on the Social History of Indian Cricket, 22 Yards to Freedom (New Delhi: Penguin,

2004).

33 S.N Mukherjee, Citizen Historian: Explorations in Historiography (Delhi: Manohar, 1996),

p.8.

34 Ibid.

35 E.H. Carr, What is History? (London: Pelican, 1961), p.l 08.

36 Paul Dimeo and James Mills (eds.), Soccer in South Asia: Empire, Nation, Diaspora
(London: Frank Cass, 2001) [hereafter SS Asia].

37 Such errors are abundant throughout the volume. To give a few examples, Mohun Bagan
Club, the National Club ofIndia, is said to mean 'sweet' (Mohun) 'group' (Bagan). In reality,
it actually means 'beautiful' (Mohun) 'garden' (Bagan). It derives its name from from the
Mohun Bagan Villa of north Calcutta where the club was actually founded in 1889. Again
East Bengal Club which is supposed to be founded in 1924 by poor East Bengali refugees
was actually formed in 1920 by respectable East Bengali intelligentsia as a part of their
reaction against the ill treatment and discrimination meted out to them by their West Bengali
counterparts in wider social life including sports. Furthermore, it is wrongly mentioned that
the Sovabazar club was formed in 1885 and the soccer team of the Presidency College in
1884. The first, in fact, was formed in 1887 while the earliest mention of soccer in at the
college goes back to 1879. Then, sweeping generalizations such as 'domestic matches in
India in those days (1950s and '60s) were still limited to seventy minutes and the players were
not used to playing full ninety minutes' (p.24) or 'the professionalization of football had begun
in the early 1980s' (p.l 09) make matter worse. While Calcutta League matches were limited
to seventy minutes at that time, most of the other tournaments across the country were in
tune with international stipulation of ninety minutes. The professionalization ofIndian football,
on the other hand, has been a feature from only 1990s, still awaiting its much-desired maturity.

38 The book suffers from a miserable omission of important primary sources. Except lA.
Mangan's brilliant piece, in most cases, the contributors depend heavily on secondary works
and sometimes on not-too reliable popular writings available in the newspapers and internet

websites.

39 Unfortunately, most of the writers either ignore or fail to consult tons of vernacular primary
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sources as well as numerous important popular sporting histories written in the vernacular.
Even when vernacular sources are consulted, the exercise is a flawed one. For the much-
reported event in the history ofIndian soccer, Mohun Bagan's victory of 1911, mention is
made ofR. Saha's Ekadashe Surya. The title of the book is Ekadashe Suryodaya meaning
'the sun rises in 1911 " hardly conveyed by the error in the book. The book fails to take into
account some invaluable sources like the Mohun Bagan Platinum Jubilee Souvenir, IFA Golden
Jubilee Souvenir, Mohammadan Sporting Club League Champions Souvenir, East Bengal
Club Golden Jubilee Souvenir, Nagendraprosad Sarvadhikary's two biographies by P.L.Dutt
and Sourindra Kumar Ghosh, Paresh Nandy's Mohun Bagan 1911 and East Bengal Club:
1920-1970, ARBI's Kolkatar Football, Rupak Saha's Itihase East Bengal and so on, not
to speak of the massive collections of vernacular newspaper reports and sports magazines.

40 Editorial lapses, unfortunately, are more serious. The Durand Cup, the oldest tournament in
the country, gets two foundation dates thanks to Kapadia (1888) and Dimeo (1886), of whom
the former is correct. In his notes, Bill Adams refers to one crore as equal to 10,000. Numerous
such lapses only mar the academic value of the publication.

41 For instance, the articles by Mario Rodrigues, Bill Adams or John Hammond dealing respectively
with issues of the game's commercialisation and professionalization in the 1990s, the problems
and possibilities of future and talent identification and development have hardly any constructive
analysis or original insight to offer. These three chapters, it won't be too drastic to say, only
undermine the academic viability of the book. To furnish one specific example, Mario Rodrigues'
statement that the policies of liberalization in the Indian economy were initiated by Rajiv
Gandhi (p.II 0) is grossly mistaken since such policies were introduced by Manmohun Singh,
the Finance Minister under the P.Y. Narsimha Rao Government after Rajiv' death in 1991.

42 SSAsia, p.xiii.

43 J.A. Mangan and Fan Hong (eds.), Sport in Asian Society: Past and Present (London:
Frank Cass, 2003).

44 Indian sports historians are already in the fray for Sport in the Global Society series. See
Boria Majumdar and J.A. Mangan (eds.), The Cricket World Cup: Cricketing Cultures in
Conflict (London: Routledge, 2004) and Sport in South Asian Society (London: Routledge,
2004) and Sport in South Asian Society: Past and Present (London: Routledge, 2005);
Kausik Bandyopadhyay and Sabyasachi Mallick (eds.), Making It Happen: Fringe Nations
in World Soccer (London: Routledge, 2007).

45 The 'Kolkata Chapter', as the Annex is called, of the IRCSSS came off mostly through the
initiative ofBoria Majumdar, an ex-student of the Department and presently Deputy Director
ofIRCSSS, on 17 September 2003 at the Department of History, Calcutta University. Prof. J.
A. Mangan, Director of IRCSSS, and Prof. John Coyen, Vice Chancellor, De Montfort
University came to inaugurate the center. It was followed by an international seminar on
'Sport, Culture and Society in Modern India' on 18 September, in which Prof. Mangan himself
was the chief speaker.

46 Interview with Prof. Bhaskar Chakraborty, Director of the Kolkata Chapter of IRCSSS, 8
January 2004.
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47 It has already attracted two annual research scholarships worth Rs.20000 each for every
year from the ESPN. Besides this, the Centre obtained a consolidated fund ofRs.50000 from
local media concerns as part of the latter's effort to felicitate and assist two most renowned
veteran Bengali sports writers and commentators, Moti Nandy and Ajay Basu.

48 D.C. Resolution, Department of History, North Bengal University, dated 25 July 2003.

49 Resolution of the M.Phil Committee, Department of History, North Bengal University, dated
12.08.2004. It thus becomes the first Indian university to offer such a paper.

•

50 Calcutta University included 'sport, colonialism and nationalism' as a module in the special
paper on 'Social History of Modern India' in its revised curriculum that came into effect from
2003. North Bengal University has also introduced an essay paper from the session 2003-04
in which the same module is incorporated.
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Banga-bhanga Protest, Swadeshi and Bengalee Hindu Tea Planters
of Jalpaiguri: A New Perspective

Anita Bagchi
Department of History

University of North Bengal

[Much have been said about different aspects of Bang a-bhang a Protest Movements and Swadeshi. Some
earlier findings have been reviewed by the great scholar Sumit Sarker. But still there is some local
uniqueness with the issue. Here in this essay the role of the Jalpaiguri tea entrepreneurs has been
highlighted from a different perspective.]

The district of Jalpaiguri as an administrative unit came into being on January, 1869 by
the amalgamation of the Western Dooars district with the Jalpaiguri subdivision of Rangpur
district'. The three police thanas, Jalpaiguri (earlier known as Fakirganj), Boda, Rajganj (formerly
Sanyasikata or SiliguriY were transferred to the newly constituted district in 1869. The thana of
Patgram was also separated from Rangpur and added to Jalpiguri in 1870. The district ofJalpaiguri
comprises two well defined tracts. The portion sliced from Rangpur was the Regulation area and
lies for the most part on the west of the Tista. The other tract known as the western Dooars
which was annexed from Bhutan in 1865 is bounded by the Tista on the west and the Sankush on
the east and hemmed in between southern boundary of Bhutan and northern limits ofCoochbehar.
There is a qualitative difference between the area of land on the west of the Tista and the
western Dooars. The country west of the Tista river is very much similar to the neighboring
districts of Rang pur and Dinajpur. The vast plain of paddy land is intersected by bamboo groves,
betel nut and palms and fruit trees and homestead land. Uncultivated land is very rare. But the
tract of western Dooars is a flat, strip of country, featured by numerous rivers and hill streams,
large tracts of sal forest and heavy grass and reed jungle. These grass and reed tracts are
especially dense and luxuriant along the banks of the rivers and in some places they are
impenetrable3• This flat land traversed by numerous streams appeared to be suitable for the new
venture for tea cultivation in the area. Its soil and climate specially in the northern belt were
found to be ideally suited to tea cultivation4• Along the said belt covering over one fourth of the
total area, numerous tea gardens were to be opened and flourished in the following years.

Initiation of Tea cultivation in the Area
The districts of Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling situated at the foot hills of the Himalaya are

well known for its tea industry. Tea was introduced into the western Dooars from the Darjeeling
district. Tea was first planted in Darjeeling in 1839 and thereafter in Sylhet and Cachar in about
1855, in Terai in 1862 and in the Dooars in 18745• The introduction of plantation economy was
carried out with the active support of the colonial state. According to the District Gazetteerii, the
first garden was opened at Gazilduba (Gazaldoba) in western Dooars by Mr. Richard Haughton,
the pioneer of the tea industry in the Jalpaiguri district. The Gazildoba tea-garden was owned by
Dr. Brougham. Fulbari was the next place to be planted and was opened by Mr. Pillans. It came
to be understood automatically that the soil and climate of the western Dooars was suitable for
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tea plantation. The support and co-operation of the district administration was also a countable
factor for rapid extension of plantation enterprise and it is stated in Grunning's report that the
Government offered land to investors (certainly, this tim~ to the European entrepreneurs) on
favourable terms and within two years after the Gazildoba was opened, there were 13 gardens
occupying an area of 818 acres. By 1881, the number of gardens had increased to 55 and the
acreage under tea plantation to 6230, that is the number of gardens had more than quadrupled
and the area under cultivation had increased more than seven times in five years. According to
Grunning's report, by 1901 the number of grants had increased to 235 with a planted area of 119
square miles. Thus we find that the entire period from 1874 to 1901 was one of remarkable
expansion of tea plantation while after this period the extension of cultivation has been
comparatively slow. In 1878, the Dooars Planters Association, a body totally consisted of European
Planters was formed and till 1915 the Dooars Planters Association followed the policy of opening
the membership to the European gardens only. Even after changing the policy of closeness to the
Indian gardens, the DPA maintained its policy of safeguarding the interests of the European
planters only. In fact, the feeling of racial affinity never c~ased to exist in the DPA.

The Advent of the Bengalee planters in the field
The Bengalee Planters made a little bit entry into the field of tea plantation. In that

respect, 1877 was a remarkable year. In this year the first Indian to take a grant was Munshi
Rahim Baksh. He was a Bengalee from the district ofNoakhali and working as peshkar at the
Deputy Commissioner's Office. In all probability, this Bengalee Muslim gentleman by virtue of
his privileged position as a peshkar could induce the Deputy Commissioner to allow him a grant
for the purpose of cultivation of tea and this was the Jaldhaka Grant. The grant was made for
728 acres8• In 1878 more tea estates came into being. Next a significant venture was taken by
one Mr. Johnson. This grant known as Kalabari Grant subsequently was passed on to Dr. Nilratan
Sarkar, the renowned physician ofCaicutta. Further one Babu Kali Mohan Ray and Smt. Durgabati
Sen transferred their grant to Shri Beharilal Ganguly9 . But Beharilal's story is also a passing
episode in the history of Bengalee tea planters. He soon tI:.nsferred the grant to Munshi Rahim
Baks~l. This grant in known as Altadanga grantlO

•

1879 is a great land mark in the history oftea plantation venture by the local Bengalee
entrepreneurs. At the initiative of a number of energetic immigrant Bengalee legal practioners of
Jalpaiguri, the first Indian joint stock tea company was formed. This first tea company was
named as the' Japaiguri Tea Co. Ltd. The first general meeting of the shareholders was held on
the 2nd June, 187911• Regarding the formation of the Jalpaiguri Tea Co Ltd., the role played by
Bhagwan Chandra Bose, father of illustrious scientist Jagadish Chandra Bsoe should be mentioned
with reverence. Bhagwan Chandra Bose, was posted then as Deputy Magistrate in Jalpaiguri.
The successful ventures of Europeans in getting grant and opening the tea plantation in the
Dooars stirred in him the imagination of Indian venture in this field. He felt that the existing
prescribed norms to get a tea lease were within the limits of the interested Indians. Thus under
his advice, the first joint stock tea company was formed in }alpaiguriI2

• At this point, it will not be
out of relevance to allude to the episode of struggle of Jagadish Chandra Bose, a few years later,
to get due recognition in the world of science against the ill motives of the colonial administrators
of the Imperial Government. In this battle Jagadish Chandra had obtained the support and co-
operation of Indian news papers and Indian thinkers. In fact the issue seemed to add a new
dimension in the process of development of patriotic feeling and this struggle is known in history
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as Bose warI3.

Rabindranath, Nivedita and R.C. Dutta considered Bose's unique success as the glory
of the Indian nation. Swami Vivekananda had great respect for Jagadish Chandra Bose. This
feeling of reverence has been clearly expressed in a letter ofSwamiji'4. In reality Jagadish Bose
had become a symbol representing national science. The saga of Jagadish Chandra may be
contextualised with that feeling of Senior Bose that the Indians should come to the field of tea
plantation side by side with the whites, and this feeling, it seems, obviously was equally inspiring
for his son in evolving a sense of national pride and consciousness since his childhood. Amazingly,
historical events may sometimes be circumscribed by unusual instances like this.

Next important development was the formation of Northern Bengal Tea Corporation in
Jalpaiguri. The same promoters of Jalpaiguri Tea Co. Ltd. established the above mentioned
corporation. Earlier success perhaps had been their inspiring force. However in the early decades,
the growth of Indian entrepreneurship which has been chronicled by Birendra Chandra Ghosh
and analysed by Shib Sankar Mukherjee was slow and in the thirty years between 1879 and 19I0
only eleven companies were started's.

. From the analysis of Prof. Dasgupta, one may discern the characteristic features of the
entrepreneurship of the Bengalee bhadraloks of Jalpaiguri. Firstly, the Bengalee planters were
not son of the soil, they were immigrants, mostly from East Bengal and North Bengal district like
Dacca, Noakhali and Pabna. Saha and Pal Choudhuris - Zamindar families of Nadia district had
made an entry into the industry in 1890s.

Secondly, from the list of entrepreneurs preserved in the writing of B.C. Ghosh, it is
revealed that there was no particular religious or sectarian community component in this
entrepreneursh ip.

Thirdly, the entrepreneurs were mostly legal practitioners and engaged in various
professional activities. Obviously the flow of capital came from legal practice, service and trade.
The exact condition of the entrepreneurs may be stated in the words of B.C. Ghosh as follows:
They started with very small capitals which they could gather. Practically it was an association
of poor men determined to do a big thing'6.

Fourthly, the people who had cash money at hand to start a tea garden did not hesitate to
enter into the terra-incognita. The early Bengalee entrepreneurs were inspired by a sort of
adventurous feeling or sometimes by national spirit. We have already noticed that how different
factors like enthusiasm, closeness with the administrative personalities and a sort of national
feeling combined together, facilitated the entry of the Indian entrepreneurs into the plantation
field.

An additional factor, it seems probable, had acted in favour of the enterprise by the
natives was the problem of shrinkening of service opportunity of the Indian people, more specifically
of the Bengalee people.

There happened so many incidents of humiliation, suspension and discharge of some of
the dignified personalities of the then Bengal. Those incidents, it may be assumed, had functioned
as eye opener of the educated and sensitive people of the province and led them to find out new
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ways and means. Rangalal Bandopadhyay, the well-known poet was suspended from his service
for trivial reason by the Governor Campbell in 187317.Another victim to anti-Bengalee feeling of
Campbell was poet Sashi Chandra Datta who had resigned from his post due to humiliation. So,
many incidents revealing the real intention of the Imperial Government did occur in those years,
that the educated Bengalee young men could hardly conceive of getting a satisfactory assignment
in the government service. Sashi Chandra Datta published a series of writings on this issue under
the title, 'Reminiscences ofaKerani's Life' in the 'Mookenjee's Magazine' ofShambhu Chandra
Mukhopadhyay, between June 1873 to June 187418.

So, it may be assumed that the birth of a new district of Jalpaiguri had opened up a space
before the English knowing people of the districts of Eastern and Northern Bengal.

From the chronicle of Dr. C.c. Sanyal, we can get a picture of the early settlers in
Jalpaiguri who had migrated from their original settlements in eastern and northern part of Bengal
in search offortunel9• Dr. Sanyal's records carry extra-ordinary significance in this sense that he
had consciously documented their original place of residence, their professional status and the
names of immediate elder or younger members of their families. The information obtained, make
it explicit that the immigrant Bengalees mostly belonged to the elite section of the society and
majority of them were attached to legal profession. Besides, there were people from different
segments like government service, medical service, kabiraji, teaching profession, trade and business

and profession of contractor.

So we find that the people who first came to Jalpaiguri, were not people of common and
average qualities. It would not be illogical if we recognize them as those groups of people who
are bent on doing something new and meaningful. Their zeal and agility were their real capital to
advance and to keep pace in this new world. The first phase of the adventure in tea plantation
was not an easy task. Many of the interested people had to carry on their activities in the face of
unthinkable adverse situation. The degree of their sufferings may be viewed from the statement
of B.C. Ghosh20• Now a question may be raised did the Indian entrepreneurs face any other

hurdles?

Difficulties faced by the Bengalee planters of Jalpagiuri
Along with the natural hurdles, the Indian tea planters had the additional disadvantage of

carrying their whole programme of tea plantation in a completely alien environment under the
British rule. 'Political, racial and social relationships between the rulers and the ruled did in fact
play an important role in determining the relative performance ofIndian and European business
in India and the selection ofIndian groups for collaboration with the British'21. On the basis of
this argument, the dominance of the European entrepreneurs in tea plantation economy may be
correctly analysed. 'The European businessmen very consciously set themselves apart from
'native' businessmen; they claimed a cultural and racial affinity with the British rulers of India
which was denied to the Indians who might compete with them '22.The Europeans, practically
speaking, belonging to any service either civil or military or any kind of business formed their own
society; their clubs were open only to the Europeans. The European businessmen obtained all
kinds of substantial and systematic advantages over their Indian rivals. They always enjoyed
silent sympathy from the mystic bond of racial affinity with the rulers of the land. 'In fact, an
entire series of administrative, financial and economic polices and measures were introduced
and maintained over the years to prevent and impede the growth of the Indian entrepreneurship '23.
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Earlier, we have noticed that the growth of Indian entrepreneurship was slow and in
thirty years between 1879 and 1910 only eleven companies were started. After 1910, the new
problem appeared in the field that all the available wastelands were leased out to European
planters. So the only alternative was to seekjotelands24• But in 1914, the provincial government
by an order restricted the use of jote land for tea plantation. So it meant that no land would be
available to the indigenous entrepreneurs for opening new tea gardens. Prof. Dasgupta has
worked out that only after much lobbying and displaying gesture of loyalist attitude, the Indian
Tea Planters Association (1915) became successful in persuading the government to lift the ban
in 1924. Still, the European planters exercised their personal influences to prevent the sale of
jotelands to prospective Indian planters. Their grave concern with the issue of conversion of
jotelands into tea gardens by the native planters was exposed when the DPA chairman deprecated
any further conversion of jote lands into tea lands in his address to the DPA's annual general
meeting of 192725

• Another difficulty for the Bengalee entrepreneurs was the issue of capital
financing. The European planter enterprises were buttressed by organized financial and banking
systems which were fully under European control. Most of the large European controlled managing
agency houses involved in the tea plantation either had grown up with tea industry or had made
money in other fields and then entered into this field26• On the other the indigenous enterprisers
had to procure finance on their own even sometimes going to the limits of depositing their family
assets as security for getting cash capital. A policy of systematic discrimination was practised
against the Indian planters, in each and every segment related to the plantation industry, say it to
the question oflabour supply, allotment of railway wagons, coal supply, tea-tasting, broking auctions
or anything like these. It has been mentioned by Prof. Dasgupta that Management of European
gardens created various problems by obstructing transport of men and materials through their
gardens. Along with these gross instances of material discrimination, their existed always a
feeling of racial superiority. The level of their superiority complex reached almost a shameful
degree which got expression in the policies and measures of Dooars planters Association (DPA)
at different points of time. At the outset it was an exclusively European affair like those which
clubs were organized in Calcutta, Bombay and Madras. Even when DPA's membership was
made open to the Indian owned gardens, its real interest was to safeguard the interest of the
European planters by the implementation of the Dooars Labour Code for the success of which it
was deemed necessary to accommodate the Indian planters within their own organization. The
nakedness of the discriminatory attitude of the white planters of Jalpaguri to the native people
has been faithfully depicted by Dr. Sanyal. An excerpt from the writing of Dr. Sanyal may be
produced here in order to catch the tune of the British attitude towards the native population of
the country: sahare sada admi arthat saheb chhilo. Tara chhilo shasak dal. Ager amale patua (pat
vyavasayi) sahebra 'Kala-admi'der sathe kichhu kichhu mishto, kintoo shasak 0 Cha-saheber
dal sahare ekta 'Bilet' tairi karechhilo, setar nam 'Jalpaiguri Club' ba 'Planters' Club'. Ekhan
PWD office jekhane sekhane ekti kharer ghare pratham suru 1885 sane. 1894 sane tetrish bighe
jami niye birat soudhe clubti sthanantarita holo. Geter samne chhilo Jalpaiguri adhikarer ekti
jayastambha. Ei bileter dhare kachheo tader adhin karmachari 0 chaprashi bade aar kono 'kala
admi' jete partona - dhuti pare to nayai. Eder nach, gan, khaoa-daoa prabhriti sabi ekhanei hoto.
Cluber sathe chhilo taderi ekti dokan. Sab jinish thakto, kono kichhu kinte jena 'kala admi'der
dokane jete na hay. Tader prithak kabarkhanao chhila bartamane bara post officer pub dike.
Mara geleo jena kala admir chhnoach na lage. North Bengal Mounted Rifle Club hayechhilo.
Bachhare ek mash drill, shooting, polo, 0 Hockey khela hoto, ghor-daur 0 hoto. Eta sahebrai
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karto, bodhoy juddha bidyata rapta kare rakhar janya - jadi darker hay kakhano. Takhan sab
math-tai chhilo khola, gharbari ektio chhilona. Eisab khela sabaike dekhte deoa hoto, tabe anek
dur theke'28. (Translation: There were white people i.e. sahibs in the town. Previously the patua
sahibs (who dealt injute) kept some working relations with the native people; perhaps they did it
out of needs. But the bureaucratic administrators and the tea-planters had made their own land
(Bilat) in the town. That was the' Jalpaiguri Club' or the 'Planters' Club'. It was started in a
thatched cottage in 1885 at the premise of the present PWD office. It was shifted to a large
mansion built on a plot measuring 33 bighas ofland in 1895. A victory pillar was set up in front of
the gate symbolizing the capture of Jalpaiguri. No blacks were allowed an entry into this station
other than their own employees or servants - natives dressed in dhuti could not be even imagined.
This was the centre of their dances, singings and feasts. There was a shop adjacent to the club
exclusively for them with a stock of all necessaries so that they could avoid any purchase from
the shops owned by the blacks. Their separate graveyard was to the east of the present head
post office. A touch of a black was to be avoided even after death. The North Bengal Mounted
Rifle Club was established. They observed one month's programme of drill, shooting, playing of
polo and hockey and also horse race annually. These were done all by the sahibs to keep themselves
fit for a battle if needed. It was a open bare field. The people could watch it but from a certain
distance. The European ladies and gentlemen used to reside in the club). The hatred of the
Europeans for the blacks could be felt in each and every step of social life. The Europeans had
their own church built in 1882. A separate church for the native Christians was erected in the
town in 1896. Curiously, one can discover that even the bond of common Christian religion could
bring no change in their mind and behaviour.

But the adverse situation could not dampen the spirit of the Bengalee entrepreneurs.
They combated the hurdles, not always with a policy of antagonism but by a prudent policy of
persuasion and compromise, which had arisen from their experience of work in the practical
field. Already the Indian Tea Association was started at Calcutta with the Managing Agents on
behalf of the companies floated out side India29.The European managerial started Dooars Planters
Association in 18783°. The Indian planters also thought it necessary to form their own organization.
They formed their own association, Indian Tea Planters Association in 1915. B.C. Ghosh, has
given the date of its inception in 1919. It seems, he meant here the date of the formal registration.
But even after the formation of the association, the native planters had to abide by the dominance
of the Dooars planters. They always pursued a conformist policy to the European entrepreneurs.
Any open conflict was to be aboided.

The first Chairman was Sri Tarini Prasad Ray, the first Vice-Chairman was Aminur
Rahman and the first Secretary was Sri Jyotish Chandra Sanyal. In course of time the organization
asserted its position as the only mouth piece of the Indian Tea Planters, even the British Government
had to acknowledge it. Thus the European Planters had failed to monopolise the planters enterprise
in this part of Bengal and 'a distinctive feature of the Duars enterprise was the emergence of a
small but growing core ofIndian entrepreneurship, mainly Bengali entrepreneurship. This feature
was not present in the Darjeeling or Assam plantations.

Banga-bhanga protest and the Bengalee Tea Planters of Jalpagiuri
The days of awakening of the first phase of nationalist spirit among the Bengalee people

had been synchronous largely with the early decades of plantation efforts of the people of Jalpaiguri.
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In the face of all wpositions, these Bengalee people did not stagger back, they carried on with
their mission. They were able to form a class of Bengalee planters, countable enough in the
whole history of plantation economy in India. So the natural question relating to their role in the
Banga-Bhanga protest needs historical investigation. On July 20, 1905, Lord Curzon issued an
order dividing the province of Bengal into two parts: Eastern Bengal and Assam with a population
of31 millions and the rest of Bengal with a population of 54 millions of whom only 18 millions
were Bengalees and 36 millions Biharies and oriyas. In Eastern Bengal and Assam, there were
1million and 80 lakshs of Muslim people and 1million 20 lakhs were Hindus. Though the British
government tried to justify the partition on the pretext of efficient administration, yet their real
intention was very clear to the Bengalee people from its initial planning. It is known to all that
Risley wrote in an official note on 6 December 1904: Bengal united is a power. Bengal divided
will pull several different ways3l. The order was put into execution on October 16, 1905.

The Indian National Congress and the nationalist Bengal firmly opposed the partition.
The leaders of the protest movement declared it to be a day of national mourning. People walked
bare footed, bathed in the Ganga and observed fasting. Rabindrnath com posed the song' Banglar
mati Banglar jal. The crowds parading the streets were singing the song and the whole air was
reverberated with the cries of Ban de Mataram. The people tied rakhi on one another's wrists as
a symbol of unity of the Bengalee speaking people.

In Jalpaiguri town too the day was observed in the same way32.A large crowd under the
leadership of Jogesh Chandra Ghose who was a leading tea-entrepreneur walked through the
roads of Jalpaiguri town. They were barefooted. Next, the people organized the programme of
boycot of the foreign goods. Attempts of firing the foreign cloths at Dinbazar were met with
lathicharge by the police force. Some could evade the arrest but Durgadas Chakrabarty, Adyanath
Misra and Annada Biswas were put into jail. On the day of release after two-weeks' jail, Jogesh
Chandra Ghosh went with a large group of boys to greet the brave prisoners at the jail gate. It
was a great instance of courage and patriotic feeling for a planter because by doing this Jogesh
Chandra practically had challenged the police administration of the colonial government33.

The young boys started physical exercises with a view to preparing themselves for the
struggle ofliberation for their mother land. They all assembled at shibmandir on the bank of the
pond of the Rajbari and got instructions from Jogesh Chandra. The song ofRabindranath 'Bangalir
Ghare jata bhaibon ek hauk, ek hauk, he Bhagaban', was always floating in the air of the town.'

Side by side with these open activities, secret societies were organized. The first man to
organize secret society in Jalpaiguri was Bireswar Gangopadhyay, a Lawyer. Besides, revolutionary
worker like Jogen Sarker used to come from Calcutta to give training to the young people in
secret activities. They lived at the house of Taraprasad Biswas.

Lawyer Annada Charan Sen and Trailokyanath Moulik participated in different sessions
of the Indian National Congress as representatives from the district of Jalpaiguri.

Those youth who became associated with the secret politics were Panchanan Neogi,
Satish Ghosh, Purna Das, Annada Biswas, Mahendra Sarkar, Durgadas Chakraborty, Jiban Roy,
Biren Dattagupta and others. They got inspiration from Madhab Sanyal, Dinanath Goswami,
Annada Charan Sen and Jogesh Chandra Ghosh. The workers of the secret societies chalked
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out plans for collecting arms but under the guise of innocent activities like reading of the Gita,
singing of Kirtans, playing mock fight etc.

Sashikumar Neogi a Lawyer converted into planter took great initiative in the establishment
of a dramatic society in order to divert the attention of youths from the degraded activities to
creative works. This society came to be known as Aryanatya samaj. Its own stage was built up
in 1905. A series of great messages were put in front of the stage; these were: uttisthata jagrata
prapya baran nibodhata; Madyamadeyam-apeyam-agrahyam; Bande mataram; Sada Satya
Katha balibe; Mantrer Sadhan kimba sharir patan34

•

The aim of all these activities was to creat patriotic feeling among the public. The National
School too was established in the house of the Arya natya samaj in 1907.

The establishment of National School was also a challenge to the British system of
education. Here the main initiative was taken by Sashikumar Neogi, Joychandra Sanyal, Madhab
Sanyal, Ishanchandra Dasgupta, Tarini Prasad Roy, Tara Prasad Biswas, Sureswar Sanyal, Sashi
Kumar Bandopadhyay, Trailokya Nath Maulik, Annada Charan Sen and others. Radhakumud
Mookerjee and Binoy Sarkar came to inaugurate the schoops. Besides these, Bankubehari Pal,
Jyotish Chandra Sanyal and some other taught in the National School. Available accounts show
that large number of students in Jalpaiguri town joined the National School.

Two other mentionable names are Durga Charan Sanyal and Biren Dattagupta. Durga
Charan Sanyal created sensation in contemporary Bengal when in 1907, he assaulted two white
co-passengers whohad obstructed him from boarding a train at Hili station though he had valid
ticket. Consequently he was sentenced to four years imprisonment. He was a veteran lawyer of
the Jalpaiguri Bar.

Another memorable name is the name of Biren Dattagupta who boycotted the final
examination at the Jalpaiguri Zilla School and joined the Rangpur National School. Rangpur
National School was center for seditions activities in the eyes of the British administration36

•

Biren Dattagupta in a daring action killed Samsul Alam, a DIG of Police within the premises of
Calcutta High Court. He was hanged37• In 1907 the Jalpaiguri pioneer Weaving Mill was
established. Jagneswar Sanyal was sent to Japan for special training in textile technology. But
soon it withered away. Swadeshi efforts were made also by establishing match factory, oil mill.
But none of these met with any success.

Analysis of the Dichotomy
To sum up, the period of Banga-Bhanga protest movement saw the sprouting of

nationalism in the town and it is found that the main initiatives were taken by the middle class elite
people. They were either legal practitioners, teachers, tea planters or holder of any likely
professions. But a minute study reveals that among the leading personalities the most striking
role was played by the tea planters and then by the legal practitioners.

It may be stated on the basis of evidences that the Bengalee tea planters like Joy Chandra
Sanyal, Tarini Prasad Roy, Sashi Kumar Banerjee, Sashi Kumar Neogi, Tara Prasad Biswas,
Annada Charan Sen, Sureswar Sanyal, Jyotish Chandra Sanyal and Jogesh Chandra Ghosh
were some of the tea entrepreneurs who took leading role in showing demonstration, organizing
National School, Swadeshi industries and character building programmes. They extended their
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support to the physical exercise practice and the functioning of the secret societies even. We
have already seen Jogesh Chandra Ghosh, a leading tea planter became a natural leader of the
youths during the days of Banga-bhanga and Swadeshi. Later Tarini Prasad Roy and Jogesh
Chandra Ghosh became the president and the vice president of Jalpaiguri Town Congress in
1921. Charu Chandra Sanyal, the famous personality of Jalpaiguri was the son of Joy Chandra
Sanyal, tea entrepreneur cum leagal practitioner. Charu Chandra also engaged himself in the
service of the liberation struggle of the country38.

Thus it may be stated in no uncertain terms that the Bengalee tea entrepreneurs of
Jalpaiguri participated in each and every step of the Banga-bhanga protest movement and Swadeshi
propaganda. The common phenomena of the movement that marked the phase of the struggle
through the length and breadth of the province were also manifested at this small growing town
and obviously in this phenomenal development, the Bengalee entrepreneurs showed their earnest
involvement with the cause. Their undaunted attitude of protest against the policy of the British
Government is evinced from the contemporary records and there is no doubt that their leadership
was accepted by the people. But now the question arises why there was shift in the policy of the
Bengalee tea planters of the locality who since the early days had been always following a
conformist policy towards the Europeans. The possible reply perhaps lies in the general feeling
of hatred and feeling of racial superiority of the white people towards the Indians. The natives
who took interest in the emerging ar:ea of a new industry of tea plantation, were in no way
incompetent in comparison to the European entrepreneurs. They were well educated and well
ranked people of the society. But this fact had no bearing upon the racist Euw,eans. More over,
these foreign enterprisers felt grave concern by the appearance of the Bengalee contenders in
the field. We have already noted how the British Indian Government with the help of its provincial
as well as district level officials provided all kinds of help to the Dooars planters and followed an
opposite policy to the Indians. Still the Bengalee entrepreneurs could hardly raise any voice of
protest against such vindictive policy. In 1915 the Indian Tea Planters Association was formed at
the initiative of Tarini Prasad Roy, Aminur Rahman, Jyotish Chandra Sanyal, Jogesh Chandra
Ghosh and other with the aim of protecting the interests of the Bengalee entrepreneurs. But still
then the Indian planters as well as ITPA refrained from entering into any open or total conflict
with the European planters. Rather they showed much loyalist attitude39. A natural speculation
may be made to justify the conformist policy of the Jalpaiguri planters that any bitterness with the
ruling community might lead to a disastrous fate of the Benglee gardens. They made an all out
effort to maintain at least an apparent cordial relation which may best be described as intelligent
business strategy.

An unbiased analyais of the practical situation prevalent at the time may justify the
compromising attitude of the Jalpaiguri planters. To all intents and purposes, it was nothing but a
part of business strategy. But repeated attempts of the Europeans to impede the growth of
indigenous planters, their vindictive attitude and gesture of showing racial superiority had definite
repercussion on their mind. As members of the ITPA too, they could not redress their grievances.
The Banga-bhanga protest movement gave them a platform and they used it with all earnest-
ness to ventilate their resentment. As planters the leaders were handicapped. They could not
launch any protest against the repressive behaviour of the white planters. But the same people
with all their patriotic spirit came forward to organize agitation against the imperialist policy of
partition. Their helplessness in one sphere and compulsion to remain silent for the interest of
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indigenous entrepreneurship found expression in the Banga-bhanga and Swadeshi movements.
Other historical factors definitely were at work preparing the ground for such mass agitation, but
the reverberation of the voice of protest by the Bengalee tea planters of Jalpaiguri may be
viewed to a great extent as ventilation of their repressed psyche.

Notes and References

1. Bari, A., The Birth of the District in C.C. Sanyal et al. (ed) Jalpaiguri District Centenary
Souvenir (1869-1968), 1970, Jalpaiguri, p. 39.

2. Grunning, J.F. Eastern Bengal and Assam District Gazetlers: Jalpaiguri, 1911, p.l.

3. Ibid. p.2.

4. Sen, A. K. Western Duars - past and present in C.C. Sanyal et al. (ed) JDCS, p. 56.

5. Ghosh, B.C. The Development of the Tea Industry in the District of Jalpaiguri: 1869-1969 in
C.C. Sanyal et al. (ed) JDCS. P. 281-282.

6. Grunning, J. F. Opcit. P. 103.

7. Ibid. p. 104.

8. Ghosh, B.C. Opict. P. 284.

9. Ibid.

10. Ibid.

11. Ibid.

12. Ibid. p. 284.

13. Basu, S. P. Swadeshi Movement in Bengal and Freedom struggle ofIndia, Kolkata, 2004, p.
72.

14. Dasgupta, S. R. Swamijir Bigyan Chetana in Lokeswarananda Swami et. al. (ed) Chintanayak
Vivekananda, Ramkrishna Mission Institute of Culture, Kolkata, 1385 B .E. p. 374.

(~~oo~~~C<leaIH<tI>1C·'llC'j('''i c<n~iSi~~~~Mc<I<tII"iC"tiil~~~

- "~ ~~'>11l"~ ~ ~ iSi~ ~~ ~, ~ ~~'>11l"~~ ... (lM (!il'1'I~Ciiliil~~'>I~ ~ ~ ~

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ... ~ ~ c~ 1i:If\!l\SI~'(5~iil~I:IJ~ ~~ ~ m~<1'1~~~ -

~ ~I~~~iil ~ ~91 ~, ~ ~ iSi'>l~~ C<1eaIH<tI~ ~. Pr. C<1iJ'!!~~ ~ '<1t(g~

~~~'>I~~'(5~C<tl~~~~~~-~~~~~m,~I~~~iil~®

~ ~-~ ~~m ~! ~~ t<t'lJf\!l<tl~ ~ ~ iSi~ ~ - \S1~1!)<1~, ~,

~!"

15.Das Gupta, R. Economy, Society and Politics in Bengal: Jalpaiguri 1869-1947. Oxford University
Press, Delhi, p. 60.

16. Ghosh, B.C. opict. P.290.

17. Mukhopadhyay, P., Kolkatar Gupta Samiti: Unish Satak, Praiti Prakashan, Kolikata, 1392
B.E. p. 24.

29



18. Ibid.

19. Sanyal, C.C. Jalpaiguri Saharer Eksha Bachhar in C.C. Sanyal et. ai. (ed) J.D.C.S. (1869-
1968).

20. Ghosh, B.C. Opcit. p. 291.
Duars was then terribly plagued by malaria, which took a considerable toll every year. Drinking
water was scarce, only a few hill streams being available for the supply. Ferocious denizens
of the forests wrought havoc in the gardens. Roads were few. Thus not only money but many
lives had to be sacrificed to bring the tea industry in the Duars to its success. Many
entrepreneurs e.g. Jatin Chandra Chakraborty, Satish Chandra Lahiri, Puma Chandra Das,
Jagat Bandhu Sarkar and a host of other risked their lives to secure lands for the tea estates.
But many of them have now passed into oblivion.

21. Bagchi, A. K., Private Investment in India 1900-1939. Orient Longman, 1980,p. 158.

22. Ibid. p. 165.

23. Das Gupta, R., Opcit. p. 63.

24. Iibd.

25. Ibid.

26. Bagchi, A. K. Opcit. p. 162.

27. Sanyal, C.C.'" Jalpaiguri Sahare ... " Opcit. 100, transcription of the exact Bengali version is
given so that the reader may have the actual feeling of the pungent taste of racial discrimination
which were to be met with by the Jalpaiguri people during the colonial domination.

28. Ghosh, B.C. Opcit. p. 294.

29. Dasgupta, R. Opcit. p. 56.

30. Ibid. p. 59.

31. Chandra, B., Modem India, NCERT, Delhi, 1984, p. 2·10.

32. Sanyal, M., SwadhinataAndolane Jalpaiguri, in C.C. Sanyal (ed) IDCS, p. 322-323.

33. Sailyal, M. Opict, p. 323.

34. Sanyal, C.C. Opcit. p.93.

35. Sanyal, M. Opcit.

36. Samanta, A. K. (ed). Terrorism in Bengal, Vol. III. Govt. of West Bengal.

37. Mukhopadhyay, J. G., Biplabi Jibaner Smritl, Academic Publishers, 1956, p. 285.

38. Sanyal, M. Opcit. p. 324.

39. Dasgupta, R. Opcit. p. 63.

This articlewas presented in the UOC sponsoredNational Seminaron 'Partition ofBengaJ in Retrospect'
held at the Department of History,North BengalUniversity, 17-18 November, 2005.

30



Karatoya: NBU J Hist. Vol. 1: 31-43 (2007)

Issues on Water Resource Management, Development and Politics: A Case Study of
the Ganges and Brahmaputra Basins - its Present Dimensions and Future Scenario

I.Sarkar
Department of History

North Bengal University

,. The development as well as management of water-resources is now a complex issue
and has been exceedingly well conveyed by the scholars, researchers and subject experts which
goes to show a remarkable inclination to deal with the issue from diverse and multifaceted
angles. This is perhaps so because of its records, as has been suggested, as one of the most
valuable items oflife as well as its significance as an item of modern urbanisation, change oflife
style and above all distinct shift of its right from community ownership to state ownership. This
situation has again changed the traditional perception about water and when it is treated as an
item of human rights it is no less identified with economic goods. But, water as an essential item
of our life, has brought many problems involving our society, economy and political life and thus
it becomes sometime a resource and another time a source of conflict and commotion.

Keeping in view the whole proposition stated above, as to the significance of water, we
may look at the dispute over sharing of water of the Ganges and the subsequent events which
dominated the political atmosphere of the subcontinent over a few decades.

To be precise, the main thrust of the present paper would be to review the standing
problem of sharing water of the Ganges, the genesis of the Farakka Banrrage and the subsequent
politics that dominated and still dictate the Indo-Bangladesh relations. Add to this, there would be
an attempt to explore a few relevant points as to the feasibility and viability of the 'Garland
Canal', plan of the Previous National Democratic Alliance (NDA) Government, which has been
directed to link up the rivers of Eastern and North-Eastern India with the Southern rivers in order
to divert surplus water to South India.

The dispute on the sharing of the Ganges water had its origin right from the partition
days. Britain left India divided and the division also split the river system of the subcontinent. As
a matter of fact, when these two parts of independent states took up various plans of development,
it related water resource of the rivers lying within their territories, disputes came up as inevitable
circumstances.

It may be noted that the dispute centering the Ganges, Teesta and other eastern rivers
has been originated and intensified by some common factors arising out of the geographical
situation and historical tradition of India and Bangladesh (previous East Pakistan). It has been
aging largely undetermined by the international politics. The partition ofIndia brought to light
among other events, communal tension, bloodshed and ()xtreme hatred between the two
communities Hindus and Muslims of the subcontinent. Its nature and volume varied time and
again, but it failed to lessen the feeling of distrust and animosity of the said two communities. We
know, after about 24 years of birth of Pakistan , the eastern part of Pakistan emerged as Bangladesh
but the conflict between this new nation and India has remained as ever. The water of the
Ganges flowing into Bangladesh through West Bengal constituted one of the vital factors to
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create problems between these two neighboring countries over a couple of years.
If we look at the map of the region, it shows that India, Nepal and Bangladesh (previously

East Pakistan) are the three main co-riparian on the Ganges. Various irrigation projects as well
as developmental schemes were taken up with the help of this water resource within Indian part
even before 1947. Bangladesh or East Pakistan as a lower co-riparian, also undertook plans and
projects with the help of the natural flow of the Ganges even from the pre-partition days. But the
problem came to a front when organised and planned irrigation programmes were taken up by its
Government after partition.

It is admitted that the river Ganges is one of the many popular rivers around globe and it
has risen at an elevation of about 23,000 feet in Gangotri in the southern slope of the Himalayan
range. This is, however, considered as the extreme northern limit of the Ganga basin. Along the
boundary, there are three mountain peaks namely Mount Everest, Kanchanjanga and Makalu.
From its origin, the Ganges flows in a south-easterly direction and in its further down-stream it
takes easterly movement through India and thus touches the border of present Bangladesh.
There are other rivers as its tributaries namely Gandak, Kosi and the Gharghara flowing down
from Nepal together and contribute about 41% of the annual flow and about 71% of the dry
season flow of the main river. The river Bhagirathi-Hooghly on which Kolkata, the port town is
situated, takes off from the south bank of the Ganges - a short distance of a point when it enter
Bangladesh. It thus forms a boundary of these two countries for a distance of about 80 miles and
when it comes to Bangladesh it flows for another 70 miles before joining Brahmaputra-Jamuna
at Goalando. Below the point of Farakka, there are another two leading tributaries namely the
Mahananda and Atrai both of which cover a considerable areas of India and Bangladesh. The
combined course of the Ganges and Brahmaputra-Yamuna takes its name as the padma which
flows further down with its name Meghna at Chandpur, Bangladesh. It may be noted that from
this point, the combined course (i.e., of the three rivers) continues to a little further and takes it
name as Lower Meghna before falling into the Bay of Bengal.

It may be recalled here that, the independence of India introduced a new political geography
in South-Asia. We have seen in a divided political geography, India and Bangladesh (previously
East Pakistan) emerged as two sovereign authorities of the Ganges. India became the upper
riparian country while the other one the lower riparian. Quite near the point of bifurcation of the
flow the Ganges falls into the Bhagirathi-Hooghly and the Padma, the boundary point bifurcating
the two neighbouring states, goes across the Bengal delta. The Hooghly, as the condition stands,
falls within the Indian side. The Kolkata port and the Hooghly's problem in its navigation route,
came within the consideration of the Government ofIndia.

In the early 50s, the Central Water and Power Commission located at Poona carried out
a model of the Hooghly's problem.2 In 1952, the Indian Government constituted a committee of
experts under the chairmanship of Man Sing to assess the effects of the Damodar Valley
Corporation3 (DVC) and the Ganga barrage scheme on the river Hooghly specially within the
port limits. The committee investigated the matter and finally concluded that any reduction in the
upper tributaries of the flow of the Bhagirathi would bound to have adverse effect on the Hooghly.
In fact, during the said investigation there was an attempt to find out measures of solution to the
Hooghly river with reference to the Ganga-barrage scheme.

In 1957, Prof. Dr. Walter Hansen, a well-recongnised hydraulic engineer of west Germany,
was entrusted by the Government ofIndia as a consultant to look into the Hooghly's problems.

'.
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According to his observation ''the best and only technical solution ofthe problem is the construction
of a barrage across the Ganges at Farakka with which the upland discharge into the Bhagirathi-
Hooghly can be regulated as planned and with which the long-term deterioration in the Bhagirathi-
Hooghly can be stopped and possibly converted into a gradual improvement ... The water supply
of the city of Calcutta and its industrial areas will be improved by reduction in salinity ... The
drainage capacity of the Bhagirathi and the upper Hooghly will be improved and flood hazards in
the catchment area will be reduced and sanitation and public health will be improved".4 This
statement in fact served the sole purpose of legitimization of the Farakka barrage by a foreign
expert.

To this scheme of India, Pakistan at that time expressed its concern as it was supposed
to be a threat to its vast economy dependent on the river Padma. In order to investigate the
Hooghly's problem, the Govt. of Pakistan appointed two American experts namely Prof. T.
Ippean and C.W. Wicker to investigate it thoroughly. They observed no evidence of decrease of
fresh water flow in the Hooghly at least in the last 15 years. They even recorded views that the
salinity condition of the Hooghly increases because of the flood discharge and controlled fresh
water floods from the Damodar and Rupnarayan, another two leading rivers of the region. They
finally concluded that the diversion of the fresh water into the Hooghly would not contribute in
any way to move the standing problem rather likely to aggravate the shoaling problem. In another
conclusion, they observed that the expected economic benefits from the barrage was based on
some vague ideas in view of the cost ofthe project.s

This statement and conclusion was also voiced by the Indian experts. Amongst other, we
may mention here Kapil Bhattacharyya, a reputed hydraulic expert of India who doubted the
efficacy of the Barrage to face the challenge of the silt load. He early pointed out that the
drainage problems of the two important tributaries, the Rupnarayan and the Damodar, rooted in
the plan of the damodar Valley Corporation (DVA). He observed that because of this project the
flushing action of the Hooghly became depressed.6 In fact, the experts had the opinion that the
salinity condition of the Hooghly increased due to flood discharge and controlled fresh water
flows from the Damodar and Rupnarayan rivers. Their final conclusion was such that the diversion
of the fresh water into the Hooghly river would never contribute to the solution of, but was likely
to accelerate the shoaling problems. They also calculated and concluded that the economic
benefits from the Barrage were not as per expectations in view of the cost ofthe whole scheme.7

The experts were also not unanimous in their opinion as to the exact prospect and nature of the
maladies which affected the Hoogly river and the manner in which the mode of solutions were
sought. Notwithstanding, the Government ofIndia took the scheme ofFarakka Barrage and thus
it shows that the dispute between India and East Pakistan. (now Bangladesh) over the project
had its origin in the unilateral decision taken by her. But it may be noted that this decision to 'go
ahead' with its programme of the barrage caused misunderstanding and resentment amongst the
Governments and people of these two neighboring countries. It has embittered the bilateral relation
and has created an unwanted situation affecting the progress and well-being of the regions
where many people live below the subsistence level. The era of politics centering the Farakka
issue has started, in fact, immediately after the partition and various steps have been taken up to
sort it out. But what appeals most is that nothing concrete has been done so far and as a result
the problem that arose over the Farakka Barrage issue has been proved to be intractable. The
following part of our study is devoted to initiate a short but analytical discussion on it. It is,
however, a matter to bear in mind that the era of politics centering the Ganges water began in the
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subcontinent immediately after the partition.
For more than fifty years now negotiation and deliberation at various levels have been

taken between India and Pakistan or after 1971, Bangladesh over the issue. But surprise to all, till
date no permanent solution has yet been found. It is a fact that the communications on this issue
were made since 1951, no unanimous decision was there between these two countries till 1960 to
discuss the matter in ajoint sitting. It is being found that in between 1960-70 there were at least
ten meetings at the expert and secretary levels to sort out the problem under ,consideration.

With the 3rd secretary level talks at New Delhi dated July 12-26, 1969, Pakistan began to
push for a package deal to grant a fixed amount of water to East Pakistan and also to formulate
ways and means for the implementation and implication of the agreement. From this record it
shows that Pakistan proposed an agreement on the following conditions which would provide:
(a) "guarantee to Pakistan of fixed minimum deliveries of the Ganges water on a monthly basis
as an agreed point; (b) (for) construction and maintenance of such works, if any, in India as may
be necessary in connection with the construction of the Ganges Barrage in Pakistan; (c) (for)
setting up of a Permanent Ganges Commission to implement the agreement and (d) (for) machinery
and procedure for settlement of differences and disputes consistent with international usage".8
India, however, did not welcome these proposals on the plea that as the exchange of documents
between India and Pakistan was not complete, there could be no talks to divide on the question of
delivery of water into East Pakistan. India's stand for Pakistan's proposal created stalemate in
any discussion on the issue but India proceeded further with a hope of solution.9

The fifth meeting ofIndo-Pakistan talk on Farakka issue was held among the secretaries
at New Delhi (July, 16-21, 1970) . It was only agreed that the point of delivery of water into east
Bengal would be at Farakka itself and that a high level body would be formed of one representative
of each country to ensure delivery of water. The amount of water was to be decided later. 10This
was incidentally the last meeting in the Pakistan period and decision could not be taken up due to
the internal problem of that country. The Farakka issue was not raised till 1973 and by this time
India made considerable progress of the construction of the barrage.

The formation of a Government by the Awami League brcught new hope and both the
Governments felt for a concrete solution over the dispute. The most important step in this mater
was, taken in 1972 when the Prime Ministers ofIndia and Bangladesh agreed to establish a Joint
River Commission comprising the experts of both the countries. The main purpose of this body
was to "carry out a comprehensive survey of the river systems shared by both the countries in
the fields of flood control and implement them". 11During Mujibar Rahman's visit to Delhi in May
1974, the question of Farakka figured in the bilateral talks and the two Governments agreed that
the issue should be resolved in such a way that the interests of both the countries were taken
care of.12The two sides also expressed their firm support on a mutually beneficial agreement
before the Farakka barrage was completed in 1975. But differences soon arose over the question
of the augmentation of the fair water flow of the Ganges. Bangladesh proposed augmentation
through storage in the Ganges basin, while the Indian proposal included augmentation of water
through diversion of water from the Brahmaputra by excavating a 200 mile link canal to the
Ganges and the construction of dams in the Brahmaputra basin at Dihang and Subansiri (Assam). 13
But this Indian proposal was not accepted by Dhaka on the ground that the 'diversion of the
Brahmaputra water during the lean months would cause adverse effects on its downstreams and
the excavation of a line canal (through Bangladesh) would cause problems in Bangladesh' .14
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Crucial lean months period (mainly March-April of a year) thus blocked any progress towards a
positive solution of the problem at stake. But that was not the only reason. It was also argued that
since the two countries also had a disagreement over the amount of water to be discharged into
Bangladesh, the matter involved with the interest of the country as a whole. During the dry
season the average discharge below Farakka was estimated to be only 55,000 cusecs (cubic feet
per second). India at this point maintained that it needed only 40,000 cusec of water to flush the
Hooghly river, leaving the rest for possible use by Bangladesh. But Bangladesh demanded the
entire amount of55,000 cusecs during the dry season to flush the Padma, which flows out of the
Ganges further downstream into Bangladesh.

On April 16, 1975, the ministries in charge of flood and control, Governments oflndia
and Bangladesh met at Dhaka to find out all possible solutions. A stopgap solution was found that
saved India from the possible embarrassment of commissioning the dam without an agreement
with Bangladesh. This led to a signing of an agreement on April 18, 1975 at Dhaka provided for
the running of the Farakka barrage from 11,000 to 16,000 cusecs ensuring the continuance of the
remaining flow for Bangladesh. The flows were calculated as under:

Amount of Water to be shared between India and Bangladesh (in cusecs)

10 day period Dependable Amount agreed Remaining flow
supplies at upon for the for Bangladesh
Farakka Hooghly river

21.4 to 31.4 (1975) 55,000 11,000 44,000

1.5 to 10.5 (1975) 56,500 12,000 44,500

11.5 to 20.5 (1975) 59,250 15,000 44,250

21.5 to 31.5 (1975) 65,500 16,000 49,500

Source: The Joint Indo-Bangladesh Press Release of 18.4. 1975; White Paper on the Ganges
Water Dispute, Govt. of the People's Republic of Bangladesh, P. 165; Basic documents on
Farakka conspiracy from 1951-1976, Dhaka, 176, p. 81. and also d~adlock of the Ganges, Govt.
of People's Republic of Bangladesh, September 1976, p. 2. .

It thus shows that the Bangladesh side had enjoyed considerable concessions from India.
At this stage Bangladesh had no other alternative but to withdraw its demand for the entire
55,000 cusecs and satisfied with 44,000 cusecs which were to be progressively increased up to
49,500 cusecs. The agreement also hinted at appointment of joint teams of experts from both
countries and monitor the effects of the withdrawals at Farakka on Bangladesh. The agreement
expired on May 30, 1976, and until this was replaced by another agreement expected to be
drawn on September 30, 1977, India unilaterally withdrew 40,000 cusec of water at Farakka.
Several times, Bangladesh protested to India as it was to them an illegal action.

A change in the situation of cooperation and collaboration between India and Bangladesh
came in on August 15, 1975, when Sk. Mujibar Rahman's Govefnment was overthrown by a
military coup. The assassination of Sk. Mujibar strained India's relation with Bangladesh and
new phase started in the politics of the sub-conditinent. Bangladesh continued its endeavour to
set India to the conversation table, but these efforts of Bangladesh utterly failed. At this stage
Bangladesh found no alternative but to internationalise the Farakka issue.

In May 1976, Bangladesh brought the Farakka problem at the Istambul Islamic Minister's
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Conference, which in its joint communique 'expressed deep concern over the problem of equitable
distribution of water of the international river Ganges resulting in the aggravation of economic
hardship and retardation of the process of national construction in Bangladesh' .15 Bangladesh
again took the matter at the Summit Conference of the Non-Aligned Countries in Colombo in
August 1976. But it was of no use. Then the case was raised at the 31 sl session of the UN
General Assembly and a month later Bangladesh issued a white paper enumerating the adverse
consequences of the Farakka Project ofIndia on Bangladesh economy, navigation ecology, health
and so on. In November 1976, the leader of the Bangladesh delegation at the Un communicated
the General Committee of the 31 sl session of the UN General Assembly that the 'unilateral
withdrawal' of the Ganga water by India had badly affected the welfare of25 million people of
their country and was enough to harden Indo-Bangladesh relation. Incidentally, it was the first
time when Bangladesh brought an issue to the UNO against India.16

Mrs. Indira Gandhi's defeat in the Indian Parliamentary election of March 1977 led to
the formation of a non - Congress Government at New Delhi. Within three weeks of assuming
power, the Janata Government under Morarji Desai sent Jagijiban Ram to Dhaka and an
'understanding' was reached between India and Bangladesh. This understanding led to the
conclusion of a comprehensive 5-year agreement on Farakka in New Delhi on September 30,
1977. !twas however formally signed in Dhaka on November 5, 1977. The agreement provided
for withdrawal from April to May 30 at the rate of20,800 cusecs and 34,700 cusecs (working out
at 37.5% and 62.5% respectively) of the minimum flow of 55,000 cusecs at FarakkaY Article
IX of the agreement empowered the Joint River Commission to investigate and study various
schemes of augmentation of the Ganges water during the lean months. The IRC was asked to
submit their own proposals and these were exchanged at Dhaka on March 25, 1978.

The two proposals which were accepted formulated both parties earlier stands on the
Farakka issue, Bangladesh wanted to augment the dry season flows of the Ganges by conserving
its monsoon flows through storage dams in Nepal and India. Such a plan could necessitate
Nepalese participation which India ever refused to accept. Instead, India adhered to its original
proposal of digging a link canal' from the Brahmaputra, Assam and touch the same at the upstream
of Farakka on the Ganges.IS From the Bangladesh side, it was expected to benefit India and
Bangladesh immensely. Moreover, it was also directed to give Nepal a water outlet to the outside
world. It was held that 'water stored in Nepal during the monsoon season could be released in
the Ganges through natural channels. Also if a canal is built along the low-land Terai in Nepal,
water could be delivered from the Gandak and Kosi rivers into the Mahananda in India's West
Bengal and into the river Karotoya and Atrai in Bangladesh. Not only would then flow of these
waters be augmented but a waterway will be created, giving landlocked Nepal an outlet through
Bangladesh into the Bay of Bangladesh' .19 Bangladesh's proposal and demand to include Nepal
in the talks was 'grudgingly agreed to' by the Janta Government. But when Indira Gandhi came
back to power India summarily rejected Bangladesh's proposal to associate Nepal in any talks in
terms of augmenting the flows of the Ganges river. High level talks and deliberations were made
during Zia-ur-Rahman's visit to New Delhi in late 1977, 1979 and again in 1980. But all these
endeavors failed to change India's decision.

Before the interim agreement of 1977 was to expire on 4 November, 1982, a three day
talk was held before the date in Delhi between the Prime Minister oflndia and the Chief Martial
Law Administrator of Bangladesh Mr. H.M. Ershad on 6-8 October 1982 when the latter visited
India. At the end of the New Delhi talks ajoint communique was issued when both sides decided
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not to extend the 1977 interim agreement but to initiate fresh attempts towards concluding a
permanent settlement, an initiative once again to be completed by the Indo-Bangladesh Joint
River Commission within 18 months. In this context, a new and positive step was that the leaders
agreed at least in principle to confer the final decision making authority upon the Joint River
Commission.20

The Indo-Bangladesh Joint Communique of October 1982, provided for varying quantum
of discharges at Farakka for each ten day period and it was entirely different from the previous
one in which the division was made on a monthly basis. The discharges agreed upon for the first
ten days of January were 40,000 cusec for India and 58,500 cusecs for Bangladesh. The quantum
would be reduced progressively with the advancement of the dry season until the last 10 days of
April when the respective shares for the two countries would be 2000 cusecs and 34,500 cusecs
respectively.21

During 1983-84, the Joint River Commission met several times to find a permanent
solution of the long standing problem but nothing precise and concrete could be achieved. Later
on 22.11.1985, Indian Government and that of Bangladesh signed a 'Memorandum of
Understanding' on the sharing of the Ganges dry season flow for the next three years (1985-88).
It was also agreed that the joint committee of experts would delve into the matter and would
draw up suggestions within one year and then the mechanism to be taken up to augment the flow
of water during the dry season. In fact, the committee utilized the whole of the year 1986 and in
some situation negotiated with Nepal Government but nothing could be done within the specified
year in time.22

Thus till the year under consideration, no permanent solution was sorted out. In 1987, the
routine meeting of the Indo-Bangladesh Joint Commission scheduled to be held in August was
cancelled. Upto the month of May 1988 when the Memorandum of Understanding was to expire,
the Joint Commission was not revalidatiedY Under the situation the then Indian Prime Minister
Mr. Rajiv Gandhi informed the Rajya Sabha as to taking a tough line to deal with the water
dispute question with Bangladesh. But so far as the Ganga-water dispute (i.e., Farakka Barrage
Problem) was concerned, no fruitful attempts could be taken up and as a result the Farakka issue
remained as elusive as ever.

But the matter did not stop there, initiatives have been taken to find out solution. In this
regard, the signing of the Treaty between the two Governments on the sharing of water of
Farakka on 12thDecember 1996 ushered a new era of operations in water resource sector.

The signing of the Treaty has generated tremendous goodwill between the two countries
at least for a time being. Secretary level contacts and the Minister level contacts through the
Joint River Commission (JRC) are also made from time to time between both the Governments.

Since the signing of this Treaty in December 1996, sharing of the lean season (January
to May) flow of Ganga Water at Farakka during 1997, 1998, 1999,2000 and 2001 has been
carried out to the satisfaction of Both India and Bangladesh. The same is under progress for the
year 2002 also.

A Joint Task Force for Flood Management in the Ichhamati Basin has been set up to
formulate an Action Plan for tackling such flood calamities jointly in future and to submit it for
consideration for JRC.

This is to be recalled here that the people of Bangladesh are predominantly agrarian
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people and naturally they have their deep concern since the 1951 on the issue ofIndia's Farakka
plan. This concern became much more predominant after the independence of the country in
1971. It gradually turned into an issue related with the sense of nationalism. This particular factor
is corroborated by various other issues which are not relevant here. But it is suffice to say that
the Farakka along with others were sufficient to dictate the Indo-Bangladesh relation. Public
opinion became very much touchy on this issue and Awami League Government had to face
criticism for its alleged lenient policy towards India during its short tenure of office. India on the
other hand, being a part of Farakka issue took comparatively a rigid and uncompromising hard
line. So what India had tried or achieved at the negotiation table created problems in terms of its
implementation. India thus failed to find out any solution either by negotiation or by diplomatic
means.

When the prevailing situation of India stands as such she has also taken up another
enterprise to find a solution about the water crisis of South India. It is called 'Garland Canal'
Programme. According to this scheme within next ten years i.e., 2012, all the major rivers of
India wiII be interlinked through canals and as a national policy of economic development, all
parts ofIndia wiII enjoy the best possible facilities of irrigation. As a background of this plan it has
been envisaged that as the rivers of Eastern and North-Eastern India have enough water in the
monsoon and cause floods in most of the seasons, the only means to save the situation is to divert
the water to the South India which has been suffering from 'draught and acute crisis of water
almost throughout the year. Thus the floods of the eastern and North-Easters India may be
checked and at the same time the surplus water might be utilized for irrigation and other purposes
of the southern states. The plan as it stands shows that the water of the Brahmaputra would be
brought to the Mahanadi through the Ganges and thereafter it will be linked up with the Cauvery
through a long canal. This particular decision has been given shape by the supreme Court of
India in the light of the New Water Policy of India announced on 1.4.2002. Thus, it has been
resolved that the water resources ofIndia will have to be centralized under a particular authority
in order to make it an item of national planning. The Honorable President ofIndia Prof. A.PJ.
Abdul Kalama is said to have indicated the matter in his speech of the last Independence Day
2002, and the matter has been referred to the National Water Development Agency (NWDA).In
fact, this is the single institution under the Ministry of Water Resources to implement decision of
the Government ofIndia under the jurisdiction of the Hon'ble President ofIndia. Incidentally, the
former Prime Minister of NO A Govt. A.B. Bajpaie also had taken interest in this matter and he
seems to have taken initiatives about it from last October 2002.

According to this plan, there will be change in the geographical map ofIndia when the
rivers ofIndia are expected to be linked with some canals named 'Garland canals' and from the
Brahmaputra of the North-East to the Cauvery of the South, and this will bring a huge amount of
lands under cultivation besides, serving various essential purposes of the people of the region.
There is also a plan to generate hydroelectric power to meet the growing need of the people.

The plan as it is being said seems to be no doubt appreciable and so far as the fast
growing population, draught and food crisis are concerned, it is a need of the hour. But the
feasibility and viability of the scheme is not above question. In fact, it reminds us almost the same
proposal of about e decades also when there were two schemes of such nature namely the
Garland Canal of Dins haw J. Dastur and the National Water Grid Plan of Dr. K.L.Rao. The first
one project envisaged linking of the Ganga-Brahmaputra by a 4,800 long Himalayan canal and
the rivers of Peninsular India by a 10,440 km long central and southern canals. It was expected
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to have 100 million acre feet of reserve capacity for flood water influx and to discharge to all the
scarcity areas of India.24

The Primary objective of the National Water Grid of Dr. K.L. Rao was expected to
provide water for the draught-prone areas which were spread al1 over different parts of the
country.25Amongst various links26,the Brahmaputra-Ganges and the Ganga-Cauvery link were
the most important factors of this plan. The first one was to provide a big canal of about 200
miles from Dhubri (Assam) to a point upstream ofFarakka to link the Ganges with the Brahmaputra
for diverting the flow of the Brahmaputra to the Ganges special1y in the dry seasonY In the
Ganga-Cauvery link it was expected to lift 17,000 cumecs (i.e., 60,000 cusecs) of the water from
the Ganges by constructing a barrage near Patna. Of the volume pumped 10,000 cusecs would
have to be supplied to the draught-affected areas in South Bihar and South Uttar Pradesh.
50,000 cusec would have to be pumped for 150 days or more during the flow period to divot
outside the basin to the draught prone areas of Rajasthan, Gujarat, M.P., Maharastra, A. Pradesh,
Karnataka and Tamilnadu.28

Al1 these plans were considered to be very much urgent for India for boosting up
agricultural productions in view of feeding the rapid growing population and also to avoid the
import of food from outside.

All the schemes, plans, etc. appear to be sound and essential for India, but in the context
of big plan primarily for irrigational and economic development they have other implications.
These schemes were criticized so far as its viability were concerned and this can be ascertained
at least by the observations of B.B. Vohra, Secretary of Govt. of India, Dept. of Petroleum
(1980) who delivered a lecture on the proposed schemes and while comparing between India
and China system, he said, it was better to take care of the other sectors like land management,
aforestation, ground water development etc. rather than irrigation. By a severe criticism of the
Indian plans of irrigation, he once described the policy makers of irrigation department as the
dreamers of Garland Canals, Water Gird and other similar fantasies.29

To conclude and to analyse the whole matter in the light of our above discussion, we may
look in to the problem in the following way:

It is a fact that in order to solve the long standing problem of water crisis of India, the
Government of India has developed a concept of inter linking major rivers of India. In fact in
1990s the Govt. of India appointed a commission to examine the strategy of water resource
development side by side also to explore possibility of inter linking of rivers. Its reports are still
obscure for unknown reason.

However we have already stated that for the new scheme the Supreme Court has
directed the centre to implement the scheme by 2012 and the P.M. has also announced to act
according to these directives. A task force has been appointed to this effect and it has been under
the headship of Mr. Suresh Prabhu.

The intention of the scheme is a welcome gesture on the part of the Govt. ofIndia in the
sense that the Surplus water of our rivers flowing into the sea uselessly be prevented thereby and
diverted to the water deficit areas obviously the Southern States ofIndia. The project is thus to
promote national integration and is expected to ensure a plan of sharing country's natural wealth.
But whether these whole process are simplistic and visionary can be seen as under:

In the words of A. Vaidyanathan, Prof. Emeritus, Madras Institution of Development
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Studies, Chennai who has written a thought-provoking article on it under, the title Inter Linking of
Rivers in the Hindu, dated March 26 & 27, 2003 the problem stains as 'Whether the linking of
rivers will promote integration or generate more disputes and tensions is a moot question' .According
to him, 'Several obvious, but prime facie important, question about the concept, and the feasibility,
desirability and viability of the proposal need to be clarified before' its implementation can be
considered seriously' . He has also rightly doubted about whether there was a thorough investigation
and study of the relevant papers relating to this scheme.

If we go by his analysis, he has questioned the necessity of interlinking merely for domestic
use, which requires only five percent of the total use of water and can be harnessed through
canals, tanks, wells and tub-wells. The requirements are no doubt in largest amount for irrigation
and agriculture. He says, more than 85% of water from canals, tanks and tube-wells is used for
irrigation. The demand may be increasing as he presumes. The need for irrigation arises in
regions and seasons when rainfall is insufficient for the crops and optimum yields. It is in this
sense the concept of inter-linking is considered as a way out.

A closer examination of the proposal under consideration leads us to face several questions:
1.As to the surplus water and its transfer to the draught-ridden area or areas of scarcity

poses confusion. According to Vaidyanathan the volume of flows during the flood season is
misleadin as a basis for judging surplus. Nor can the region where floods occur be considered
water surplus. Most of them may have floods in the monsoon but have inadequate water for use
in the dry season.

2. A more serious inconsistency has been recorded by Vaidyanathan and that can also be
considered here. He says that 'Most of the flow in practically all rivers occurs during the south
west monsoon. Published data from official sources show that 90 percent of the flow in South
Indian rivers occurs between May and November. Data on the Indo-Gangetic and Brahmaputra
river basins are classified. Being perennial in proportion of the total flow occurring during these
months may be some what smaller but not all that much smaller' . He has also given an example
by citing, 'Over 80 percent of the annual flow in the Kosi is between May and November, and
almost three fourths between June and October'. Thus he concludes in this point that 'since the
surplus occurs in the rainy season and the demand is in the dry season, it is not enough to much
carry the water from one point to another'.

3. There is also a problem to find out the route of inter linking of the rivers under
consideration. If a sought route is sought then a linkage can be done from the Brahmaputra
through a dam at Goalpara (Assam) and touching Rangpur (Bangaladesh) it can meet through a
long canal of about 300 miles upto Farakka, West Bengal. But it is not possible so far as the
nature of Indo Bangladesh relation is concerned. Moreover why a sovereign state would allow
digging canals at the cost of their own people. So the alternative lies in the digging the proposed
canals within India. It has been stated that the proposed canal will carry the surplus water from
the Brahmaputra to Farakka and then to Mahanadi of Orissa before falling into the Cauvery. But
in this plan, one is to cross over at least 50 big and small rivers. According to some experts this
can be possible by constructing Acquaducs or Box Canals. But this solution also bring as to face
the legal question relating to the inter states relationship. Because it certainly involves interest of
these states who are being brought into consideration. In fact the plan cannot be materialized
without the consent of the concerned states.

So, there are some crucial mattes which are to be worked out first and the plan may be
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implemented thereafter. Otherwise it would be just a propaganda as to creating more confusion
as ever. We have experienced the bitterness centering the Farakka Barrage and the events
thereafter. So, the plan of Garland canal must not be directed to inject more divisive spirit in the
minds of the people at large.

Thus, the problems ofIndia in respect of its flood, water management and development
are not so easy to tackle. It is to be kept in mind whether any scheme would bring a new problem
affecting the national interest and the remedies could be fatal than the disease. The problem of
Cauvery, Krishna and the acute crisis of water of the Southern states are well-known, but a well
calculated scheme should be taken in order to maintain a balance of the whole system suitable
for a country like India.
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The British conquest of Bengal followed by the sUbjugation of the rest of the country
confronted them with a new world, both in extent and character. With the aim of consolidating
their hold over India, they proceeded very cautiously trying to understand the issues and problems
that arose, in their own way. Political hegemony which was gradually established was followed
by imperial cultural hegemony. In the colonial metropolitan interface this cultural hegemony was
established through several ways; through the making of oriental scholarship that followed a vast
recording, classification and codification; centralisation of the knowledge - production functions
in the imperial metropolis and the function of knowledge transmission to which the institutions of
education in the colony was restricted; and the marginalisation of pre-colonial educational institutions
and knowledge systems. In this policy of cultural subversiveness, which was often under taken in
very subtle manners, education became a tool. The role of education as an instrument of colonial
hegemony is a recognised fact in historical research. This has been explored by several scholars
like Martin Carnoy Philip Altbach and Gail P Kelly, Aparna Basu and Krishna Kumar I.

Initially the East India Company's Goyemment took little interest in education; in fact
its attitude was one of non-interference in religious and social matters. This was due to their
feeling of insecurity stemming from their unstable position. Gradually as things became more
definite the character of British rule changed; an era of consolidation of the Raj by the Company
began from 1818. India as a colony, underwent fundamental transformation to make way for a
structured colonial society.

As mentioned above the British, following policy of non interference, allowed the
indigenous educational system to continue for quite sometime. No proposal was their for the
establishment of a system of education under Government supervision and control.

The efforts made by Charles Grant, a civil servant of the Company, to persuade the
House of Commons and the Court of Directors to introduce English in schools as a panacea for
social abuses and moral degradation did not yield any result. Meanwhile the cause of education
was taken up by the Christian missionaries. Their success in this field could not be ignored by the
Government. The "introduction of useful knowledge and religious moral improvement" in the
Charter of 18.13, the setting up of the Committee of Public Instruction in 1823, the momentous
decision to introduce English education and instruction through the medium of English in 1835
were important landmarks in the Company's attitude towards education that finally prepared the
way/or Wood's Despatch of 1854. A comprehensive and coordinated system of education from
the lowest to the highest stage, with stress on mass education, female education and acquainting
the great mass of the people with European knowledge through vernacular language, was drawn
up.

While Calcutta and its suburbs were agog with these significant currents a!.1dcross
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currents of events, Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri, the norther boundaries of Bengal, were still in deep
slumber. The new concepts that the British rule had introduced in the country has no impact
whatsoever on these regions. Society here was unaffected by the spread of western education
elsewhere in Bengal. The nineteenth century characteristics of Bengal had not the faintest trace
here. The job-oriented educational system of the British had little to offer to the people of these

regions.
In order to trace the development of education in Jalpaiguri it is essential that a brief

sketch of the district be drawn. The district as an administrative unit came into being on January
1, 1869 by the amalgamation of Western Dooars, the area that was annexed to British Bengal
from Bhutan in 1864, with the Jalpaiguri sub-division of Rangpur. The new district along with
Darjeeling and Coochbehar was formed into a Commissioner's Division with head quarter at
Jalpaiguri. It was known as Coochbehar Division. In 1875 the Rajsahi and Coochbehar divisions
were amalgamated with headquarter at Jalpaiguri. Later in 1883, on the attainment of majority
by the Maharaja of Coochbehar, it no longer formed a part of the division. Henceforth it was
known as the Rajshai Division2

•

The population of the entire district in 1872 was 4186633
• By 1891 the number had

increased to 681,352. This was almost entirely due to the introduction ofthe tea industry and the
opening of railways. Once covered with dense, almost inaccessible forest, the tract because the
focal point of migration from the neighbouring regions ofDarjeeling, Dinajpur, Rangpur, Coochbehar
and also from the districts of Bihar and Orissa. Many came in search of jobs as coolies in tea
plantations; others as cultivators; the cheapness of land at Dooars, the facility with which crops
could be sold at a good price, the opening of new roads and markets facilitating the development
of trade and commerce attracted the outsiders to come and settle here. Jalpaiguri town bengan
to grow in importance with different categories of people flocking to the district. There were the
Government service holders, priviate indidivuals, merchants, traders and bankers, the professional
class, artisans, jotedars, landholders, planters and as already mentioned, labourers 4. Among the
immigrants were a few Brahmins, Kayasthas and Hindus of other castes who made this land
their homes.

II
While making a general survey of educational development in Jalpaiguri one would find

that the progress of education here was slow, halting and inconsiderable. The district had more or
less the same story to tell as the other generally backward regions of North Bengal. The Western
Dooars was particularly barren in this respect. While communicating with the Bengal Government
in 1871 the Commissioner of the Coochbehar Division, Colonel Haughton, spoke of the total
absence of schools in the Dooars6. Haughton felt that even with available funds it would take a
long time to induce the people of this region to be interested in education7

• Only a fraction could
read and write. The complaint was not uncommon among the well-to-do jotedars of the Western
Dooars that education made their boys too sophisticated for their simple way of life; for those
who learned to read declined to handle the plough 8. The position remained unaltered, for in 1872-
73 the Deputy Commissioner of the Division voiced the same opinion when he said education has
been very backward in this district9.

An enquiry into the state of affair at that time will reveal the reasons behind it. The
living pattern of the people residing in the district, particularly in the Western Dooars was mainly
responsible for this. The people did not live in villages but in scattered solitary hamlets1o

. Their
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economy could be described as an island economy, the motivating force of which was self-
sustainence. Surplus production was absent. Such conditions continued unchanged till demographic
changes and consumer culture began to make deep inroads into their society. Under such a
setting indifference, if not complete apathy, was nothing surprising . Lack of population
concentration in one particular area made the choice of location of school difficult. The distance
that had to he covered to reach the schools, particularly in the Dooars, proved to be another big
obstacle. Moreover, the population being mainly agricultural little importance was attached to
the value of education. Young boys and girls were indespensable for multifurious activities both
at home and in the fields; hence the reluctance on the part of the parents to send them to school.
Thus, poor socio-economic conditions with hand to mouth existence, made education a luxury
that they could hardly afford.

The absence of wealthy upper class deprived the districts of the possibilities of rich and
well to do patrons of education. This could very well be another cause for obstructing the growth
of education in the district. Jalpaiguri drew almost a blank in this respect when compared with
the neighbouring Rajsahi Division. Rani Sarat Sundari and Coomar Paresh Narain Rai ofPootea,
Mohammed Rashid Khan of Natore, the Raja of Dighapatia had distinguished themselves by
their liberality and generosity in promoting education in their respective places. Except for the
Raikats of Baikanthapur there were no resident zamindars of any importance in Jalpaiguri. The
population being composed mainly ofRajbansi,Koch, the aborigional tribes, Mech, Toto, Garo in
the Dooars and of a very humble class of Mahamnadens holding small jotes 12,education was
naturally a far cry here. The Rajbansis, whether Hindus or Muslims were less advanced than the
people of central or eastern Bengal. .

The absence of a normal school for the training of pandits here was another cause for
educational backwardness in this region. Commenting on the lack of competent teachers, and a
problem which had almost become a chronic one, the Commissioner of the Division cited it as
one of the main reasons for preventing the extension of schools. It was not till 1876 that all the
districts of Raj sahi Division - Jalpaiguri, Rangpur, Dinajpur, Bogra, Maida - except Darjeeling
had a Government normal school13.

Added to these were the defective system under which education was controlled here.
Colonel Haughton had apprised the siutation very correctly when he pleaded the need of the civil
officers and local committees to exercise control over the acts of the officers of the education
department. Harmony and cooperation between local authorities and departmental officers were
essential for the successful working of the system.

III
Any attempt to probe into the growth and development of primary education has to be

done in the context of the generally backward conditions discussed above. While pathsalas
flourished in the several districts of southern Bengal, they were practically unknown in Jalpaguri.
Nothing is available about the existence of any elementary type of education prior to the formation
of the district in 1869 . "I am not aware of the number of schools existing before 1866"14.wrote
Colonel Haughton in 1869. Usually persons in good circumstances belonging to higher castes set
up and supported the village pathsalas; the people contributed little to their cost. Again, as in the
more advanced districts of Bengal the gurus themselves established pathsalas . The social
conditions prevailing in Jalpaiguri in the seventies of the 19th century precluded both these
possibilites. JaJpaiguri however, like other districts of northern Bengal, e.g. Rajsahi, Rangpur,
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Bogra, Maida, Dinajpur were soon to feel the impact of the improved paths ala scheme that was
undertaken in Bengal in the seventies of the nineteenth century. The circumstances under wich
the new paths ala scheme was introduced cannot be understood without reference to
Government's policy towards primary education in Bengal.

Wood's Despatch of 1854 spoke of education from the lowest to the highest stage. So
primary education was very much in the scheme of educational pattern that was introduced.
Primary education during the British days had certain charecterestics. It was different from both
higher and secondary education; the former was adaped to the wealthy and talented seeking for
careers in professions, the latter was suited to those engaged in trade, business and less lucrative
office works. By primary education was meant that education which could be advantageoulsy
offered to the lower classes, the agriculturists, day labourers and artisans. A true primary school
was a school to which the lower classes sent their children without the expectation that they
would rise to "the middle classes"ls. However the Government failed to keep its promise of
educating the masses through their own vernacular. Negligence on the part of the Government in
this respect was pointed out by the Secretary of State in 1859 while reviewing the results of the
Education Despatch of 1854. Something in this direction had to be done and was ultimately done
in 1860 when the Pathsala Scheme was introduced and the Lieutant Governor of Bengal, Sir J.
P Grant, added Rs. 30,000 to the eduation grant for the year, with instructions to utilise the money
for the improvement of pathsalas in the country. All responsiblities were vested on Bhudev
Mukhopadhya's independent charge in 1862. Unfortunately the great purpose of educating the
lower agricultural classes was soon lost sight of. No longer was there the desire to improve the
indigenous pathsalas and encourage the guru but to remove him in favour of a man belonging to
a higher class with better education. The rate of stipend was fixed at Rs. 5 per month. The result
was that these new pathsalas which were originally meant for those belonging to the lower
strata of society were at once taken possession of and monopolised by the bhadralok classes
who stood higher in the social scale. There was however not the least reaction from the masses,
they remained almost as untouched as before 16. Against these pathalas stood the pathsalas of
1. Campbell, which aimed at the encouragment and development of a truly indigenous system.
Here the aim was not fit on to the general system at all but to teach the village boys to take care
of their own interests in the different stations of life to which they belonged17

•

Both these types of pathsalas were introduced in Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling and other
districts of Northern Bengal. Campbell's scheme of primary village school fulfilled their purpose
here better than elsewhere.

In 1874-75 there were sixty paths las with 1342 pupils. The inspector Bhudev Mukherjee
spoke of the popularity of these schools. The Sub-Inspector Ramchandra Bhowmik, whose
sincere efforts were mainly responsible for the establishment of these pathsalas in the Dooars,
spoke of their success 18. By 1876 the Dooars had pathsalas in Mynaguri, Changmari, Alipur,
Bhatibari and Haldibari. The Rajbansis living in the Dooars availed themselves of these primary
school and also the middle class English school at Falakatal9.

The Commissioner of the Division, W. Herschell remarked in 1874 that the paths ala
system was well established in Jalpaiguri, a large part of financial support was given by the
Coochbehar estate. The main reason for whatever success that was achieved was because
there were in this district far few persons ofthe literate class than elsewhere. In 1876 there were
in Jalpaiguri district 300 Brahmin families, 587 Kayasthas and 82 Baidays20.
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It was these pathsalas and not the Government model vernacular schools or the aided
middle English and vernacular Schools or Anglo-Vernacular Schools of the district that the poorer
classes including the tribals attended. They were instructed in the simple and useful branch of
learning i.e. a knowledge of accounts and instructions in reading and writing. This was more
useful to the villagers than a smattering of grammar, geography, geometry etc. In fact such a
scheme of education was not appreciated or approved by the simple village folks. Incident of
parents of ten students withdrawing their children from vernacular school and placing them
under the tution of village sircars who instructed them only that was useful in their day to day life
21,was reported by the Commissioner in 1871. As a rule Government directives with regard to
the subjects to be taught inpathasala was adopted; nothing apart from the 3 rs were to be taught
. Any attempt by any ambitious guru to qualify boys for scholarship examination, was to be
checked at once 22that was the Government directive. There was however a dark side to the
story; a boy with exceptional intelligence and little or no opening was deprived of an opportunity
for contesting in the vernacular scholarship examination for there was no rule to prohibit a lad
from the pathsala to appear for such an examination.

The Deputy Commissioner of the district made an effort to provide the Mechs, a bright
intelligent tribe, with some means of education. The problem was that they had no written language
and their number was too small to instruct them in their spoken vernacular. Under such
circumstances it was his suggestion that they be taught in Bengali since the language was
understood by them. In an attempt to create a taste for learning a proposal was made for the
establishment of one or two experimental schools in selected Mech locality during 1973-74.
These efforts bore fruit. By 1877 they gradually began to understand the advantages of education.
A very encouraging feature was the presence of some of them in the Normal School where they
underwent training for the post of gurus in primary schools 23.Reporting on the state of primary
education in Jalpaiguri, the Inspector of schools, Bhudev Mukherjee spoke of some Mech schools
that were opened2

4, the locations of which however cannot be traced. Later reports (of 1887-88)
confirm the existence of three Mech schools with thirty four pupils2s. A school for the Bhutiyas
had also been established at Buxa with eleven pupils26.

From the available records27 the emerging pattern of the educational developments in
the district can be traced. A positive sign of progress can be noticed. Between 1870-71 to 1881-
81 the pathsalas had increased from 47 to 117 with the students increasing from 768 to 2671
respectively. In 1881-82 the number of pathsalas decreased to 113 with student strength at
2720. The population in 1881-82 was 582, 200. Thus the number of boys actually at school
compared with the number of boys of school going age taken at the usual rate of 15% of the
male population was rather small. Between 1892-93 and 1899-1900 the number of pathsalas
and that of the pupils had increased from 250 to 418 and from 5768 to 9963 respectively.
Considering the population strength these figures were very low. The Rajbansis and the
Mohammadens, even towards the end fo the century gave little attention to the education of their
children. The complaint that education eventually turned their children from agriculture still lingered
28. The census return of 1891 gave the total population figure at 680736, of this 285,704 were
illiterate. But this position altered gradually. This was proved by the establishment of primary
schools by the jotedars themselves. the Mynaguri tahsil jotedars , Union Fund had spent Rs. 2,740
between 1890 and 1894 for opening a model English school at Mynaguri and primary schools at
Changmari, South Mynaguri for jotedars' children. The Falakata Jotedar's Union Fund had spent
Rs. 600 between 1889 and 1894 for the maintenance of Falakata Primary Schools29.
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The Government had introduced a system of high fixed grants in this district. Earlier in
1877-78 payment by results had been introduced. In 1880-81, in addition to the system of fixed
stipends a system of rewards on the result of the lower vernacular scholarship examination was

introduced.
Both upper and lower primary schools received grants from the Government. In 1878-

79 this grant amounted to Rs. 400030• It increased with the passage of time, the amount being
raised to Rs. 17,204 in 1899-1900 31 with the corresponding increase in the number of schools.

The number of candidates sent for scholarship examination was few. In 1880-81 only
43 out of 117 primary schools sent 104 candidates of whom only 31 passed. In 1884-84, 154
candidates were sent from 61 schools, of whom 49 passed. At the Upper Primary Scholarship
examination 31 candidates from 12 schools appeared, only 10 were successfup2.

A few words on female education must be said to make the picture complete. Female
education in Jalpaiguri was in its infancy in the 19th century. An allowance as an incentive was
given to the gurus at the rate of 4 annas per head for teaching girls. Despite this fact there were
were just two girls' schools in the district in 1886-8733

• The spread of female education was
checked when the monthly allowance to the gurus was withdrawn in 1888-89

34
• The figures

given in the Annual General Administrative Report, Rajsahi Division 1889-90 show that there
were only 182 girls attending the boys schools35• Any account of female education in Jalpaiguri
will remain incomplete without a reference to Munshi Tarukoolla Sahib of Boda. An honorary
magistrate he had distinguished himself for his zeal in the cause of education, particularly female
education. The Boda adult girls school along with another school there owed their existence to
his initiative and enterprise. Co. Haughton, while submitting a report on the progress of education
in the Coochbehar Division in 1871, rightly commented, with a few more Tarukoolla Mushis the
district would have worn a different aspect from what it does at presene6

• The Deputy
Commissioner of Rajsahi Division was not much wrong when he remarked in 1887 that in a
district where the majority of the people belonged to the labouring and cultivating classes nothing
could be done by local effort for the advancement of female education37

•

The overall progress of primary education in particular and education in general in the
district and elsewhere will help us to comprehend the situation better. In 1869, the year from
which progress of education can be traced, there were just 6 school with 282 pupiJs

38
• The

number rose to 16 with 600 pupils in the next two years. Between 1872 and 1875 a marked
increase in the number of schools could be noticed; this was due to the patronage extended by
the Maharaja of Coochbehar who had large estates in Jalpaiguri. Even then the percentage of
schools to population remained considerably low. In 1877-78 it was .04. Condition in the other
northern districts of Bengal were not promising either39

• The percentage of boys at school to
boys of school going age was also not bright in the district. It was 7.81 in 1880-1881. In 1884-85
Jalpaiguri along with Darjeeling was lowest in the scale with 8-10%; while it was 55.6% at
Hooghly, 52.6% at Howrah, 43-45% at Burdwan, Midapur and 24 Parganas and 28-36% at
Bankura, Dacca, Mymensingh & Fareedputl°. In 1890-91 it was 15; a slight improvement was
seen in 1896-97 with 18.6. By the end of the century i.e. 1898-99 the percentage stood at 19.8.
Compared to the advanced districts of Calcutta (64.1), Hooghly (56.1) Midnapur (61.0), in the
same year, Jalpaiguri along with other northern districts were miserably trailing behind

41
•

That some progress was made cannot be denied. The education return of 1884-85
mention 57 rimary schools with 1299 pupils had attained the scholarship standard; while 155
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schools with 2682 pupils were below it but used printed books42.The situation improved by 1887-
88 when 139 schools with 3213 pupils attained the scholarship standard.

IV
In conclusion it may be said that speaking in a very general way there was the want of

zeal in dealing with education in Jalpaiguri. The apathy of the people was to a great deal responsible
no doubt. A district, chiefly populated by agricultural and labour class, was not expected to
respond in a very positive way to education. The problem however lay deeper. The primary
education in Jalpaiguri district was meant mainly for the lower classes and the tribals who formed
a large segment of the population. The education that was imparted to them was an implanted
education, with no reflection on their language, their culture or their way of life. The reluctance
of parents to send their boys to school, for once they learnt to read they would decline to handle
the plough, was not without basis. Such an education made them aliens in their own homes and
did not help them to adjust in their society. Adoption of the values of dominant British culture both
in its curriculum content and processes created a disequilibrium. This was difficult for the tribals
to accept. They were afraid that such an education would alienate them from their cultural
moorings and thier tribal identity.

The indifference on the part of the Government was also responsible for the educational
backwardness of this region. Education was to be used as a tool for the establishment of Western
cultural hegemony in which the participation and involvement of the upper classes of the Indian
society was envisaged; the masses had little role to play in this scheme. Official apathy to the
educational claims of the lower and backward classed is a recognised fact. Primary education,
particulary in the northern districts of Bengal, was greatly neglected. The case of Darjeeling
affords a good example. Here, practically little was done to improve the socio-economic conditions
of the people through education. Not till the arrival of the Christian Missionaries that any progress
in this direction was really made. The Government was too happy to leave the entire primary
education in their hands. The rest of the districts here in the north had more or less the same
story to tell.

Another important point is to be raised before coming to the end of the discussion.
Were the English educated Indian professional occupation groups, enjoying a monopoly in holding
positions in the lower rung of the colonial structure, in favour of extension of educational facilities
for the underprivileged communities? This is an issue that demands further investigation. But the
fact remains that as mentioned above, the new paths alas of the 1860s, originally meant for the
'lower sections of the society were encroached upon by the' bhadralo/cs'. Even in the northern
districts the tendency was to attract to the paths alas boy of classes superior to those for whom
they were intended43.

Primary education, we may conclude, was still at a low ebb in the district at the end of
the 19th century. Government help did come in the form oflimited financial aid but much was left
to be done. Non Government agencies did contribute towards its development, but in a meagre
way. Despite the educational efforts made by the Government and by private individuals in a
limited way the question remains as to how far did it serve the intrest of the original inhabitants of
the region, the Rajbansis, Koch, the Mech, and the Totos ? Or how far did it benefit the people
belonging to the lower strata of society? A little more care and insight, a little more understanding
of the problems of this district could have yielded better results.

•
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Colonial Cultural Imperialism in the Princely State of Cooch Behar 1839 to 1911-
A Historical Overview

Ratna Roy Sanyal
Department of History

North Bengal University

Central to the changes in the intellectual domain in colonial India were the cultural -
ideological struggle occurring simultaneously at two planes against the ideological basis of the
traditional order on the one hand, and against hegemonization on the other. The colonial conquest
undermined the weakness of the traditional order and need for reform and regeneration of its
institutions. An alternative, however, was not envisaged entirely in the western model presented
by colonial rule, mainly because of apprehension aroused in the Indian mind by the cultural and
intellectual engineering of the colonial state as a part of its strategy of political control. While the
traditional culture appeared inadequate to meet the challenge posed by the west, colonial
hegemonization tended to destroy the tradition itself 1

The British colonial reforms in India, as the government understood, could engender
loyalty to the crown. In order to check mate the growth of any movement for self-rule in colonies,
the British, therefore, preferred introducing by turns some minimal reforms to upkeep the image
of the government.2

With this end in view, the British Government steered their policies in Cooch Behar, the
lone native state nestled in the north-east corner ofIndia which came in contact with the British
by the Anglo-Cooch Behar treaty of 1773.3

An attempt has been made in this paper to review the colonial cultural imperialism in the
princely state of Cooch Behar through Reforms which had a great impact on the state. It was
not an isolated policy of the imperial Government but the following of the same in other princely
states also. The East India Companyhad introduced a number ofreforming measures in the field
of administration of its territories in Bengal. The c6mpany's authority at Calcutta also felt the
necessity of introducing new measures in the field of administration in Cooch Behar. There were
close geographical, ethnical and historical relatio,ns between the company's frontier territories of
Bengal and the Cooch Behar State. To keep pace with the administration of rest of Bengal, the
company-wanted to re-organise the system of administration of Cooch Behar which was feudal
in nature and unpalatable to the present system.

The case of Cooch Behar State as well as its cultural transformation is selected for
academic reasons at a first instance and for its social implications also. This was the place where
the forces· of cultural penetration through Reforms have been conducted both by the colonial
administration4 and also by those who wanted to build up a selective response to colonial cultural
influences.s With the introduction of British Commissione~ in 1789 in the state, the process of
westernization started, Harendra Narayan (1801-1839) was the last ruler of Cooch Behar to
oppose the British. He vehemently opposed the British attempt to introduce British model in the
administration of Cooch Behar. It was during his minority the British government re-organised
the system of Revenue administration, which was their primary area of interest. In 1801 Harendra
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Narayan attained maturity. After the assumption of power he wanted not only to restore absolute
control over the states affairs, but to resist the introduction of the western system of administration.
In the face of the strong opposition from Harendra Narayan, the British Government followed a
conciliatory attitude and cautious step towards the process of reorganizing the administrative
system of the state. After the death of Maharaja Harendra Narayan, the age old traditional
pattern of administration in the state was about to change and a modem outlook was visible
according to British model. His successor Shivendra Narayan, before his accession, had a pro-
British attitude. He, in fear of future problem of succession, surrendered to the British
Government.' Naturally, he was the choice of the British Government depriving Rajendra Narayan
of his legitimate claim.s This reveals that the British hardly had a consistent policy in Cooch
Behar. They decided according to the time and situation and to fulfill the British imperialistic
interests.

Education was the most important area of intervention and innovation for the company's
state in India. Through education the British Government started their modernization project in
India. So, from the reign of Harendra Narayan (1847), the Colonial Government started to interfere
in the educational policies of the Cooch Behar rulers. What will be the learning medium, who will
be the private tutor of the rulers, where the rulers will be sent for further studies - all decisions
were taken by the British Government. This policy ofthe British Government was not in conformity
with the terms of the Treaty of 1773. Notwithstanding the opposition of the Maharanis and the
officers of the Court, Narendra Narayan was sent to Krishnanagar and admitted in the College
there on 4th July, 1853. He was then about 11 years of age.9 This system continued to the
successive rulers of Cooch Behar.

Maharaja Narendra Narayan died in 1863. He was succeeded by his minor son Nripendra
Narayan, who was the next ruler of Cooch Behar.tO As he was a minor, the three Maharanis
were appointed as joint Regent of the state. But this was set aside by the British Government and
it took the charge of the administration ofCoch Behar and placed it under the management of the
British Commissioners. Colonel J.C. Houghton, Governor General's Agent, North East Frontier
was deputed to Cooch Behar as Commissioner-in-Charge of the administration.ll Thus the direct
supervision in the administration by the British Commissioner was established. As the British
Commissioners became the pilot of the administration in Cooch Behar it was the demand of the
situation that every member of the royal family should be taught in the line of western education.
Accordingly a plan for giving the prince Nripendra Narayan a suitable education was settled by
the Government in consultation with Colonel Houghton. By educating the Raja in the British line
of thought and making him imbibed with modern ideas, the British Government hoped to project
the Raja as the symbol ofloyalty and allegiance. Secondly, they thought that a matured, politicized
Raja, oriented to modern European culture could best serve for reforming his tradition-ridden and
age-old society.ll This was also the policy of the colonial masters towards the other native states
defined as "one charge theory" which conotates the British supremacy over the princes in a
single line of control and command.13

Nripendra Narayan was placed in the Ward's Institution at Beneras under the care of
the Commissioner of that Division. Later in 1872, Maharaja was sent to Patna Collegiate School
and he studied there for five years. It is presumable that the experiment of training the ideal ruler
for the ideal state had succeeded beyond the highest expectation of the Government. The Maharaja
had become a clever young man and a keen sports man.
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The Colonial cultural imperialism in the princely state ofCooch Behar took a new dimension
in the form of the question of marriage of Maharaja Nripendra Narayan. To fulfill their designs
the imperial government thought it necessary to arrange for the marriage of the young Maharaja
with an equally advanced girl who would help him in his efforts for good administration in Cooch
Behar.14The British Government wanted to arrange this marriage with Sunity Devi, the daughter
of Brahmo Leader Keshab Chandra Sen. But this was considered "unequal" as Keshab Chandra
belonged to a family of the so-called middle class Bengali and a follower of Brahmoism whereas
the Cooch Behar Royal family was conservative staunch Hindu.

There was deep motivation and purpose of the British Government behind the marriage
and in order to fulfill their plan, they used the royal family and Keshab Chandra as instruments.
The royal family did not like it and Keshab Chandra too, but in view of some anticipated cultural
and political gains the imperial government was stubborn to resist all hazards before the marriage.
Keshab hesitated in giving his consent because it was in violation of the Brahmo Act of 1872,
which prescribed the minimum age of the bride and bridegroom respectively 14 and 18 years.
Neither Sunity nor Nripendra Narayan attained the age. Keshab Chandra ultimately yielded to
the increased British pressure only with the compliance that his daughter could become a queen
of a princely state and in pursuance of this he could propagate Brahmo ideals in Cooch Behar.

1s

He was also assured that though the cultural ambiance ofCooch Behar State was not so modern,
but the young Raja was educated by the British on modern lines. The administration of the State
in all departments - education, Revenue, police, health etc. has greatly improved and further
development would continue. So Sunity Debi would be the only ideal bride of the Maharaja.

Under the direction of the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal, Mr. Dalton, the Deputy
Commissioner ofCooch Behar stated that in the modernization of the State, Brahmo enlightenment
would have much to play by spreading its roots to Cooch Behar.16

The marriage between Sunity Debi and Nripendra Narayan was a tool in the fulfillment
of British designs in Cooch Behar. Through this marriage they wanted to establish a direct
cultural link with the tradition oriented people of Cooch Behar. It was difficult for the British to
have access with the common people at the cultural level, which could make the imperial hold
deeper and stronger. The British Government chose Keshab Chandra and his daughter to be
champion of reforms and modernization ofCooch Behar.

The direct and indirect results of Western education and the marriage, after all, were
partially good enough in heralding modernization in the State but for the future, it created problems
to the original inhabitants of Cooch Behar. A symptom of alienation of the local people from the
royal family was perceived. To train them in western culture and education, some of the rulers of
Cooch Behar were also sent to Europe for higher education. For the close association with the
Europeans and for their long stay in Europe a mimic culture had developed in the Cooch Behar
royal family. Not only their minds but also their bodies were colonized. They became Englishmen
in taste, in culture, in habits and in customsP The introduction of western education, the British
argued, would create "a class of persons between us and the millions whom we govern - a class
of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals and intellect".18
Thus the cultural identity of the members of the Royal family ofCooch Behar has differentiated
them from their ancestral Rajbanshi clan. The womenfolk of the Royal family had also western
education and some of them were also sent to Europe for vocational trainings.19 The Maharanees
of Cooch Behar such as Sunity Debi, Indira Debi were well versed in English language. Sunity
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Debi was the first Indian Maharanee who wrote her autobiography in English. As a result of this
western education, the psychological framework of the Cooch Behar royal family had completely
changed. A cultural gap was widened between the rulers and the ruled. Socially, politically,
economically the Rajbanshi clan seemed to have been ignored by the ruling elites. A number of
factors help us to reconstruct this argument.

Due to the ignorance and backwardness of the Rajbanshi mass, the Maharajas ofCooch
Behar always appointed the non Rajbanshi people in the high offices of administration.20

Under the impact of western education, the rulers of Cooch Behar also shown their
keen interest in establishing English medium schools in Cooch Behar. Thus in 1861 Jenkins
school for boys and in 1881 Sunity School for Girls was established. The inclination of the
Maharanjas was to promote the cause of modem education but its benefit was not extended to
the Rajbanshi mass in general.

After the marriage of Nripendra Narayan with Sunity Debi, the religion of the royal
family also completely changed.21 The Maharaja embraced Brahmoism. All the festivals and
religious rites of the royal family were observed according to Brahmo rites. It had a great impact
upon the subject people who followed their traditional religious rites of Hinduism which had
suffered a set back.

The advent and phenomenal growth of non-Rajbanshi community in Cooch Behar State
had adverse effect on the economic condition of the local people. In course of time they occupied
the possession of the land of the state and the Rajbanshi mass were disempowered. A report
submitted by the Dewan in 1880 supported this view. Originally all lands were no doubt cultivated
by jotedars and Chukanidars, when the foreigners (Non-Rajbanshi) acquired Jotes, the resident
jotedars living on the jotes were reduced to the position of Chukanidars and their under-tenants,
who were Chukanidars, became Dar-Chukanidars.22

Thus in every sphere of life the Rajbanshi Royalty out distanced themselves from the
Rajbanshi mass consciously or unconsciously. It is, therefore, presumable that social tension of
sorts would originate from movements towards cultural homogeneity and structural adjustments.23

But it is surprising to note that inspite of this difference there is no evidence of resentment
of the people of Cooch Behar against the royalty. One possible hypothesis is that Maharaja
Nripendra Narayan, inspite of his western life-style, was one of the benevolent rulers ofCooch
Behar. His modernization Process in the State24 was beyond question. He devoted personal
attention in every branches of administration. His reforming zeal surpasses his mental gap with
his subjects. Moreover, the people of Cooch Behar as a whole were in a state of ignorance and
little aware what was good to them. The allegiance of the people to the king was totaPS and they
could never think of protesting against the Royal family. Nevertheless, the present day identity
crisis of the Rajbansis of eastern and north-eastern India seems to have been originated from this
comparative silence and alienation of Cooch Behar royal family and aggravated after the end-
game of the Raj.
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The so-called De Gama period (an expression used by KM. Panikkar in his Asia and
Western Dominance) of Asian history that began with the 16th century was marked essentially
by Western expansion into and supremacy over the entire region from the Indus to the Yangtse.
Of course, it was not a story of un-interrupted march of Western flags. Rather, what started as
intrusions by western powers gradually developed into local ascendancies and then into Western
occupation of entire regions. Even in this period Western arms were often defeated but, by and
large, wherever they were seriously interested they always managed to win in the end, till most
of South-east Asia had come under their direct or inf]irect control. This created the myth of
Western superiority in the affairs of arms conveniently forgetting that for most of the millennium,
from the 5th to the 15th century, Christian Europeans were almost every where in retreat in the
face of the heathen Huns, Arabs, Mongols and the Turks.

Then wherein lay the evident superiority of Western arms in pre-modem times, i.e. from
the 17th to the early 19th century? Was it in their 'true faith' or in the superior morale and physical
virility of the meat-eating white man, or in their superior technology, tactics and training? No
doubt, the Spaniards and the Portuguese were zealous proselytisers and sincerely believed that
their victories were due to vindications of their 'true faithl, but the records of wars till the end of
the 17th century (the Turks were again at the gates of Vienna in 1683) demolish any such
presumption about the much touted martial powers of the Christians. As regards the second
presumption, there is, of course some truth when the coastal and deltaic population of south and
south-east Asia are under reference. Inhabitants of warm humid regions, where nature is bountiful
and living relatively cheap and easy, are in most cases physically weaker and temperamentally
unaggressive and easy-going, compared to those from cold inhospitable regions who, for
generations, had to depend on trade and plunder for their very survival.

However, when one takes into account the very small number of European sailors and
soldiers who could be sent and effectively maintained in Asia across thousands of miles, in those
days of sailing ships, the decisive' superiority of quality over quantity'2 does not appear to be a
very satisfactory explanation. The third presumption, however, is more widely believed and calls
for a thorough examination.

Writing only forty years ago Carlo Cipolla ascribes3 European successes to the undisputed
superiority of their guns and ships. True, artillery was not so much in use in Asia, except in China,
Turkey and parts of Western India, when Europeans appeared in Asian waters and the latter did
enjoy certain initial advantages4

•

But the Asians were not slow in mastering the new arts and their skilful use. As early as
in 1513 Albuquerque wrote about an Indian crafts-man who "could make guns as good as those
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ofBohemia"s. Later, the Europeans acknowledged the excellence of Sinh ales musketeers,6 also.
Then, in course of the 16thcentury, the use of cannon spread across Asia and the Mughals
supplemented their cavalry with musketeers, and maintained a siege train of seventy heavy
guns.7 The artillery of the major Indonesian states, like Bantam, Mataram and Macassar, were
also considered superior to those of even the Dutch8 and, after the middle of the 17thcentury, no
one talked of the evident superiority of Western gun and cannon.

Initially, it was believed, the Europeans had two definite advantages at sea. Unlike the
bigger sailing ships with bigger guns of the Europeans the fleets of the Asian powers consisted
mostly of oar-driven galleys. Nor was it possible for Asian Vessels - whose plankings, except in
the case of the Chinese, were sewn together and not nailed as in the West - to carry and fire
heavy guns. However, the indigenous craftsmen soon became experts in new techniques and
were building in western India as good ships as the Portuguese, even in the early years of the 16th
century.9 True the Asians still depended more on galleys but, as Guilmartin points out, those could
carry heavy guns on their prows and, when properly used near the coast, could be very effective,
especially in view of their superior mobility. For instance, at Jedda in 1517 the Turkish galley fleet
successfully kept the Portuguese at bay. 10 In fact, by the middle of the 16thcentury, the Portuguese
at Malacca were being constantly harassed by the ships of Johore, Japara and Ache, and most
Asian vessels could evade or brush aside the Europeans to carry on their trade independently. I I

When, in the 17thcentury, the Dutch introduced bigger ships Asian response too was not
inadequate. According to the English surgeon Fryer, ships carrying thirty to forty cannons were
being built at Surat.I2 We hear of ships weighing around 600 tonnes visiting MasulipatamI3 on the
Bay of Bengal, while many Chinese junks were, reportedly, as big as the Dutch ones.I4 Since the
last years of the 17thcentury even the Omanis and, later, Iran under the redoubtable Nadir Shah
started operating fleets having ships that carried over fifty guns and sailors, who were 'skilful,
bold and adventurous' .15 Further east, in 1661, a fleet of 100 Chinese junks corr.manded by the
dreaded sea-dog Coxinga captured the fort of Zeelandia in Taiwan,16 while a century later the
successor states of Mataram were no longer afraid of the Dutch. Raja Haji of lohore actually
beat off the Dutch and besieged them at Malacca in 1784.17Already in the second quarter of the
18thcentury the Angrias of Western India had proved themselves more than a match for the
British. In 1737 and 1739 the Portuguese lost Salsette and Bassein, respectively, to the Marathas,
while in 1741 the Dutch were defeated by the forces of Travancore. In the forty years that
followed, the Marathas and Mysore were the leading powers on western and southern India and
the East India Company's forces were repeatedly defeated by them. Haidar Ali of Mysore was
the first to use rockets in battle and, according to a perceptive observer, like Sir Arthur Wellesley
(later the Duke of Wellengton), the my sore light cavalry was "the best in the world".18 The
Scindhias and later other powers, like the Sikhs, appointed European trainers to modernize their
armies on Western lines and for them the British had a wholesome respect. MlJ.~adji Scindhia
created a formidable force of sappers and gunners and, by 1785, had his own ordnance factory
near Agra.19 But there was never any concerted effort to ward off the vaguely visible Western
threat. The Ottomans were busy in the Balkans and the North African littoral, the Chinese
remained cocooned in their xenophobic isolation, and the Mughals in their days of glory welcomed
the profits of trading with European companies. None has asserted so far that the latter had any
chance of success against the full force of any of the powers.

True, between Gustav Adolphus of Sweden in the 17thcentury and Frederick the Great
in the 18thsomething like a 'Military revolution' had taken place in Europe and, in terms of

..
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training and skill in battle, her armies were usually superior to their Asian counterparts. European
soldiers were better disciplined on modern lines, they could charge and face a charge with
greater determination, and manouvre more effectively in larger groups; their command structure
was more suitable to the needs of war, and they had devised ways of maintaining and operating
large armies at a distance from home.20 In comparison, most Asian armies resembled assemblies
of armed men guided by obsolete ideas about tactics and strategy. These, to a great extent,
explain the success of Europeans against the Turks, since the end of the 17th century. There,
however, they were fighting on European soil virtually across their national frontiers and could
deploy large forces while enjoying the active support of the local Christian population. But how
many European sailors and soldiers could be maintained in southern Asia across thousands of
miles of water? Obviously, it posed serious problems of organisaitn, communication and resource3s.
The easiest solution was to enlist the natives as soliders under European flags and any number of
them were available to fight and die for these aliens as for any other master. The Portuguese
were the first to experiment with Asian soliders, and the Dutch the French and the British followed
them soon.21 Initially, the Europeans did not have any good opinion about their fighting quality, but
they were so cheap and easily available. So, at first, they wre employed as auxillaries under their
own officers, fighting in their own way with their own traditional weapons.22 However, it was
during the Carnatic Wars that the efficacy of Asian soliders trained on European lines and led by
European officers was first discovered. A handful of them under Clive could defend Arcot for
months, and under Popham could storm the so-called unassailable fort of Gwalior, against much
superior odds. In fact, it was with the help of these Asian soldiers (sepoys) that the Europeans
established and ruled their empires in the East.23

Still, it has to be admitted that militarily the Europeans enjoyed certain qualitative superiority
over Asian forces even when trained and led by Europeans. European companies not only had
brilliant leaders of men, but also loyal, well-trained and motivated colleagues and subordinates to
work with determination and dexterity. But, considering the huge distances involved, these could
be contributory causes of their ultimate success but never the decisive ones. Then why did the
Asian fail in the long run to meet the Western Challenge? ,

The explanation has to be sought not just in the differences in their military training,
tactics and technology, but in the widely different socio-political milieu of the West and the East.
By the end of the Middle Ages some form of a socio-institutional revolution had swept across
most of Western Europe. The states there, however small, were no longer mere power structures
erected by individuals or dynasties, but were something like modern states inspired and united by
the post-renaissance spirit of nationalism that gave them inner cohesion and civil discipline, and
continuity and reliability to their policies. The renaissance had released their energy, ambition and
inquisitiveness, and had broken many of their mental barriers. There was a new rapport between
the rulers and the ruled based on an awareness of their common national interests of which the
state was the most accepted vehicle. The vision of the individual now transcended the traditional
limits and came to be focused on the interests and the role of the state from which stemmed the
long-term policies of their government. Policies got increasingly separated from individuals, and
the leadership, interested and integrated in the affairs of the state, could pursue their national
interest with all available resources and patience. Loyalties became institutionalized and habitual,
pay regular, and promotions increasingly dependent on merit. European companies, in varying
degrees, possessed officials habitually disciplined and dependant on them, proud of their profession
and infused with a strong espirit d'corp. This all pervading social cohesion and discipline and a
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collective urge to achieve certain agreed goals were based not just on regularity of pay and rules
of promotion, but on a broad consensus on policies and patriotism.24 Agents of such a dynamic
society could be both aggressive and adaptive, and they employed the arts of diplomacy with
courage and calculation. As masters of superior statecraft they could see through the weaknesses
latent in the ideals, attitudes and institutions of their Oriental opponents a and achieved their
objectives by hiring their services, purchasing their loyalties, and exploiting their personal rivalries
- "which had been the epiphenomenon of even the strongest Indian state" - as well as "the
deeper fissures between the different social groups". 25What their so-called qualitative superiority
could not do for the numerically inferior Westerners their Oriental allies, in different forms, did.

Moreover, while post-renaissance Europe was inquisitive and inventive, adaptive and
acquisitive the East, by the end of the Middle Ages, had reached a state of rigidity and stagnation
where their leaders were no longer in a position to appreciate the nature of their challenges and
to introduce the desired structural changes for meeting those. They might import foreign cannon
or cast similar ones at home and employ European instructors for their armies, but these alone do
not make a state strong. The capacity to use new weapons and tactics has a social explanation
and, in the words of Carlo Cipolla, "In order to fight against the West" the Asians had "to absorb
Western ways of thinking and doing".26 The army after all is an arm of the society, and a modern
army cannot be expected in a medieval society. According to v.J. Parry, for the Turks in 17th and
18th centuries to absorb and to use Western tactics it was necessary "to reshape the Ottoman
Army in a rational manner and indeed to refashion the Ottoman state itself'.27 Unfortunately,
none in Asia, before the Meiji Restoration in Japan, had seriously tried to modernize his army
together with major areas of the country's society and economy. None sent their princes abroad
for military and other trainings, none cared to set up Western type general staffs and military
academies or to throw open the higher echelone of the bureaucracy and the armed forces to
merit. Higher posts usually went by birth, rulers or their sons led their armies into battles, the
cavalry retained the pride of place by tradition, the gunners had a low professional status,28 and
neither new ideas not debates over possible changes were welcome.29 None seriously thought of
re-invigorating the society with liberal rationalism or secular nationalism of the West or through
techno-economic changes. Asia faced the forward-looking fighters of the West with blinkers in
their eyes and hands tied by tradition. Modern skin grafted on medieval skeleton and decomposed
flesh was no match for the modern man from the West.

Even in the field of economy the East in this period was at a disadvantage. Western
Europe, since the geographical explorations and commercial revolution of the 16thand 17th centuries
was the home of vigorous economic activity, and was getting perceptively richer than before.
The policies of their trading companies and governments aimed at profit, and profits enabled
them to fight new wars and to take defeats in their stride. Their coffers were full and their
leaders knew how to use their wealth and power for furthering the same. The salaries of their
soldiers and sailors were seldom in arrears.

Opposed to them were the Asian states in various stages of decadent feudalism and
social ossification. Their per capita incomes were low and were often falling, and their governments,
almost chronically, suffered from shortage of resources. Many, like the Marathas, were rapacious
because their resources were meagre, Armies of most Asian rulers, especially of India, were
usually busier collecting revenue and forestalling or fighting revolts than in facing foes. There
was indeed a vicious circle lack of resources caused non-payment of salaries to soldiers, which
made them mutinous compelling the rulers to exploit the peasantry who then rebelled leaving the
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rulers with no option but to despatch troops for suppressing the rebels and to spend more on his
army to keep it strong and satisfied. Lack of resources and dependence on mercenaries reduced
the Asian rulers' capacity to sustain a war, and encouraged them, in most cause, either to risk
everything in one battle or to seek accommodation with Western aggressors. Stagnation

30
followed

by insecurity and internecine wars left the Asian landscape, both economically and intellectually,
parched and exhausted, lacking the will and ability to meet any serious secular challenge.

Reference to will, ability and secular challenges, however, brings out the central point of
this East-West conflict. There was, in fact, no real confrontation between these two they met
each other at different planes. In the East the effective concern of the people usually centred
around socio-religious considerations. They might prefer their own people as rulers, but would
seldom choose to die for them as for some socio-religious issues or symbols. Hence popular
resistance to invaders after the defeat or death of the ruler is virtually unheard of in the East. The
state there was not to interfere in the affairs of the people, but was to ensure their protection so
that they could pursue their socio-religious objectives undisturbed. A non- interfering Akbar was
popular with the Hindu majority, while an intolerant Aurangjeb forfeited their support. The
Portuguese failed primarily because they antagonized both the Hindus and the Muslims, while
the relatively non-interfering Dutch and the British fared better, mainly because the dominant
local groups usually preferred them to one another. In fact, there was seldom any strong anti-
European feeling as long as the local population were left undisturbed in their traditional pursuits.
The European conquered most of Asia without actually attacking the real citadels or resistance.
The former knew that they were conquering, but the Asian seldom felt that they were being
conquered, at least not till it was too late. For them Western successes were similar to changes
in political rulers and trading partners they were familiar with and deserved no more attention
then the usual revolts and dynastic changes that, in the past, had affected them only peripherally.
The following four lines from Mathew Arnold's 'Light of Asia' put in a nutshell the age old
Eastern reaction to external challenges:

"The East bowed before the blast in patient deep disdain,
And let the thundering legions pass and plunged into

thought again".
Absence of modern outlook in the East and non-interference in socio-religious affairs by the
West contributed more to the latter's success than superior technology or tactics in War.
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British officials branded Midnapur as a serious district of rebels, rebellions and also of revolts.
There were actually no women- revolutionaries in Midnapur in the proper sense of the term
except Rani Krishnapriya of Tamluk and Rani Siromoni of Karnagarh who revolted against the
English East India Company respectively in 1781 and 1794 for securing their rights. During the
national movement the women of Midnapur both the aristocrats and the commoners played
various laudable roles which in some way or other were of tremendous significance and of
vehement importance.

During the Swadeshi Movement the women ofMidnapur though very few in number, came
out of their secure and secluded apartments, and participated in bon- fires of their valuable bi/ali
clothes and donated their precious ornaments (I) .This time they inspired their kith and kin and also
the women of their neighborhood to participate in the movement(2). The observance of
Rakhibandhan and Arandhan made them aware of the gravity of the situation. They cherished
the desire to participate in the protest and demonstrations against the partition proposal along will
with all Bengal. This is true that their modest and sincere attempts bore little fruit in the primary
phase; but it cannot be overlooked that this was just the humble beginning of a high drama. The
Swadeshi songs ofMukunda Das, Atul Prasad sen and ofRabindra Nath Tagore deeply influenced
the mind of the people ofMidnapur. The tragic news of hanging ofKshudiram inspired as well as
infuriated them as well. It was thus the women society ofMidnapur realised that their protest, no
matter how little it was, had the immense possibility of putting pressure on the overmighty demon
like colonial British government.

The economic crisis of the inter- war and post- war years made the Indians, particularly the
people of the undeveloped regions feel that the colonial rule was the root cause of their hunger,
poverty, desperation and so on. The same was the feeling of the Midnapurians particularly of the
people of the hilly regions and coastal regions. The launching of the Non-cooperation movement
held high hopes before the Indians. The women of Midnapur who had already learnt the primary
lession of launching protests against the government came out to take part in the movement. In
the subdivisional towns of the district they started picketing in front of liquor shops and shops of
Lancashire clothes. They participated in prabhal ferries, led processions, attended meetings
and shouted slogans against the government and also against the bi/ali goods(3). They also did
two other things: they spread the ideal of Satyagraha and explained the significance of Asahayog
Andalon and asked others to join the movement. For these acts in many cases they were brutally
tortured. Yet they did not lose heart, and flee from participating in the movement. On contrary
they gained much more mental strength than that they had gained earlier. After the withdrawal of
the Asahayog Andalon a good number of Midnapur women engaged themselves in village
reconstruction and charka -spinning and khadi-makin[f4).

The Midnapur women participated in the Civil-Disobedience movement in a very large
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number and this time they ignored openly all sorts of social and customary prohibitions. Even the
angry eyes of their parents and guardians failed to keep them confined to their homes.

In the words of a local journal 'Nihar'the Civil - Disobedience movement as it was
running on, became the movement of the breaking of the salt-laws by the women of the Coastal
areas of the Contai and Tamluk Subdivisions(5). From Nandigrame Swadhinata Sangram of
Bangabhusan Bhakta, a veteran freedom fighter, it is learntthat in the year 1932-33 in Nandigram
P.S. out of 104 processions 75 were led by women, 90% of the salt- making centres were run
totally by illiterate women and in 75% cases they were beaten severely and tortured and humiliated
inhumanly by the British Police(6). In the Contai Subdivision during the movement 1137 women
were arrested with specific charges and 40 women were sentenced with short term and long
term imprisonments(7).

The participants in the Quit India movement were inspired with the message of Gandhiji
'Do or Die'. All over the country people participated in this last battle spontaneously. Midnapur
joined the battle whole heartedly. The devastating cyclone and the tidal wave of October 16,
1942 in which 14,443 people were killed was a sort of deterrent to the progress of the movemenr8).

But shortly afterwards the District Congress organized itself astutely. On December 17, the
Tamulk Subdivisional Congress formed the Tramalipta Jatiya Sarkar ( 17 Dec.,1942-1
Sept., 1944), a parallel government. The Contai Subdivisional Congress formed another parallel
government named Swarai Panchayet ( 15 April, 1943 - Dec., 1943). The Thana Congresses of
Khejuri (Oct., 1942 - Dec., 1942) and Pataspur ( Oct., 1942 - Dec., 1942 ) also did the same.
Thus in the history of the national movement Midnapur ushered in a new era of fighting tactics.
This time the Tamluk Congress organized its National Militia Bidyut Bahini and its auxiliary
corps Bhagini Send9

). The Bhagini Sena was a militarily organized disciplined army that had to
perform various duties. Its leading cadres were asked to implement plan- wise the directions of
the district Congress. The second tier of the Sena acted as a link between the leading women
cadres and the village women who had no political training, no formal education, and even no
clear cut idea about their opponent. Yet they joined the movement keeping the firm idea in mind
that they were fighting to make the British government quit India, their motherland.

The women fighters ofMidnapur played a heroic role during the movement. This time they
were three in one: they were trained active fighters, they were dependable supporters and they
were sincere sympathizers who acted as coverages for the male fighters and volunteers. They
were those women who gave shelter to fighter- volunteers, gave them food and nursed them in
cases of their injury. And if it so required they went out in groups with their vegetable- cutters
and long daggers against the British police. They were very particular to defend themselves
against any sort of molestation. The Bhagini Sena distributed 10,000 daggers among the women
of the Tamluk Subdivision to protect themselves against all sorts of physical onslaughrIO). It is a
pity that they could not defend themselves in all cases from the beastiallust of the police and of
other miscreants. Yet they did not lose heart. To them chastity was a matter of mind, not of the
body(JI). So they did not care for what the society would think of them. This sort of their moral
courage has made these 'biranganas' ever adorable to us. These fighters had no sufficient or
even no educational or organizational background and equipment. Yet it was their love for the
country, and desire to make Mother India free from the clutches of the foreign Tatars that
impelled them, nay prompted them to respond to the call of the nation. It was their vow 'Do or
Die' i. e. 'karo eya mara', in other words 'finish the firinghess to make your country free', and
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if this vow can not be realized, then face a spiritual death at the altar of the nation and inspire
others to proceed on and on towards the golden dawn of a free India.
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I

The emergence of the Hitasadhani Sabha, an ethno-linguistic based political group or
Association was an important episode in the closing phase of the princely State ofCooch Behar.
It was emerged in the most critical phase of her history. And it played a very significant role in
shaping the fate of the lonely princely State of Bengal. What was more important is that the lion's
portion of the 'Cooch Behari' people was emotionally associated with the Hitasadhani Sabha. Its
popularity was almost over whelming. But the funny thing is that neither the non-Cooch Behari,
nor the Bengalis of the surrounding areas did like the Hitasadhani Sabha's aims and actions. Until
now, no serious academic attempt has been made by any academicians or non-academicians to
unfold the rise and decline of the Hitasadhani Sabha in the context of peculiar ethno-linguistic
and social hierarchy ofthis tiny princely State. Even both the antagonists and protagonists of the
Hitasadhani Sabha had not written any memoirs on this tumultuous phase barring Sree Hemanta
Kumar Roy Barman, a high-official of the princely State as well as the 'Son of the soil' and Sree
Dinesh Chandra Dakua, a former Minister, Government of West Bengal and a veteran Marxist
Political worker of Cooch Behar. Their studded silence is unhistorical and also irational. As
disciple of Clio, we cannot support this type of unhistorical attitudes of the onlookers or the
participants of the Hitasadhani Sabha. This behaviour of the contemporarians are depriving the
scholars and researchers of the regional history on area studies to carry out research on this
most important issue of the history of northern North Bengal and Western Assam. Frankly speaking,
to understand the post-colonial and the post-modem political and social tensions ofCooch Behar
nay the northern North Bengal i.e. Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri and Siliguri plains, one cannot shut his
or her eyes over the event of the immediate past i.e. the formation of the Hitasadhani Sabha.
Objectively speaking, the Greater Cooch Behar peoples Association is the successor of the
Hitasadhani Sabha with minor differences. Psychologically speaking, both are staying in the
same place only with the difference of times.

Another important lacuna is to be mentioned here also. The lacuna is that the Governmental
Records on the Hitasadhani Sabha are also scanty. We cannot understand how it was happened
? It is not unlikely that the records and the information related to the Hitasadhani Sabha were
destroyed intentionally by some one or vested interest group. What is more curious is that even
the participants, who are now aged, is conspicuously keep mum themselves on the most hot-bed
issue of the yesteryears. With such hurdles and constraints I am trying my best to portray a pen-
picture on the rise and decline of the Hitasadhani Sabha in the historical perspectives.

II

To understand the social origin of the Hitasadhani Sabha, we must study the demographic
composition of the princely State ofCooch Behar. Demography encompassed here the religious
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composition, ethno-linguistic identity issue and the historical heritage ofthe princely State. All
these were different from the so-called mainstream Bengal. Unless, we understand these
differences, we cannot understand the pulse of the 'Cooch Behari people'. Before entering into
the discussion on it, it would be better to provide the definition of the 'Cooch Behari people'. This
was the key issue of the problem. Though in differently dressed, the connotation of the identity
question of today and the Cooch Behari identity issue of the Hitasadhani Sabha phase is by and
large remaining the same with little differences. In fact, the underlying spirit is same but the
manifestation is different. In addition to these differences, the question of power-politics were
also a critical factor behind the emergence of the Hitasadhani Sabha. Truly speaking, in the high
noon phase of the Hitasadhani Sabha, the sharing of political power was becoming the most
priority issue in their struggle. This issue is very much interesting. In the election of 1946, the
Hitasadhani Sabha got sweeping majority. This resulted the massive association of the newly
elected members of the Hitasadhani Sabha in the Executive and Administrative structure of the
State. For the first time, they got the taste of political and administrative power. This share of

•. political and administrative power had whetted their political lull on the eve of the Merger
Agreement. It is against these historical backdrops, we shall discuss here the ethno-linguistic
canvas of the princely State of Cooch Behar.

III

•

The people of the princely State of Cooch Behar were sharply divided in two broad
categories - the Cooch Beharis and the non-Cooch Beharis. Cooch Beharis meants the local
Rajbanshi Hindus, the local Rajbanshi Muslims known as Nasya Sheikh, the Kumrupia Brahmins
i.e. the Maithili Brahmins who had been settled Cooch Behar since the time of the beginning of
the Hinduisation and some other non-caste Hindus such as the Sahas, Jogis and a few tribal's.
The ethnic feature, the Language, the culture even the food habits of both the Hindu and Muslim
Rajbanshis are almost identical. The Rajbanshi Nasya Sheikh Muslims, even in the beginning of
the twentieth century, were only the believers ofIslam, but actually a practising Hindu Rajbanshi.
Both D. E. Sanders and Milligans - the two top-ranking British officials have corroborated this
fact. For example the local Muslims of Cooch Behar State have generally followed the Hindu
Law ofInheritance, instead of the Islamic Law in regard to determine their property rights. This
was an unique case of history of the Hindu-Muslim relations in the princely State ofIndia. Two
factors were responsible for such an unique situation. Firstly, the Maharajas of the Cooch Behar
State could not adopt any discriminatory policy towards the minority subjects of his State. This
gesture ofthe Maharajas would have to be found in the Holiday lists of the Cooch Behar State.
The modem model of the secular State had been practiced in Cooch Behar long before its
implantation in the other princely states of India. Secondly, due to the lack of the rapid
communication and transport system, the Islamic preachers could not succeed in introducing the
ritualistic part of the Islam. In addition to this, the Pirs and the Darbesh's were the chief exponent
ofIslam in this region who always advocated the idea of assimilation and amalgamation rather
than forcible conversion. It is also to be noted that the numbers of the Aashraf Muslims i.e.
Sayyid, Sheikh, Mughal and Pathan were insignificant. According to the Census of 1891, the total
Muslim population of the State was 170,746 out of which 1146 were the outsiders Muslims i.e.
Aashraf. Naturally, a kind of ethno-linguistic consolidation rather than the religious consolidation
was taken place amongst the Hindu and Muslim Cooch Beharis.

The third category of the Cooch Beharis were the Maithili Brahmins who were locally
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called the Kamrupiya Brahmins. The Maithili Brahmins had a good understanding with the
Rajbanshi Hindu community. In fact, the social customs and the religious rituals of the Rajbanshis
was largely the product of the Maithili customs. It is to be noted here that the South Bengal or
the Radh Bengal had followed customs of Kalinga and northern North Bengal the customs of
Mithila. However, in all occasions, the Kamrupiya Brahmins had extended their moral, intellectual
and physical support to the Rajbanshi community's cause. In this connection, I would like to draw
the attention of the esteemed readers to the another interesting point. The point is that the
Kamrupiya Brahmins was despised by the Radhi, Barendra and Vaidik Brahmins of the rest of
Bengal. There was no social and intellectual communication between the Kamrupiya Brahmins
and the Brahmins of the rest of Bengal.

The question of the inclusion ofthe Saha's, a traditional Bengali merchant community
and the Jogi's, a non-cast Bengali community in the category of the Cooch Behari's was not
above suspicion. Because, they were not the indigenous people or son of the soil. Was it an
expression of their anger against the higher caste Bengali Brahmins, Baidyas and Kayasthas ?
Or was it an exhibition of the Anti-caste consolidation? Now will discuss the definition and arena
of the term Non-Cooch Beharis.

The vocabulary non-Cooch Beharis has come naturally as a counterpart of the Cooch
Beharis. There is a plain meaning of the vocabulary i.e. they were not the people of Cooch
Behar. They were called by the local people as outsiders i.e. Bahiragata or Bairer Loke. They
were also addressed by the local people as the Bhatias i.e. the people who have come from the
Bhatir Desh (in terms of the rivers course). The Bhatia people meant those who have come from
the East, South and West Bengal. Surprisingly, the Marwaris and the other Non-Bengalis were
not called Bhatias. The outsiders or the Bhatias on the other hand called the local people as the
Deshi Manush and in some cases as the Bahe. Though Bahe is an affectionate address in the
local society but it was used derogatively by the outsiders or the Bhatias. So, a ground was
prepared for social and political conflagration in the princely State of Cooch Behar.

IV

•

Another outstanding area of confrontation between the Cooch Beharis and the Non-
Cooch Beharis was the question of Kshatriyahood claimed by the Rajbanshis. The Rajbanishis
claim of the Kshatriyahood was an anathema to the caste system of the Bengali Hindus. We do
not find any existence of the Kshatriya caste in pre-colonial and the early colonial phase. It was
only after the Census of 1891, we found that the different castes of Bengal organized movements
for the Kshatriya status. It was an all-India phenomenon. In Bengal, we found the birth of the
Ugra Kshatriya, Barga Kshatriya Paundra Kshatriya and Rajabanshi Kshatriya movements.
This resulted the birth of a serious social tensions in Bengal. In Northern Bengal, the movement
took a new shape. Because, the upper caste Hindus of lower Bengal who have settled in the
Princely State ofCooch Behar and the British Bengal districts of the Rajshahi Division, could not
reconcile with the claim of the Rajbanshis as the Kshatriyas. Because, conventionally, the Bengali
society was composed by Brahmanas, Baidyas, Kayasthas and Sudras. Harendra Narayan
Chaudhury, a noted Administrative Officials of the Cooch Behar Raj has nicely depicted the
picture. He observed that this caste hierarchical beliefs have created a psychological hiatus
between the local Rajbanshis and the migrant Bengali caste Hindus. It is also to be noted here
that the Hindus of upper and lower Bengal residing in Cooch Behar did not drink water touched
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by a Rajbanshi.

In this connection, a pertinent question has been raised by the post-modern sub-altern
sch~lars of the region. Their question is that theoretically, the Baidyas and the Kayasthas were
included in the Sudra caste. But in Bengal, the Baidyas and the Kayasthas had demanded a
higher caste status and they enjoyed it without social and Sastras sanction. This unsanctioned
social position of the Baidyas and the Kayasthas was not criticized by the social historians. But
the same group of historians were very critical about the Kashatriyahood claims of the Rajbnashis.

It seems to us that the Colonial Bengal's so-called upper caste Hindus could not recognize
the Kshathiyhood of the Rajbanshis, in the post-colonial phase the Bhadraloke Bengali Historians
are not showing their impartiality with regard to the Kshatriya status. So, a psychological cold
war was growing in the princely State ofCooch Behar and the surrounding districts of the British
Bengal. This cold caste war had converted into an open caste war when the Rajbanshi Kahatriyas
had submitted a memorandum to the Government for the inclusion of the Rajbanshis in the
scheduled class category status. A serious social conflict as well as rupture was taken all over
the Northern portion of Bengal on this issue. It was really a contradictory situation. Whatever the
arguments were placed by the eminent social reformer Rai Saheb Panchanan Barma and his
followers, it was definitely a debatable issue. The Kshatriyahood and the Scheduled Caste status
could not be enjoyed simultaneously. Obviously, it also became an issue of social dispute between
the Cooch Beharis and the Non-Cooch Beharis of the Cooch Behar State and the neighbouring
and surrounding areas.

Another .small area of conflict was the language question (Not linguistic identity). The
language spoken "bythe Cooch Beharis was different from the chaste Bengali of Krishnan agar -
Nadia of Central Bengal. This Krishna Nagarik chaste Bengali was recognized by the Bengali
speaking people of Bengal as the standard Bengali for teaching, study and writing. It is true that
the today's linguistic question was not raised by the Cooch Beharis. However, the linguistic
homogeneity amongst the Rajbanshi Hindus, Rajbanshi Muslims, Kamrupiya Brahmins and the
other sub-castes have strengthened the foundation of the linguistic consolidation (not identity).

V

This ethno-caste-linguistic antagonism was further aggragrvated by the economic and
educational disparities. The test-book historians are giving much emphasis upon the ethno-caste-
linguistic identity issue rather than the economic disparities and deprivation of opportunities. Let
us try to unfolding the issue of educational inequalities.

It is true that the Maharaja's of the Cooch Behar State particularly the Maharaja Nripendra
Narayan Bhup Bahadur was a pioneer of introducing western and modern education in Cooch
Behar. Many Primary, Secondary Schools both for Boys and Girls were established. Maharaja
also established a College in the name of Queen Victoria in 1887 for remembering the Golden
Jubilee celebration of her coronation. It was the first Degree College of the then North East
India. It is to be noted that the Cotton College of Guwahati was established after 12 years of the
Cooch Behar Victoria College. The primary objective of the Maharaja was to spread higher
education among his subjects. But it appears from the Administrative Reports of the State that
the lion's portion of the opportunity of higher education was availed by the outsiders. The
Administrative Reports of 1931 shows that forty-seven candidates appeared in the examination
of whom only eleven were Cooch Beharis. Out of eleven, seven were Hindus and four were
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Muslims.

In 1940, forty-three students appeared in the Calcutta University Examination of 1940.
Out of forty-three, forty-one students were Hindus and two Muslims. But the most important
thing was that out of the total students appeared in the examination, only seven were Cooch
Beharis. Not only this, even the higher posts of all the educational institutions were occupied by
the Non-Cooch Beharis. Frankly speaking, all the Head Master's, Head Mistress's, teachers of
the Jenkins School and the Sunity Academy including the Principal of the Victoria College were
the Non-Cooch Beharis. This disparity had created a feeling of discontent in the rising middle
class community of the Cooch Beharis. It is true that they were in an embryonic form, still their
influence over the Cooch Behari masses was overwhelming.

Like the sphere of education, the administrative officials particularly the higher officials
were also occupied by the Non-Cooch Beharis. The process of domination of the outsiders i.e.
Bhatias i.e. the Bhadraloke Bengalis over the administration of the State had began with the
advent of the Company's full control in the administrative affairs ofCooch Behar. This resulted
the dominance of the outsiders over the State Administration.

The already boiled situation took a new turn in the question ofland. There was a massive
change in the ownership of land. For enhancing the income of the state, the Government have
adopted various measures to develop the agriculture of the state. So, the barren, fallow and
Jungle land was distributed to the cultivators of the outside Cooch Behar. In order to attract the
cultivators of outside the Government had announced various measures. This resulted a radical
change in the Land-man ratio as well as the ownership of the land of the Cooch Behar State.
This new land scenario was reflected in the land settlement Report of Mr. Becket, a high-
statured Settlement officer of the Cooch Behar State. He wrote in 1872, "From calculation
made, I found that out of about 1,50,000 Bighas of revenue paying lands included in 185 taluks,
about 81,000 Bighas are held by foreigners, of the remaining 69,000 Bighas, less than a third is
held by cultivatingjotedars, and the remainder by residentjotedars, who do not actually cultivated
lands but live on profits derived from Chukanidars (Middle men)". This process of change of
land-man ratio and ownership was a continuous process ofCooch Behar. In other words we can
say that even to-day this process of change is very much visible. As a result, the fronts of the
conflict between the Cooch Beharis and the Non-Cooch Beharis has been extended day by day.
The emergence of the Hitasadhani Sabha was the direct outcome of this divergence types of
conflicts. It was not a passing phase of History. On the contrary, it was the culmination of the
long-standing conflicts between the Cooch Beharis and the Non-Cooch Beharis. It was waiting
for the time. Finally, the time came on the eve of the merger of the Cooch Behar State with the
Union of India. So, we can say that the stage was set for the birth of the Hitasadhani Sabha.
Now, we will trace the birth of the Hitasadhani Sabha.

VI

The origin of the Hitasadhani Sabha is shrouded in obscurity. The exact date of its
foundation is debatable. Dr. Cham Chandra Sanyal, an eminent political personality and editor of
the Janamat patrika, (a well-circulated Bengali weekly), Jalpaiguri, has mentioned in one issue of
the Patrika that the Hitasadhani Sabha was founded on 18th May 1947. On the other hand Sree
Parbananda Das, retired Head master and a member of the Hitasadhani Sabha has stated that
the Hitasadhani Sabha was founded on 19th May 1946. The statement of Parbananda Das is
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more authentic one. Barring, there were certain other events which helped us to believe that the
Hitasadhani Sabha was founded in 1946. The first concrete historical evidence is the Election of
1946 of the Cooch Behar State. The second and last election was held at 1949 despite the
criticism of the Indian National Congress leaders of Jalpaiguri and the Cooch Behar State Congress
leaders. The Hitasadhani Sabha had participated in both the elections and got thumping majority
in the Legislative Council of the Cooch Behar State. The second historical evidence is a song
composed by an anonymous Cooch Behari poet. It was distributed among the visitors and the
pilgrimages of the Ras Mela (Fair) in 1946. The contents of the song is very interesting. It was
composed in the names of the leaders of the Hitasadhani Sabha. The song also indicated the
grievances of the Cooch Behari people against the outsiders i.e. Bhatias. The song is presented
here in English scripts with Bengali words.

Othore Native Bhai, Jagore
Native,

Tarao Bhatia Sab,

Gorgi Uthilla Satish Singh

Tuli Hunkar Rab,

Eso Deshpran Jaladhar Eso

Satish Sange Kore,

Dharanir Sathe Eso Ansar

Kari Gala Dharadhari,

Kothay Majir, Majila Edeshue,

Gelo Bhatiar Hate,

Gel Khata Bir Pumendu Eso

Khan Choudhrir Sathe.

•

So, on the basis of the above historical and oral evidences, we can say without reservation
that the Hitasadhani Sabha was founded on 19th May, 1946.

However, we have already tried to locate the underlying causes of the emergence ofthe
Hitasadhani Sabha. Now we will try to find out the immediate factors which precipitated the
birth of the Hitasadhani Sabha. Though it is a very complex task, still we can't overlook the issue.
Because, the whole problem was very much problematic. Grievance is one thing and organized
action against the grievance is another thing. There is a long distance between grievance and
organized action against grievance. The basic question is that who was or were the instrumental
behind the formation of the Hitasadhani Sabha ? Before searching the answer of the question, it
would be better to study the composition of the Hitasadhani Sabha. The following was the
composition ofthe Hitasadhani Sabha.

President :Khan

Vice-President :

Choudhury Amanatullah Ahmed

Dharani Shankar Bhattachharya,

Satish Chandra Singha Roy Sarkar
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Secretary : laladhar Saha

Assistant Secretary: Majir Uddin Ahmed, Kumar Purnendu Narayan,
Satish Chandra Roy

The first constitutional question came to our mind is that why the Raja was not the
president of the Hitasadhani Sabha ? According to the convention and practice of the princely
State, the King or Queen or the scion of the Raj Family will be the Head or President of every
organization or Association. This was happened at the time of the formation of the Praja Hitaishana
Sabha, 1859. The Raja or King, by virtue of his position, became the President of the Praja
Hitaishana Sabha. But in the case of the Hitasadhani Sabha, we found a non-conventional practice.
Secondly, without the consent or approval ofthe King or the Royal Administration, no organization
or Association was allowed to function in the princely State? Ifwe believe in this practice, then
we can say that at the blessings or connivance of the King, the Hitasadhani Sabha was formed
? This hypothesis has been supported by the writings of the some Hitasadhani leaders or by the
onlookers or participants oral interviews. Abbas Uddin Abmed, a leader of the Hitasadhani Sabha
and a prominent folk singer, writes in his memoirs that the Maharaja was sympathetic to the
cause of the Hitasadhani Sabha. In many occasions, the Maharaja had addressed the meetings
of the Hitasadhani Sabha. Indrajitcndra Narayan, a scion of the Royal Family had also delivered
a speech in the meeting of the Hitasadhani Sabha at Mekhliganj. Naturally, we can say that in the
formation of Hitasadhani Sabha, the role of the Royal Family including the Maharaja was not
above suspicion.

In regard to this discussion, another pertinent question came to our mind. The question is
that the same Royal Administration or the predecessors of the last Maharaja before the Merger
did not allow to open up the branch of the Rajbanshi Kshatriya Samiti in the princely State of
Cooch Behar. Even the propaganda of the Rajbanshi Kshatriya Samiti was also prohibited in the
Cooch Behar State. Why the Maharaja nay the Royal Administration did not allow the Rajbanshi
Kshatriya Samiti to function in the Cooch Behar State? The question is unanswered even to day.
However, some Cooch Behari writers have tried to prove that not the Maharajas, but the outsiders
who were holding the high post in the administration of the State; were responsible for it. Their
hypothesis was not supported by any historical evidences of the times. The issue requires serious
historical study. Because, it is a deep historical problem. However, we found a separate Kshatriya
Samiti at Cooch Behar known as the Cooch Behar Kshatriya Society. It was founded in 1941 in
Cooch Behar after the passing of thirty years of the Rajbanshi Kshatriya Society. Why a separate
Kshatriya Society was founded in the Cooch Behar State? Separate society was wanted by the
Royal Family vis-a-vis Cooch Beharis ? It is to be noted that the Cooch Behari identity was more
emotional and powerful than the Rajbanshi identity. The Cooch Beharis of the pre-merger period
never called themselves as Rajbanshis. The Cooch Beharis also called the Rajbanshis ofRangpur
as Rangpuriya. All these questions are to be studied in the historical perspectives unless or
otherwise the dichotomies of the Rajbanshi Society of the colonial phase will not be understood.
Because, the same kind of problem was also prevailed in the Western Assam, the another center
of the Rajbanshi community. The Rajbanshi community leaders of the Western Assam (lower
Assam i.e. NamoniAssam) could not welcome the Rajbanshi Kshatriya Society's movement for
the Kshatriyahood. Another interesting point is that before the advent of the Rajbanshi Kshatriya
Society, another Society was founded in 1909. It was known as the Adhikari Society (or Samiti).
Uptil now we do not get any information on the Adhikari Samiti barring a photograph of the

f
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Samiti.
VII

It is said that the Hitasadhani Sabha was the brainchild ofNawab Khasru Jang, a relative
of the Nizam ofHyderabad and also the Personal Assistant of Maharani Indira Devi, the Queen-
Dowager ofCooch Behar State. Nawab Khasru Jang's role in the formation of the Hitasadhani
Sabha was not above suspicion. In order to understand the issue, we must review the change of
political and administrative scenario of the State.

Since the marriage of Prince Jitendra Narayan with Indira Devi, the Princess of Gaikwar
State, we found a change in the administration. The Bengali dominance over the adminstration
was begun to reduce due to the attitude of Maharanee Indira Devi. Her Highness was in favour
of appointing the high officials of the State from the other parts of India. So, the administrative
structure of the State which was reared by Dewan Calica Das Dutta, I.C.S. with consent of His
Highness Maharaja Nripendra Narayan Bhap Bahadur, now reversed. This reversal was revealed
in the appointment of high officials which was earlier dominated by the Bengali Bhadraloke
particularly the Brahmo Bengali Bhadraloke.

A list of names of high officials are presented here:

1. Dr. A. R. Secondy, Chief Medical Officer of the State.

2. Mr. L. B. God, Chief Engineer of the State.

3. Mr. Hanuman Sah Routh, Revenue Secretary of the State.

4. Mr. I. Sekhar, Education Secretary and Publicity officer of the State.

5. Mr. P. K. Kaul, Commandant, Home Guard of the State.

6. Mr. G. C. Fookan, Police Commissioner of the State.

7. Captain R. Grey, Pilot of the State.

8. Mr. K. R. Singh, Minister-in-waiting ofthe State.

The Bengalisation process of the Cooch Behar State has received a set back and this
resulted the birth of a de-Bengalisation process. However, the Cooch Beharis did not welcome
this Indianisation of the State administration ofCooch Behar.

It was also alleged that the British Resident at the Durbar (Court) of Cooch Behar
patronised the growth of the Hitasadhani Sabha. It was firmly believed by the nationalists and
patriots that the British Resident was playing the communal card not on religious line but on
ethno-caste-linguistic tone. Apart from this, the British Government had some definite political
objective behind the patronisation. The British officials wanted to keep Cooch Behar out of the
influence of the Tebhaga Movement (Share Croppers Movement) of the neigubouring districts
of Bengal. In addition to this, they also wanted to save the Cooch Behar State from the influence
of the Communist Party. However, we do not get hard historical documents in support of this
allegation. It is actually the opinion of some local scholars and elderly people of Cooch Behar.

In such a messy situation, it is difficult to reach any conclusion in regard to the formation
of the Hitasadhani Sabha. But it is true that there was something rotten in the State of Cooch
Behar. And it is also true that the Hitasadhani Sabha was received the support or blessings of all
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the above groups or persons of the Cooch Behar State. Their rapid growth and expansion will
prove this contention. Without the connivance of the Royal Government Administrative officials,
it was not possible on the part of the Hitasadhani to expand their tentacles in the grass-root level
within this shortest time (1946-1949).

VIII

It is very difficult to locate the primary and the secondary objectives of the Hitasadhani
Sabha. The think-tank of the Hitasadhani Sabha could not formulate any long-term strategy.
They have identified their enemies as well as the problems. But they did not know how to
eliminate the enemies and overcome the problems. For example they have launched a crusade
against the caste Hindus i.e. the outsiders. They have raised the slogan of 'Bhatia Hatao'. The
members and the followers of the Hitasadhani Sabha have launched a crusade against the Bhatias.
Abbas Uddin Ahmed has rightly stated that the predominance of the outsiders was the main
reason behind the 'Bhatia Hatao' slogan. The meetings of the Hitasadhani Sabha was started
with an inaugural song which was fully anti-Bhatia. Few lines of the song ware as following:

'0 more Cooch Behari Bhai Re

Sabar Ghore Jale Suwraj Bati

Tomar Ghare Ken Andhar Rati 7'

With this emotional song, the Hitasadhani leaders have successfully channelised the
anger of the Cooch Behari people against the non-Cooch Beharis.1t is to be noted that the song
was composed by Answar Uddin Ahmed, the younger brother of the noted folk singer Abbas
Uddin Ahmed. What was more interesting is that the song was sung by Abbas Uddin himself in
every meeting of the Hitasadhani Sabha. As a result, a new kind of communalism i.e. ethnic and
caste based communinalism was developed in this princely State. The circle of the ethnic and
cast based division was completed in the State. It was reflected in the Election Result of 1946.
The Hitasadhani Sabha got thumping majority in the election. Khan Choudhury Amanatullah
Khan, the President and Sree Satish Chandra Singh Roy Sarkar the Vice-president of the
Hitasadhani Sabha was elected and appointed as the Revenue Minister and Education Minister
respectively. After assuming the Minstryship, they have introduced several communal and
repressive measures against the Non-Cooch Beharis in the field of service, educational opportunity
and land distribution. Sir Akbar Hyderi, the Governor of Assam and in-charge of the Cooch
Behar State, wrote to Sardar Patel that there was was a strong anti-Bengali feeling in the State.
This communal activities of the Hitasadhani Ministers had vitiated the social atmosphere of the
state.

The Hitasadhani Sabha not only confined their activities against the Bhatias but also
involved in the anti-Indian activities. Their anti-Indian activities were first published in the 'Janamat
Partrika', a weekly Bengali newspaper of Jalpaiguri. Dr. Charu Chandra Sanyal, the editor of
Janamat was an eminent local Congress leader and physician. No national level newspaper was
able to publish any news on the Cooch Behar State. Because, the Hitasadhani Sabha Ministers
have imposed a kind of restriction upon the publication of the news on the Coach Behar State.
The only newspaper which have extensively published the events of the Cooch Behar State was
the Janamat Patrika of Jalpaiguri. A few excerpts on the News Items of Coach Behar is cited
here for understanding the gravity of the problem.
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On 21't Bhadra, 1355 B.S. in an editorial Dr. Sanyal had written that "The Revenue
Minister of Cooch Behar State, Amanatulla Khan Choudhury, who was a pro-Muslim League
political stature and a leader of the Hitasadhani Sabha and his colleague Satish Chandra Singha
Roy, the Education Minister of the State, expressed in a meeting held at Mekhliganj that they
wanted Cooch Behar to remain independent of the Union of India? They also called for the
destruction of the State Congress and accused the State Congress for involved in anti-state
activities. Amanatulla Khan Choudhury himself demanded plebiscite to solve the problem of
integration of the Cooch Behar State. Another high official of the state Hakim Ahamad Hossain,
while serving as a S.D.O. of Mathabhanga, delivered a speech on the occasion of a Muslim
Religious festival supporting the cause of merger of Cooch Behar with Pakistan. The Indian
National Congress Flag was dishonoured at Mathabhanga. The Cooch Behar State Government
had also obstructed the celebration of Independence Day on 15th August 1947 at Cooch Behar
organized by the Civil Liberties Committee. The Independence Day was also celebrated at
Tufanganj. But the organizers did only hoist the flag of the Cooch Behar State not the Indian
National Flag. The Cooch Behar State Government authorities had arrested and subsequently
extended the leader of the celebration from the State. This anti-Indian feeling of the members of
the State Council and the Hitasadhani Sabha have complicated the integration problem of the
Cooch Behar State. The political environment of the State was further complicated by the
indifferent attitude of the Maharaja to this anti-Indian activities of his ministers. It was argued
that without his tacit approval, it would not have been possible for his ministers to make such
assertive and clear-cut statements. It was also alleged that the Maharaja had become a puppet
into the hands of the members of the state council and wanted to maintain the separate identity
of the Cooch Behar State.

IX

•

The political atmosphere of the Cooch Behar State was rapidly taking a serious tum.
Nari Rustamji, Adviser to the Governor of Assam noted that pro-Pakistani elements were very
active in the Cooch Behar State. The Governor of West Bengal, K. N. Katju also alleged that a
plan was afoot to infiltrate huge number of Muslims into the State ofCooch Behar and thereby
strengthening t~e cause of merger with Pakistan. In a letter to Sardar Patel, Dr. B idhan Chandra
Roy, the Prime Minister of West Bengal, wrote that the obnoxious developments in Cooch Behar
State will not only affect the security of West Bengal but also of the Indian Union. Sardar Patel
himself informed Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru that the Hitasadhani Sabha had sympathy for Pakistan.
Let us examine the background of the anxiety of the high officials as well as the national statured
political leaders of the time.

The Hitasadhani Sabha, the center of the problem, was primarily responsible for such
serious situation. We have already stated that the Hitasadhani Sabha was essentially, an ethno-
caste-linguistic association of the Cooch Beharis irrespective of their religion. But after the birth
of Pakistan, the lion's section of the Muslim members of the Hitasadhani Sabha have been
deviated from their Cooch Behari identity which was the cornerstone of the Hitasadhani Sabha .
Instead of pleading Cooch Behari identity, they have been inclining to the Muslim identity. This
change of mind of the major section of the Muslim members of the Hitasadhani Sabha was very
much distinct from their speeches and actions. It is true that there was no branch of the Muslim
League in the Cooch Behar State. But it was alleged by the nationalists of the Cooch Behar
State that the Hitasadhani Sabha's Muslim Members were acted as the counterpart of the Muslim
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League in the Cooch Behar State. Even some of the Nationalists compared the activities of the
Hitasadhani Sabha with the Rajakars of Hyderabad State.

However the activities of the Muslim members of the Hitasadhani Sabha was really
alarming. MaulanaAbdul Hannid Khan Bhasani's call for 'Greater Bengal' greatly have influenced
the minds of the Muslim members of the Hitasadhani Sabha. Khan Choudhury Amanatullah, the
President of the Hitasadhani Sabha and the Revenue Minister of the Cooch Behar has encouraged
the Muslim immigrants of Rangpur and Mymensingh to settle in the Cooch Behar State. Land-
hungry Muslim peasants of the over-populated East Pakistan's district of Rangpur, Mymensing
took this advantage and by marrying the girls of the Rajbanshi community begun to settle in
Cooch Behar as Cooch Behari. Apart from this, at the invitation of Khan Choudhury Amanatullah,
Mojahed Fouz (Army of Liberation, Siragganj, Pabna) leader Assadullah Siraji come to Cooch
Behar. His plan was to march to Cooch Behar with his army. By this way the Muslim members
of the Hitasadhani Sabha have tried to materialize their dream known as 'turned Cooch Behar
into Pakistan' .

Though the Hitasadhani Sabha had successfully sold the Cooch Behari identity, still
there were many people who did not subscribe their view. It is true that the researchers and
historians are very unkind to them. Any way, the person who have strongly opposed the Hitasadhani
Sabha's aims and actions was Umesh Chandra MandaI, a Gandhite Cooch Behari and Rajbanshi
pleader of Dinhata town. In order to resist the nefarious design of the Hitasadhani Sabha, Umesh
Chandra Mandai had founded the Cooch Behar State Praja Mandai with the help of the progressive
minded people. These people were mostly the followers of the Forward Block and the Communist
Party. It is to be noted that some Communists and Forward Block activists had been working
secretly in Cooch Behar since 1940's. But they had no regular official establishment there. In
fact, barring the Hitasadhani Sabha the different political parties have opened up their office in
the Cooch Behar State only after 1947.

However, the Praja MandaI was a secular organization. The president of the Praja
MandaI was Umesh Chandra MandaI and the Secretary was Ramesh Chandra Roy, a. C.P'!.
worker. The Praja Mandai leaders and followers have actively supported the cause of merger of
Cooch Behar with the Indian union. They cautioned the people about the dangerous communal
politics of the Hitasadhani Sabha and tried to remove Cooch Behari - Non-Cooch Behari animosity.
The Praja MandaI was very much aware of the anti-Indian activities of the Hitasadhani Sabha.
In a memorandum dated July 20, 1948 addressed to Vallabbhai Patel, the Vice-premier oflndia,
the Praja MandaI alleged that the Maharaja and his pro-leagues Muslim Ministers as well as the
Ministers who belonged to the Scheduled Caste community were hobnobbing with Pakistan. It
has also been said that the Maharaja himself met Suhrawardy, the Prime Minister of Bengal and
sought his opinion about the question of merger referring to the fact that his State was surrounded
on three sides by the territories of Pakistan.

To draw the attention of the intelligentsia as well as the people of Calcutta nay West
Bengal and the Government of West Bengal and India, some people of the Cooch Behar state
with the help of the Praja MandaI, formed a new association at Calcutta known as the Cooch
Behar Peoples Association. These Associations spokesmen Prof. Chuni Lal Mukherjee, Pulakesh
Dey Sarkar, Sree Tarapada Chakravorty and Sailen Roy had prepared a memorandum for the
submission to the Prime-Minister ofIndia. This memorandum was signed by Umesh Chandra
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MandaI, Prof. Chuni Lal Mukherjee, Ramesh Chandra Roy MandaI, Satis Chandra Pal, Prem
Nihar Nandi, Barindra Kumar Ghosh, Rajendra Chandra Chatterjee, Kala Nath Roy Barman,
Chura Mohan Bhowmic, Asmat Ali Byapari et.el.

In order to create public opinion upon the problems of Cooch Behar, the Cooch Behar
Peoples Association and the Praja MandaI convened a public meeting at Calcutta. The Intellectuals,
Writers, Political activists, Journalists, Social activists of Calcutta have published an appeal letter
to the people. The signatories of the Appeal letters were Sree Atul Chandra Gupta, Soumendra
Nath Tagore, Kalidas Nag, Tarasankar Banerjee, Naresh Chandra Sengupta, Sajani Kanta Das,
Sisir Kumar Bhaduri, Suniti Kumar Chatterjee, Chapala Kanta Bhattacharya, Radha Binod Pal,
Vivekanada Mukherjee et.el.

x
What actually was the main objective of the Hitasadhani Sabha ? It was difficult to

t. explain. But one thing was clear. They wanted the cake of the political power. But in what way
they will achieve their goal? They have no clear idea. It is true that their concern was only the
Cooch Behar State and the Cooch Behari people. It is also true that in the different stages, they
have changed their demands. In the first stage, they demanded a separate state, in the second
stage they demanded that Cooch Behar should be a centrally administered territory; in the third
stage they demanded that Cooch Behar should be merged with Assam and not with West Bengal.
And in this stage the Muslim faction of the Hitasadhani Sabha wanted the merger of the Cooch
Behar State with East Pakistan. In fact the Hitasadhani Sabha was desperate for political power.
It was reflected in a letter of Mr. Nanjappa, the Chief Commissioner of Cooch Behar to the Joint
Secretary, Government ofIndia on 22nd November 1949. Mr. Nanjappa wrote 'It is interesting to
note that the Hitasadhani party is willing to merge Cooch Behar with Gurkha District ofDarjeeling
or with Assam. Their real intention appears to be to try to maintain their political influence in their
area'. However, in order to create a separate state, the representatives of the different parties of
Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri, Sikkim and Darjeeling met at Darjeeling on 30th October 1949. They
demanded the formation of a separate State comprising the above mentioned areas. They have
formed a Committee viz Uttara Khanda Pradesh Sangha.

In addition to this, a new kind political climate was developed in the Dooars area of the
Jalpaiguri District. A section of the Rajbanshi people of both Hindu and Muslim Community
demanded the inclusion of the Western Dooars with the Cooch Behar State. They argued that
before the conquest of Bhutan and the British Indian Government, the Western Dooars was a
part of the Cooch Behar State. Two leaftets had been published by the people of the Western
Dooars ethnically and linguistically belonged to the same stock like the Cooch Beharis. So, it will
not be an exaggeration, if we say that an ethno-linguistic consolidation has been started also in
the Dooars portion of Jalpaiguri. Perhaps they have been dreamt for the establishment of a State
where their ethno-linguistic predominance will be preserved. It was a dream only. And the dream
of the Dooars people, not the Cooch Beharis or the Hitasadhani Shbha. Because, the Hitasadhani
Sabha was concerned only about the Cooch Beharis and the Cooch Behar state, not the Dooars.

Whatever may be the objectives of the Hitasadhani Sabha, its aims and activities had
inspired the ethono-caste-linguistic group of people of the Western Dooars. But what was the
response of the Rajbanshis of the Western Assam i.e. Goalpara and Kamrup Districts? Because,
the seventy percent people of these two districts belonged to the Rajbanshi Community. The
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Assamese Rajbanshi leaders Sree Sarat Chandra Singha, (Later the Chief Minister of Assam)
and Sree Purnendu Naryan Sinha wanted the merger of the Cooch Behar State with Assam. But
this was not supported by the Rajbansi leader Sree Upendra Nath Barman of Jalpaiguri (formerly
Cooch Behari) and others. He fervently advocated the merger of the Cooch Behar State with
West Bengal. Thus in this way, the Cooch Behari identity question of the Hitasadhani Sabha had
encompassed all the Rajbanshish in one point. It was not objective of the Hitasadhani Sabha, it
was actually a by-product of the Hitasadhani Sabha's movement. But the Rajbanshi leaders
could not understand the writings of the wall.

XI

The immatured political behaviour and the Anti-Indian activities of the Muslim members
of the Hitasadhani Sabha had precipitated the merger of the Cooch Behar state with West
Bengal. Nehru and Patel had a kind of sympathy to the demand of the Cooch Behari people. It
was reflected in the announcement ofPandit Nehru in a public meeting at Calcutta in 1949. He
announced that a plebiscite will be arranged to honour the opinion ofthe people of the State. But
the speeches, activities and behaviour of the Hitasadhani members have damaged their own
cause. The Central Government was very much perturbed to see the development of Cooch
Behar. So, the Government was in a hurry to solve the problem of the Cooch Behar State. The
solution was the merger ofCooch Behar with West Bengal as a District. The Hitasadhani Sabha
was disbanded. Khan Choudhuri Amantullah was externed from Cooch Behar within 24 hours.
However, Satish Chandra Singh Roy Sarkar joined in the Cabinet of Dr. Bidhan Chandra Roy as
a Deputy Minister for Transport and Communication. On the other hand, the leader of the Praja
Mandai Sree Umesh Chandra MandaI was also inducted by Dr. Bidhan Chandra in his Cabinet
as a Minister. Thus the power struggle of the Hitasadhani Sabha, the stormy-petrol of the Cooch
Berari identity as well as power politics was ended. But with the remnants of the Hitasadhani
Sabha, a new kind of politics was started, though in different way. The basic issue was revised
and enlarged i.e. from the Cooch Behari Identity to the Rajbanshi Identity. It was not a prototype
of the Rajbanshi Kshatriya Samity Movement, though in many respects its objectives are identical.
However, that is a different story.
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