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Note from the Editor-in-Chief 

On behalf of the Department of History, University of North Bengal, I have the 
privilege of presenting the research journal Karatoya to the scholar~ and students who are 
interested in the study of history and culture. Over a dozen of res~arch ·papers c,ov_ering 
varied aspects of Indian hi'story stretching from the ancient to the modem times are 

• incorporated in the journal. _' 

· · It is a gerieral 
1

practi~e in an· academic exercise of this type to !J1ake a brief observation 
about the contents of the articles. The publication thus opens with an academic endeaevor of 
Samir Kumar Manda! to draw a picture of later Vedic society as reflected in the Kausika 

Sutra, which is a grhya text of the Atharvaveda. Exploiting the materials of the Atharvaveda, 
the Kausika Sutra has applied them in many social and religious matters including kingship, 

cattle-rearing, agriculture, charms for diseases, women rites, witchcraft, etc. 

A study of some aspects of internal administrative set up of the monastic Order 
(Vihara) as well as the mechanism of the monastic hierarchy system is the subject matter of 
Dr. Pranabananda Jash 's essay. In every sphere of activities of the monastery, a strong and 
well-organized management involvement was executed. Professor Jash convincingly pointed 

· out that the rules and regulations of the Order were neither drawn up in their entirety in 
Buddha's life time, not were formulated in their entirety after his demise. 

Dr. Gaur Chandra Ghosh has presented in his article the arts and crafts of early 
medieval Bengal in cultural perspective. The feudal character of the society of Early Medieval 
Bengal could hardly preclude the possibility of the growth of various industries. Agriculture, 
industry and commerce continued to be in symbiotic progress during the period though 
agriculture preponderated over others. The flamboyance of the industries in Bengal was 
marked by the demand of the industrial produc~s of Bengal .to different parts of India and 
abroad. The reason might be the elevated status of the· labour class since the Gupta Age. 
The rise Buddhist Pala Dynasty in Bengal and the eradication of the caste system in Bengal 
also acted one of the propelling factors to the growth of industries in Bengal. 

The Origin of Ancient Kamatapur is analytically unfolded before us by Dr. Sailen 
Debnath. Ancient Kamatapur emerged as a political unit on the bifurcation ofKamrup after 
the death of heirless Bhaskar Yarman in the mid-seventh century. The post-Bhaskar days 
witnessed a war for supremacy between Sangaldip, a feudatory(?) of the departed king and 
Salastambha, a legitimate successor of Bhaskar (?). The conflict ended with Salastambha 
conceding to the claim of Sangaldip over the land from the Sankosb to Karatoya. Sangaldip's 
reign was short-lived because of his defeat in the hands of the Tibetan Imperial forces. 
Tibetan rule was also ephemeral. The geo-political unit that once was formed by Sangaldip 
to the west of the kingdom of the Salstambhas, in course of time, came to be known as 
Kamatapur mainly circumscribed by the Himalayas in the north, the Karatoya in the west, 



the Sankosh and often by the Brahmaputra in the east and by the Padma-Brahm.aputra 
confluence in the south. 

Dr. Sayamtara Jash in her paper on Srimanta Sankaradeva and the Concept of 
Neo-Vaishnavism in Assam has analyzed that Sankaradeva had a mission to elevate the 
socio-religious life of Assam as well as other neighbouring regions and to translate his ideas 
into reality irrespective of any caste-colour distinction; he took help of various performing 
arts. The paper also incorporates a brief but critical exposition of the Mahapurusiya -
dharma with adequate emphasis on 'Eka-sarana' dharma, i.e. the religion of Supreme • 
surrender to One, and that One is Vishnu-Narayana. 

In the article' A Political Biography of an Ujjainia Chief ofBhojpur: Raja Gajpati ' , 
Dr. Tahir Hussain Ansari has discussed in details about the power and position of Raja 
Gajapati as well as their relations with the Mughal Emperors. Ujjainias were very powerful 
chiefs ofBhojpur in Bihar. Raja Gajpati was having very good relation with the Afghans of 
Bihar in general and Sher Shah in particular. The Ujjainia chief developed cordial relation 
with the Afghans and probably helped Sher Shah in his struggle against Mughal Emperor, 
Humayun. Hence, whenever the Afghans rebelled against the Mughals, Raja Gajpati also 
rebelled against the Mughals. Although many times he was defeated and brought under the 
Mughals 's control so much as to make the payment of malguzari or peshkash and render 
them his services, a cordial relation could not be established between Raja Gajpati and the 
Mughals. 

Gouri Dey draws our attention to the place of carpets in the lives of the Mughals. 
The Mughals were conscious about the interiors of their palaces, which is seen through the 
carpets used by them. Carpet was more or less a synonym for a variety of floor spreads. In 
the M ughal court, each such covering had a distinctive term based on its individual usage or 
function, being distinct in in its own kind, design, pattern or motif. Carpets of all shapes, 
sizes, textures and grades gained important position in the life style of the Mughals. Carpetry, 
introduced from Persia had its own distinctive aesthetic touch under the Mughals. After the 
decline of the Mughal rule there was perceptible decrease in the gorgeousness of carpet 
industry. 

Dr. Bijoy Kumar Sarkar in his paper titled State, Power and Ethics of Governance: 
A Kamala-Koch Experience makes an assessment of the nature and extent of ethics observed 
in the governance of the Kamata-Koch Kingdom. Analysing different politico-administrative 
activities of the Kamata-Koch kings, Dr. Sarkar goes to say that it is not always possible for 
a weaker state to adhere to the ethics of governance due to lack of power. At the same time, 
he also reminds us that the Kamata-Koch Kings used powers more or less for betterment of 
the people and held the tradition of ethical standard in governance fairly high. 

The purpose of the paper titled Brahmaputra Valley in the Nineteenth century: 
Colonial State, Embankments and Floods by Dr. Monisankar Misra is to discuss critically 



how the British, who succeeded tfieAhoms to the political authority, visualized and negotiated 
floods in nineteenth century Brahmaputra valley particularly with regards to embankment 
construction or renovation. This constitutes an important agenda, as the colonial state was 
not organically linked to the soil of Assam unlike the Ah oms or their predecessors. Therefore, 
interesting highlights can be obtained as to the nature of the functioning of an alien colonial 
rule. 

In her paper on 'Colonising Darjeeling Forest without Indigenous Resistance: An 
Overview of Colonial Darjeeling' Tahiti Sarkar attempts to unravel the impact of the 19th 

century colonial interventions in the forests of Darjeeling Hills. It has been traced to seek 
how such interventions did affect her indigenous people and the resultant reactions, if any, to 
such colonial inroads. The indigenous resistance to colonial forestry in Darjeeling hills has 
been intended to be perceived from the broader frame of Environmental history. The study 
explores whether the Colonial Powerscape of Darjeeling Hills provided for a strong 
predicament to develop any subaltern consciousness of resistance. 

The article "Migration, Urbanisation and Growth of Hill Town in Darjeeling: a 
Historical Study" ( 1835-1950) by Chanchal Manda) and Dr. Dahlia Bhattacharya 
systematically represents the background and process of urbanisation in Darjeeling hill town 
by interpreting migration from Nepal and its adjacent areas which turned this region from 
sparsely populated to bulk populated. Tea and Tourism including its natural geographical 
beauty was utilised by the colonial Raj as a centre of relief from the heat of the plains. 
Darjeeling hill town received spontaneous development of ultimate urbanising features by 
the end of the twentieth century. 

Dr. Sukanya Majumadar draws our attention to the 'Origin of labour movement in 
the tea plantation ofDoars region from 1860 to 194 7. She initially analyses the rare occurrence 
of this movement and the different view held by the British about such phenomenon. Then 
she goes to show how the workers were becoming conscious about their rights and started 
protesting against wrongs committed by the tea planters. Gradually this gave rise to the 
different labour unions which aimed at unifying the workers for their development and self
sufficiency. 

Historical Genesis of Bind Community in West Bengal is the theme of research 
of Bhola Nath Mandal. Here he attempts to trace the origin of a marginalised community 
the Bind- which belongs to the scheduled caste group in West Bengal and maintains their 
tribal tradition in spite of adopting Hinduism. 

'Non-Co-operation Movement in Contai', Midnapore is the theme of academic 
investigation by Sankar Kumar Das. This phase of the national movement in Contai was 
very much striking for its varied contour and varying configuration. The three Parallel 
Governments formed by the Contai people at Patashpur, Khejuri and Contai were ample 
proofs of their revolutionary zeal and conviction. 



Supam Biswas in his article 'Emergence of Non-Bengali entrepreneurship: A case 
study of tea plantation industry in North Bengal since independence' shows how the Bengali 
entrepreneurs who had no reserve fund to meet the challenge posed by Kenya, Shrilanka 
etc. in world expert market, had to draw loan from the Marwaris, Biharis, etc and their 
failure to repay the loan due to lack of enhancement of rate of production, led to change of 
hands of the tea estates from these extravagant Bengali entrepreneurs to the non-Bengal is. 
The frequent changes in the ownership have severely affected the tea industry in the form 
of decline of quality. 

Dr. Rup Kumar Barman in his essay 'The proxy citizens of North Bengal ' analytically 
talks about the people of Indian enclaves in Bangladesh in historical perspective. They are 
defaclo stateless people from the perspective home country, though in the host country most 
of the chhitmahal-dwellers have acquired citizenship of host country with the help of corruption 
and falsehood. So they are proxy citizens of both ' home' and 'host' countries. In practice, 
they are being deprived from the basic amenities and rights of citizens including civil, cultural 
and political rights, rights of the children and women, right to citizenship, right to protection 
from the persecution by any state or non-state actors, etc. 

I do not like make any comment or remark on any paper incorporated in this volume; 
on the contrary, I would like to mention that the responsibility for the facts stated, opinions 
expressed and conclusions reached is entirely that of the authors conc~ms and the editor of 
the journal accepts no responsibility for the same. 

It is now my solemn duty to express my gratitude to our Honourable Vice-Chancellor 

Professor Somnath Ghosh who is an always forceful inspiration in pursuing of any academic 
works. in tbe Department. I am thankful to my colleagues of the Department of History, 
Finance Officer, the Register, The Dean of the Faculty of Arts, Commerce and Law for 
their warm encouragement and necessary cooperation for publishing this journal. 

I am greatly indebted to Pranabananda Jash for his constant help, advice and guidance 
throughout the period I was engaged in editing this volume. His valuable suggestions have 
always been consider as an inspiration and encouragement. I have no words to express my 
gratitude to him. 

I am also grateful to all the contributors for the enrichment of this publicaction by 
providing valuable research papers. 

Thanks are also due to the officials and the staff of North Bengal University Press 
for their earnest cooperation in carefully printing the journal within a very short time. 

Bijoy Kumar Sarkar 
Department of History 

University of North Bengal 
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Society as Reflected in Kausika Sutra: An Atharvavedic Text 

Dr. Samir Kumar Manda! 

The Vedic period spanned at least for a period of around one thousand years 

( 1500 B.C. to 500.B.C.), as is reflected from the literature. The Vedic literature has two 

distinct parts, one consisting of the Sarilhita, the Brahma!Ja, the Aranyaka and the Upani$ada 

and the other being the Vedariga literature. Though the literature represents an unbroken 

tradition of the Vedic society, the society itself w itnessed many change!"> from the age of 

the Sarilhttato that of the Vedariga. The Vedas, as is traditionally bel ieved, are Impersonal 
(apaura$eya) whereas the Vedariga literature is recognized as the composition of the Vedic 
times. Evidently, the Ved ic literature was not composed as a social history. Yet the 

modern scholars who le~ aside the theory of impersonality have ceaselessly carried on 
their endeavor to trace in them the religious, social, po litical and cultural history of the 
Vedic Aryans. 

Ka/pa Sutra is one of the six disciplines of the Vedanga. Ka/pa means ritual and 
sutra means form ula. Kalpa Sutras are so-called because it contains the prescriptions for 

actions in the form of formulas. Ka/pa Sutra is mainly of four types: Srauta siJtra, Grhya 

siJtra, OharmasiJtra and Sulva siJtra. The sutras usually describe systematically what are 

depicted in the Samh,ta and Brahmara. The GrhyasDtras or domestic rules speak about the 

household rites of an individual Aryan including birth, upanayan, marriage, etc., 
connected with simple offerings into the domestic fire. The OharmasiJtras treat customs 

and social duties, forming the chief sources of the later law-books. The SulvasiJtras do not 
have any relation with the society but they treat of the measurement by means of cords, 

and the construction, of different kinds of altars required for sacrifices. 

As we know, each and every Veda has a number of Srauta, Grhya and Dharma 

siJtras. In fact, the difference lies in the variety of performance in each sakha of a Veda. 

The Kaus1ka SiJtra is a grhya text of the Atharvaveda. It is a unique sutra literature in 
fourteen chapters where we find a mixture of Srauta and Grhya rites. It is related to text 

elements of the Atharvaveda. The present paper w ill attempt to find out the society as 
reflected in the Vedic literature, particularly the sutra literature of the Atharvaveda, 
especially the Kausika Sutra. 

There is a lot of controversy about the subject matter of the Atharvaveda and that 

too for many reasons. On the other hand, its materials mainly apply to the santi and 
paustika activities of the Atharvavedins. It is said in the Gopatha Brahma(la that both the 
santa and ghora are two main aspects of Atharvaveda.1 Sayar:ia's introduction to 
commentary of the Atharvaveda divides the elements of the Atharvaveda into a number 



of heads,2 following which M. Bloomfield,23 has classified the subject matter of the . 
Atharvaveda into fourteen heads. The Kausika Sutra has exploited the materials of the 
Atharvaveda and applied them in many social and religious matters including kingship, 
cattle-rearing, agriculture, charms for every possible disease, women rites, witchcraft, etc. 
It will be a rewarding endeavour to exploit the social character as reflected in this 
interesting siitra text of the Atharvaveda. 

In the Atharvaveda, there are ample references to polity. The word ra$tra has been 
used in number of places, particularly in the first chapter ( 1.29) devoting a complete ~ 

hymn under the designation rawabardhanam for a welfare state. Prayer to various gods are 
offered for the prosperity of the state.3 Even the protection of the kingdom from the 
enemies and other rivals is found.4 These references make it clear that a system of polity 
existed in the Atharvavedic era. Other references to polity also occur (Atharvaveda 

7.12.1 ; 10.3.12; 12.1.8; 13.1.35 etc.). Various systems of political nature like sabhaand 

samiti etc also find mention. Though the theory of the divide kingship was usually in 
vogue, e lected kingship could also be found in the Atharvaveda. It is to be kept in mind 
that second chapter of the Kausika Siitra is very much related to the political matters. 
Various rites in regard to war and battle fare,5 coronation of a king, restoration of a 
dethroned king6 are prescribed there. 

In the Atharvaveda, the purohita acquires an important position in kingly affairs 
and these find reflected later on Kautilya's Arthasastra. The priest of the king performed 
various types of religious rites and offerings so that the king may fight enemies and be a 
conqueror. During the coronation the purohita used to give the king various attires 
(Kausika Sutra 17 .2; 16.18-19). 

II 

In the Vedic age the first three higher caste i.e. Brahma(la, Khatriya, Vai.sya had the 
right to education. Needless to say, the Siidras were not allowed to read the Vedic 
scriptures. After the initiation ceremony i.e. upanayana, the first three caste would have 
to go to the house of the guru for twelve years for education. In the Atharvaveda ( 11 .5), 
there is a long hymn on the duty as well as the restriction of a brahmachari, which were 
part and parcel of education. The duties and code of conduct of a student are elaborately 
laid down in the Gopatha Brahma(la ( 1.2.1 -8). Kausika Siitra does not lag behind in giving 
some information on education too. Interestingly, there was no political control or 
interference on education. It was the teacher- taught relation. Teachers used to be very 
cordial and simple as well as sincere and honest to his work. Students received education 
rendering service to the teachers. They had to perform samavattana rite before leaving to 
their own home. Taittiriya Upani$ada gives a very vivid description of samavattana advice. 

About the teacher-student relation Ram Gopal comments "As for the legal aspect 
of the relationship between the teacher and the student, the Dharmasutra lays down that 

2 



on the fa ilure of all heirs, claiming any sort of blood-relationship, the preceptor or the 
pupil may inherit the property of the deceased person. " 1 The factors related to Vedic 
learning and non-learn ing are prescribed in the last chapter (kaf}ika 141) of the Kausika 

StJtra. 
8 During the period of child birth as well as sradhya rite and even on the death of a 

teacher, the Vedic learning was prohibited.9 Thus it is clear that the Vedic period to sutra 
period presents an unbroken tradition of education, not only in the Veda but also in all 
sorts of sciences. Regarding women education we do not get any specific reference in the 
StJtra period or in Kausika StJtra. 

Ill 

The Vedic economy was marked by two types of basic occupation: agriculture 
and cattle-rearing. It is believed that among the two the first was cattle-rearing and when 
the Vedic Aryans settled more firmly, they depended on both animal-keeping and 

agriculture. In the IJgveda, a number of verses are found where the Vedic seers had been 
praying to the gods for cow. Agriculture was a very regardful profession. In the famous 
ak$astJkta hymn10 there is a clear reference to enlisting agriculture as an honorable 
profession. 

In the age of Atharvaveda, we find many other occupations such as those of 
blacksmith, goldsmith, carpenters, hair-cutters, bird-hunter etc. The measures for 
protection of the crops from insects, mouse, birds and other harmful animals which 
caused damage to the crops were invented. In the Kausika StJtra (20.4) we come across the 

word kinasthat reflects agricu lture as a general profession. We find therein also a number 
of rites like sthalipaka being offered to the twin gods Asvinau for the protection of crops. 
The wife of a farmer is found making prayers to various gods for property including food, 
wealth and animals. There occur sacraments laid down in the Kausika StJtra (21.2), where 
religious performances are done along with Vedic verses to save crops from insects in 
expectation of better production. Even after harvest, rice is offered to god as a rite to 
agriculture. 

Cattle-rearing comes next to agriculture. Various types of animals were 
domesticated including cow, buffalo, donkey, camel, sheep, goat, etc. In the Atharvaveda, 
pusa was the common name of various types. 11 

Kausika StJtra too refers to various types of 
animals and their rearing (20/26). A number of rites occur in the Atharvaveda (22-41) for 
the protection the domestic animals. We also get references to gosala in the Kausika 
Sutra. Ploughing of the field was done by bullocks. Milk was considered a good drink. 
from the above we can say agriculture and cattlerearing were main profession during the 
Kausika Sutra era. 

3 



IV 

Among the four stages of life, the second one was known as garhasthya. After 

completion of education for at least twelve xears, it was the custom for the Vedic Indians 
to get married. Marriage was regarded as the most important social institution in the 

Vedic age. In the !Jgveda ( I 0.85), there is a long hymn known ps surya sukta, which is 
actually a hymn on marriage. The Atharvaveda contains a long chapter (Ch. XIV) on 

marriage. Vedic society puts much stress on marriage but the Grhya sutras exhibit wide 
differences in regard to various rites to be performed in a marriage ceremony. Evidently, 
in the sutra period the Vedic society was divided into many sections with extension of 

their geographical boundaries. 

The importance of marriage could better be understood from the injunction of 
the sutra literature that an unmarried person or a widower is not entitled to perform 

sacrifices. In the Kausika Sutra we find four types of marriage, ar?i], brahma, prajapatya and 

saurya. In the af'?i1 marriage, the bride-groom had to pay a couple of cows as gift. 

Sarikhayana Srauta SDtra says that the bride is to be presented with new garments and 

adorned with jewels. Wearing the new garments in the marriage was an indication of the 
happy conjugal life. Various local rites were also performed during the marriage as 
gleaned from the Kausika SDtra. 

12 The period from Kartika to Vaisakha excepting month of 
Chaitra was the right time for marriage. There was a custom in the marriage ceremony to 

keep a kalasa full of water, which symbolizes the fulfillment of desire both of the bride 
and the groom. Full description of marriage rites is found in the Kausika sutra(Ka(ldika75-

79 in Ch. X). Prayers are offered for happy, long, peaceful conjugal life. All Grhya sutras 

including the Kausika SDtra considered marriage life as a centre point of happy family and 
social life. The chanting of the Atharvavcdic mantras gives benediction of blessing to a 

bride. That means the bride was regarded as someone of central importance in a marriage 

ceremony. 

V 

Throughout the ages, man essentially stands in need of three basic requirements: 
food, clothing and shelter or home. Same was the case with the Vedic Indians. The Vedic 
people used to take a number of items in their everyday food habits. The food articles 

may be classified under following groups -

I. Food products from grain and cereals such as wheat, rice, cake, purodiisa, etc. 

2. Mi lk and milk products including curd, butter, charu, etc. 

J. Foods and vegetables. 

4. Meat and fish. 

5. Alcohol (occasionally). 

4 



.. 

In the early Vedic period, rice was not very much popular, whereas wheat and 
yava were taken as foods and used in sacrifice. Later on barley, wheat, rice in the form of 
ta(Jdula, apupa, purodasa or cake came to be popular. Milk and milk products also formed 
favorite dishes for the Vedic people. r 

There is a notion that the Vedic people were vegetarians. This is not at all correct, 
as is evidenced from the Vedic literature. Even the Satapatha Brahma(Ja goes to declare 

meat as the best food - " etad a ha vai paramannaf!I yanmaf!lsani'. 13 The offering of bull and 
cow besides sheep in pasuyaga and other yagas reflect that the animal flesh was used both 
in sacrifice as well as in food. In the Satapatha Brahma(Ja, it is said that slaughtering of 

both ox and cow was a regular practice. 14 Anyway in the later Vedic age, consuming of 
meat become unpopular. In the Sutra period we find that the sacrifices were mostly done 
by offering of cake, milk and milk products, rice and wheat products. Consumption of 
meat tends to be limited and gradually the higher castes of the Indians gave 4p taking 
meat or fish. Probably cows came to be seen as more useful animal, thus restricting .the 
consumption of the beef. 

As noted earlier, the Vedic literature is not a document of social history. But 
scholars, down the age, tried to find out the social picture from this literature flourishing 

for over thousand years. In continuation of the same effort, we have picked up an 
Atharvavedic text Kausika Sutra, which, though composed in the sutra period about 700 BC 
- 500 BC, has not been fully exploited as yet. Needless to say that we do find some 
modifications effected in the later period. The society rolls onto rigidity. It is not pos~ible 
or desirable to draw a true picture of a particular society for a specified period on the 
basis of just one text. We have, therefore, tried to paint it taking help from the literature 
of the early Vedic period to the later Vedic period with special and focal reference to 
Kausika Sutra. This will go a long way to help us to understand the unbroken tradition of 

Indian life in the midst of changes and modifications. 
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Karatoya: NBU J. Hist. Vol. 7: 7-17 (2014) 

Management Programme of the Buddhist Samgha 

Prof. Pranabananda Jash 

ISSN: 2229-4880 

The paper is a holistic attempt to analyze some aspect of internal administrative 
set up of the monasteries, the abode of bhikkhus (the mendicants) and the bhikkhunis (the 

nuns) who had renounced the empirical world. It is however not a new phenomenon in 
Indian religious history, but undoubtedly a greater addition and development upon the 
earlier Brahmanical one. 1 The ascetic Orders had gained immense influence on the 
common milieu of the society even before the Buddha, but what Buddha achieved was to 

make the Order more humane and better organizes. In fact, ' the greatest genius of the 
Buddha laid in the organization of the ascetic Order and the creation of a code of rules 
and regulations of the conduct of monastic life. ' 2 

It is to be noted that these rules were neither drawn up in their entirety in 
Buddha's life, nor were formulated in their entirety after his Parinibbana. Some were 
possibly laid down by Buddha himself, while other formulated and incorporated 
afterwards. Even some earlier rules have been codified with 'addition and modification '. 
Buddha is very categorical in dealing with the socio-economic aspects of his time. He 

divided it into two: one for house-holder and the other for monarch or king. For the house 
holder he advised need of hard work with righteous duties without any speculations, but 
he emphasized economic order for the king .. 

Buddhist Samgha was primarily based on a republican structure model. It did not 

have any theocratic head at least in the beginning but the frame work was not unchanged 
in the later period after the completion of the first four Buddhist councils . Moreover, a 

new thing which is significant to note, developed in the last three councils, namely the 
interaction between temporal political authority and the custodians of religious order. The 
monastic institution which played a predominant role in the socio-religious life of the 
people had also an intimate connection with contemporary polity. 

The administrative machinery of the Samgha seems to have generally followed 
the traditional laws of the Samgha. But a close scrutiny of the process of internal 

administration suggests that a regulated hierarchy had evolved in the monasteries in 

course of time. 

On the basis of some epigraphic evidences the paper mentions name and status of 
the officials who were responsible for an easy and smooth running of the admin istration 
of the Samgha, and in every sphere of activities of the monastery ( Vihara) a strong and 
well organized management involvements were executed. 
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Before coming to the point of our review it is a pre-requisite to have an idea 
about the history of the genesis of Buddhist monastery. Buddhist monasticism owes its 
origin to the Buddhist Samgha which has a history of its own. The Mahavagga3 affords us 
an interesting account relating to the formation of the Buddhist Samgha which afterwards 
led to the foundation of Vihara. Originally, the Buddhist bhikkhus known a Sakyaputtiya
samanas were not in a habit of the observance of the vassa,4 But afterwards being 
criticized by the Titth/ya School,5 Buddha himself introduced this function within the 
activities pf his monastic organization. Budhaghosha, the commentator on the Vinaya 
texts, explains how this ceremony was performed- "They are to look after their Vihara to 
provide food and water for themselves to fulfill all due ceremonies, such as, paying 
reverence to sacred shrines, etc., and to say loudly once, or twice, thrice: I enter upon 
vassa in Viharafor three months. Thus they are to enter upon vassa. ,.6 

Thus the custom of staying at one particular place for a specific period, ultimately 
led to the foundation of future Samgharamas and Viharas. 1 We learn from the 
Cullavagga8 that Buddha at the request of a Sethi (a rich merchant) of Rajagriha in Bihar 
allowed the following abodes fot the monks, viz., Vihara, Addhayogas, Prasadas, 
Hammiyas, and Guhas.9 We are not sure whether these abodes were used only during the 
rainy season, or in other seasons too. In course of time, however, Buddha allowed using 
of these dwellings during other seasons; and perhaps, some centuries must have elapsed 
before the Avasas came to be organized and had a distinct existence. 10 

It may thus be presumed that within the periphery of the Avasa, the lodging 
houses were known Viharas, and in course of time, they developed from the single 
eremitical to a largr:r congregational type, from Vihara into monasteries. This 
development of Buddhist Viharas all over India can also be traced from the architectural 
remains.11 It may be noted that the process of transition from wandering to settled life was 
a slow and gradual one, but undoubtedly accomplished early in Samgha history perhaps 
as early as the fourth century B.C. With this development, Samgha became an 
organization independent of the wanderers' community, and the Buddhist bhikkhus were 
by themselves as well as by others distinguished from wanderer. Moreover, it also 
marked the beginnings of coenobium among them, and thus in the Vinaya-pitaka, the 
Bhikkhu-samgha appears not as an institution of the wanderers, but as a settled 
coenobitical society. 

An elaborate description of the Viharas and its activities on different occasions is 
to be found in the Mahavagga and the Cullavagga. Regarding the construction of Vihara, 
the Cullavagga proposes that a verandah, covered terraces, inner verandas, overhanging 
caves, storerooms, and service halls gradually came to be built as the number of Bhikkhus 
increased.12 In initial stage the Viharas had .no fence; but, afterwards the Buddha allowed 
the Bhikkhus to have a fence made of bamboo-sticks, thorns or a ditch. 13 And when the 
Viharas became the permanent abodes of the monks and also possessed a considerable 
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amount of wealth, it became inevitable to protect these fencing round by a wood, brick, or 
a stone-wall. 14 

The regular business of the monks in a Vihara is to perform acts of meritorious 
virtue, and to recite their sutras and to sit wrapped in meditation. When stranger monks 
arrive at any monastery the residents meet and receive them, carry for them their cloths 
and alms-bowl, g ive them water to wash their feet, oil with which to anoint them, and the 
liquid food permitted out of the regular hours. When the stranger has enjoyed a very brief 
rest, they further ask the number of years that he has been a monk, after which he 
receives a sleeping apartment with its appurtenances, according to his regular Order, and 
everything is done for him which the rules prescribe. 15 

lt is to be noted that these rules were neither drawn up in their entirety in 
Buddha' s life time, nor were formulated in their entirety after his parinibbana. Some were 
possibly la id down by Buddha himself, while other formulated and incorporated 

afterwards. Even some earlier rules have been codified with 'addition and 
modification ' . 16 This is possibly because of the fact that life and discipline in the Viharas 
in its formative stage were very simple but with the growing popularity of this faith 
among the people in all sections of the society as well as with the foreigners, it became 
inevitable to formulate or codify more rigid rules and regulations for following the faith 
in a proper way. 

With the establishment of Samgha, Buddha was able to impart the essence of his 
religion to the disciple as well as the common mass the highest knowledge based on 
suffering and removal of suffering lay ing a foundation of implementation of Four Noble 
Truths (Chaturarya satyam): 

that there was suffering in this world; 

that desire or crav ing (trishna) was the cause of suffering; 

that it was possible to make an end (nirodha) of suffering; 

and finally, that there was a way to end suffering; 

namely, the Noble Eightfold Path (Arya Ashtangika Marga) : 

Samyak drishti (right view); 

Samyak sankalpa (right resolve); 

Samyak vani (right words); 

Samyak karmanta (right actions); 

Samyak ajiva (right living); 

Samyak vyayama (right effort); 

Samyak smriti (right thinking); 
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Samyak Samadhi (right concentration); 

And asked them to avoid two extreme and follow the Majjhima Patipada or Middle Path: 

(a) Unrestrained individualistic self indulgence; 

(b) Individualistic but preposterous ascetic punishment of the body. 

In order to the application of the Middle Path Buddha proclaims: 

"O Bhikkhus, by avoiding these two extremes the Tathagata has found out the 
Middle Path which giveth vision, which giveth knowledge, which leads to peace, higher 
wisdom, enlightenment and Nibban." 

Buddha proclaimed his religion for the good of the many, for the happiness of the 
majority of people (Bahujana hitaya bahujana sukhaya). The monk of his Order was 

permitted no property beyond a begging-bowl, a water pot, at most three pieces of plain 
cloth for wear, oil-jug, razor, needle and a staff. 

Buddha is very categorical in dealing with the socio-economic aspect of his time. 
This can be well established while analyzing the Order in the background of the socio
economic structure of the monastery. He divided it into two - one for the house-holder 

and the other for the monarch or king. For the house-holder he advised need of hard work 
with righteous duties without any speculations, but he emphasized economic order for the 
king in the following: 

"The root of social evil was poverty and unemployment. This was n"ot to be 
bribed away by charity and donations, which would only regard and further stimulate evil 
action. The correct way was to supply seed and food to those who lived by agriculture 
and cattle-breeding. Those who lived by trade should be furnished with necessary capital. 
Servants of the State should be paid properly and regularly so that they would not find 
way to squeeze the Janapadas. New wealth thus be generated, the Janapadas liberated 
from robbers and cheats. A citizen could bring up his children in comfort and happiness, 
free from want and fear in such a productive and contented environment. The best way of 
spending surplus accumulation, whether in the treasury or voluntary private donations 
would be in public works such as digging wells and water ponds and planting groves, 
along the trade routes." 

This is a starling modem view of political economy. To have propounded it at a 
time of Vedic Yajna, to a soclety that had just begun to conquer the primeval jungle was 
an intellectual achievement of the higher order. Economic system of Buddhism is 
commented as follows: 

"The new philosophy gave man control over him. What it could not give was 
limitless scientific and technical control over nature with the benefit to be shared by all 
mankind according to individual and social need." The doctrine continued to grow, 
because it was eminently fitted to the needs of a rapidly growing society." 
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Buddhist Samgha was primarily based on a republican structure model. It did not 
have any theocratic head at least in the beginning but the frame work was not unchanged 
in the later period after the completion of the first four Buddhist Councils. Moreover, a 
new thing which is sign ificant to note, developed in the last three Councils, namely, the 
interaction between temporal political authority and the custodians of religious Order. 
The monastic institution which played a predominant role in the socio-religious life of the 
people had also an intimate connection with contemporary polity. 

The administrative machinery of the Samgha seems to have been generally 
followed the traditional laws of the Samgha. In their internal management they followed, 
more or less, complete autonomy. A close scrutiny of the process of internal 
administration suggests that a regulated hierarchy had evolved in the monasteries in 
course of time; although H.Kern is not inclined to believe the existence of 'anything like 
hierarchy in the Buddhist monastic Order.' 17 S.J.Tambiah observes that " internal 
differentiation within the fraternities was not entirely absent, as for example, witnessed 
by the fact that the initiation procedure in its fully developed form required the presence 

of at least ten monks and selection of an ordained, the Upadhyaya and an Acharya. 
Moreover, the authority of elders may have been a matter of dispute in the Second 
Council. Nevertheless, let us accept that in sum a 'communal' rather than a differentiated 
hierarchical emphasis emerges as the hallmark of the internal ordering of the early 
Samgha. 18 Again, brief recapitulation of some of the following important gradations 
among the monks and their functions may help towards a clearer group of the historical 
perspective. 

Kulapati Sthavira (Chief Monk): was at the head of the monastery. He should be 
a man of good character and vast learning. Seniority and general ability were also the 
qualifications of a monk who could rise up to the distinction. He should be respected by 
every one. All important activities were preceded by his deliberation; he enjoyed the best 
possible facilities available in the monastery. I-tsing notices that "before the varsha (rainy 
season) rooms are assigned to each member to the elder (i.e. Sthavira) better rooms are 
given, and thus gradually to lowest. In the monastery of Na Janda such rules are practiced 
at present: the great assembly of priests assigns rooms every years."19 On the religious 
functions the Kulapati or Sthavira presided over the gathering; he would first obeisance 

the image and make offerings; all others will follow him. 

Rahulamitra whose 'conduct was very excellent and his fame was exceedingly 
great,20 was the Sthavira in the monastery of Tamralipta, and all monasteries of 'Eastern 
Arya-desa' 21 were under his supervision. 

Jnanachandra who was a man of exceptional virtue and learning was the Sthavira 
of the Tiladha monastery near Nalanda. Silabhadra, whose fame and reputation spread far 
beyond the Indian territories, occupied this position of the Nalanda monastery at the t ime 
of Yuan-Chwang's visit to that place. During the time of 1-tsing this exalted position 
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seems to have been held by Ratnasimha who is described as the most distinguished 
teacher in the Nalanda monastery.22 

Some of the important officials designated as Karmadana, Viharasvamin, 
Viharapala, are actively engaged in the activities of the monastic organization. They were 
possibly next to the Kulapati in position and authority. They were mainly responsible to 
look after the day-to-dat affairs of the organization. According tq I-tsing Kamma-dana is 
a priest whose duty is to announce the commencement of any service or ceremony, etc., 
by striking a bell, and to superintend the preparation of food. One who builds a monastery 
is called the ' owner of the monastery, i.e. Viharasvamin' . The keeper, the warder of the 
gate, and he who announces the affairs of the Samgha are called Viharapala, in Chinese, 
the protectors of the house. But one who sounds the Ghanta (Gong) and superintends 
food is called Karmadana, which is in Chinese the 'giver in actions.23 In fact, it is very 
difficult at the present state of our knowledge to explain these terms in a more precise 
manner. At the time of Yuan Chwang' s visit to the Nalanda Maha-vihara, Buddha
bhadra was probably in the chair of Karmadana. When the Chinese pilgrim entered the 
monastery, the Karmadana was directed by the Kulapati to sound the Ghanta (Gong) and 
proclaim the arrival of the distinguished guest and to arrange the requirements of the 
latter.24 

The supreme power of a monastery lies, of course, on the Parishad (assembly) of 
monks which symbolized the entire Brotherhood or Samgha. In fact, no one was admitted 
to the Order or ordained as a bhikshu or bhikshuni without its approval. Other vital 
activities and role of the Paris had in a Buddhist monastic organization are recorded in the 
account ofI-tsing.25 

· 

In the mechanism of the monastic hierarchy system there were obviously some 

other staff members who possibly belonged to the lower gradation. At Nalanda, Yuan 
Chwang was provided with two personal staffs to wait on him.26 In the Chinese records 

monastic servants are known as 'pure men' and 'upasakas' . 1-tsing informs that the 'pure 
men' takes the chair and utensils when a monk proceeds to receive a guest; he takes out 
the remnant of the meals eaten by ' priest'; who order their servants to carry it to the 
monastery;27 these servants were also employed to cultivate the garden; they also beat the 
time-drum, but they were not entitled to sound the Ghanta (Gong) announcing the hour of 
a religious service, which was entrusted as the service of the Karma-dana.28 But all other 
"unimportant affairs are done by servants (pure men) and porters."29 

In every sphere of activities of the Vihara a strong and well organizes 
administrative involvements were executed. The Vinayapitaka30 insists on the samagatta 
(entirety) of the Samgha. The Buddha recommends the Vajji custom of holding 'full and 
frequent assemblies' for the maintenance of the solidarity of Buddhist Samgha. 31 After 
the demise of Buddha, when the Samgha reached a bigger stage which sanctioned local 
autonomy to each unitary Samgha, the institution of Samgha-Kamma was needed for its 
smooth sailing; and was characterized by the principle of democracy like the system of 
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holding full and frequent assemblies, that of joint deliberation, equality of members, the 

rule of maj ority and absence of dictatorship. So, for the discharge of the functions of its 

collective life, the entire body of monks constituted a perfectly democratic community at 

the Vinayas. It is possible that the religious Samgha of the Buddhist copied ' the political 
Samgha' with which the founder had been familiar in his early life.32 

For an easy and smooth running of administration of the Samgha set of 
administrative official s were selected and/or appointed by the method of natti.33 The 

entire structure of these functionaries will reveal the existence of a regular system in the 
administrative set up of the monasteries. The monks selected were usually of the best 
type and were supposed to be free from impulses (chanda), hatred or ill-will (dosha) 
delusion or misconception (moha) and fear or diffidence (bhaya). A list of the name of 
officials w ith designations is g iven below: 

I . Appamattakavissajjak- a -distributor of trifles things, like needles, scissors, 

honey, etc.34 

2. Aramika-pesaka - a monk-in-charge of aramika; the superintendent of the 

gardeners. 35 

3. Bhajanavarika- monk-in-charge of vessels.36 

4 . Bhandagarika I Bhandagopaka - a monk- in-charge of stores.37 

5. Bhattuddesaka I Bhakoddesakab - A monk, who makes the assignment of the 

monks for the meal offered to the Samgha 

6. Civara bhajaka - distributor of robes. 

7. Civaragopaka I Civarapattiggahapaka - a monk who is selected by the Samgha 
to accept the robes or clothes offered by the lay-devotees. 

8. Kappiya-karaka - a lay devotee who makes the thing formally acceptable to the 

mo nks' 

9. Khajjakabhajaka I Khadyakacaraka - distributor of hard food . 

I 0. Nava-kammika - the Overseer of a new building or an architect. 

11 . Paniya-varika - a monk-in-charge of drinkable water. 

12. Parisanda-varika - the guardian of the grove around the monastery. 

13. Patha-gahapaka - the Keeper of the alms-bowls. 

14. Phalabhajaka I Phalacaraka - distributors of fruits. 

15. Sa/akagahapaka - a monk-in-charge of voting tickets. 

16. Samanera-pesaka - a monk-in-charge of Sramaneras, novices, not yet ordained 

with Upasampada 
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17. Satiya-gahapaka - the Keeper of robes or robe cloth. 

18. Sonasangahapaka - a monk-in-charge of allotting the lodging in Vihara. 

19. Senasana panapaka - a monk-in-charge of arranging seats for the bhikshus. 

20. Yagubhajaka I Yavagucaraka - distributor of Yagu, a sort of rice-gruel. 

Of course, these are mere a set up of officials who were mainly responsible to run 
the internal monastic activities properly and smoothly.38 Whether they had any gradations 
or status that can not be definitely ascertained. It may, however, be not wrong to presume 
that there existed some sort of gradations and or status differentiation among these 
different officials for maintaining various viable works of the monasteries. It may not be 
unlikely if we assume that Bhandagarika or the store-keeper was probably the supreme 
authority of the stores, while under him there were some assistants or subordinate 
employees who were put charge of particular objects, viz., Phala-bhajaka, Khajjaka
bhajaka, Yagu-bhajika, Civara-bhajaka,etc. 

Another important trait can also be gleaned in the infrastructure of the administration 
of the Buddhist monasteries especially during the time of the Palas. After a span of few 
hundred years, Buddhism again under the active patronage of the Pala rulers of Bengal 
and Bihar revived and a large number of Buddhist monasteries were founded in different 
pa1ts of this region. No doubt it continued to flourish for a considerable time in eastern 
India at Nalanda ( original period of establishment fifth century A.D.) in Bihar; Odantapur 
(founded in the middle of eighth century A.D.) only six miles off from Nalanda ; 

Vikramasila (built in the later part of eight century A.D.), somewhere 'east of Magadha' 
in Bihar; Somapura or Paharapura (founded in ninth century A.D.) in Bangladesa and 
Jagaddala (c. 11 th-12th century A.D.) in the district of Bogra in northern Bengal (ancient 
Varendra, now in Bangladesa). In fact, the last four Mahaviharas (great monasteries) 
were constructed under the patronage of the Palas.39 Among these Buddhist 
establishments an existence of system coordination is perceived, although they 
maintained their separate identity with a standardized official seai of its own. Monastic 
corporation seals of the Pala period have been discovered both at Nalanda and at 
Somapura, having the same device and emblem.40 We are a lso informed that the head of 
the Vikramasila monastery had control over Nalanda.41 Even some scholars find 
resembles on the decorative style of stone temple at Nalanda (site no. 2) terracotta plaque 
arrangements and those of the Somapura.42 Again, a number of Somapura sealing bearing 
the name of two persons Dhannasena and Simhasena have been discovered also at 
Nalanda. From this evidence Dikshitar surmised that there must have been two dignitaries 
or officers of the Pala regime who had been in-charge of supervision of the 
Mahaviharas .43 

An analytical study from historical perspective reveals that the status and activities of 
the monks and functionaries of the Samgha (like Upadhyaya, Acarya, Kulapati, Sthavira, 
Karmadana, Viharasvami, etc.) distinctly enunciates the internal differentiation within 
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the fraternities of the Samgha. Again, a set of administrative officials was selected and /or 
appointed by the method of natti for proper management of various Buddhist 
establishments and also for running the Samgha administration without any hazards. The 
inclusion of different designations and nomenclatures of the officials (like, monk-in
charge of aramika or the superintendent of the gardeners; monk-in-charge of vessels; 
monk-in-charge of stores; distributor of robes; store-keeper, etc.) makes one to believe 
that they were entrusted to perform Samgha works and also to maintain disciplinary jobs 
of the monasteries. The entire structure of these functionaries reveals the existence of a 
regular system of hierarchy, in some forms or other, in the management as well as in 
administration of the Buddhist monastic organization. 
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In ancient time river system has split up Bengal into four broad divisions. To the 
north of the main Ganges and the west of the Brahmaputra lies the vast area Known 
broadly as Varendrabhµmi which comprises the Rajshahi divisj_pn of Bangladesh, the 
Jalpaiguri division of west Bengal and the peripheral areas in Assam and Bihar. Part of 
this region also constituted the ancient land Pundravardhana3. The Pundras exercised 

control over the region lying between the north of the Ganges and the west of the 
Brahamaputra. In the later Vedic texts4 and in the Great Epic the name Pundras have been 
mentioned. It is stated in the digvijaya section of the Mahabharata that the 
Pundravardhana is situated to the east of Mongyi>. The evidence of Gupta epigraphs and 
the records of the Chinese writer also corroborate this opinion. The capital of Pundradesa 
became Pundravardhana. It also referred to the city of Pundravardhana. Varendra 
Mandala was the famous region of north Bengal. In the Ramacharita6 of 
Sandhyakaranandi, it is stated that Varendri Mandala was situated between the Gangas 
and the Karatoya River. This is supported by Kavyamimnsa of Rajshekhara, who places 
tht> Pundra country in the east along with Pragjyotisha and Tamralipta. According to the 
Divyavadana.7 Pundravardhanaor the country of the Pundras, was the eastern boundry of 
the Middle country. The Sumhas or the Radhas inhabited the area lying to the western 
part of the Ganges. It was known as ancient Radha. The Vangas inhabited the area lying 
between the Bhagirathi in the west, the Padma, the lower Brahmaputra and the Meghna in 
the east corresponding to the ancient kingdom of Vanga, possibly Gangaridei of the 
classical writers. The poet Kalidasa places the Vangas amidst the stream of the Ganges. 
In some Jaina works, the regions to the west of the Bhagirathi such as Tamluk, is 
included in Vanga. But Vanga proper was restricted to the Eastern part of the Gangetic 
delta. In the east of Meghna, was ancient kingdom of Samatata corresponding to modern 
Chittagong divisions. The territory was mentioned in Allahabad Pillar Inscription of 
Samudragupta and other records. 

Though agriculture played a predominant part in different areas of Bengal' s 
economy, in ancient time, a number of crafts and industries developed at a very early age 
and played an important part in the life of the people of Bengal. It is ·evident both from 
the literary and epigraphic sources that whereas the rural pogulation was mainly 
dependent on the soil and its produce, the towns, although not probably divorced from 
agrarian activity, tended to do variety of functions - commercial, industrial, political, 
judicial and military. It has been described in contemporary sources that the most 
distinctive feature of the towns was the comparative richness and luxuary.8 
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However, it has been assumed by some scholars that industry was extensively on 
the decline between the 8th and 12u' centuries A.D. due to some inconveniences. But some 
industries were reportedly functioning normally which contributed much to the economic 
growth of Bengal. Sources of the period testify to the technical superiority, manual 
experience and scientific acumen of the artisans and craftsmen of this period which were 
all much more advanced in comparison to the ancient Indian epoch. The genesis of the 
development of industries may be the improved condition of the labour class. Since the 
Gupta period there developed a broad and liberal outlook in the society about the status of 
working class. The legislators of the period under review realised the dignity of labour. 
There are some factors that contributed to the improvement of the condition of the labour 
class. First and foremost among them was the emergence of a new religious movement in 
northern and estem India for levelling the social distinctions that set apart the high and 
low classes since the end of the 8th century A.D. The movement was led by a Buddhist 
monk Rahulabhadra who was a pupil of Haribhadra, a renowned Nalanda scholer and a 

contemporary of king Dharamapala (770-815 A.D.). The movement of the levellers 
started by Rahulabhadra appealed to the common people. It represented a revolution in 
the fundamental pattern of thought and culture. It was a great blow to religions tradition. 
The lower classes of people welcomed the revolting movement as it held out promises in 
the social and economic spheres of life. The demand for labour during the period under 
discussion, when wars were a passion with the king, increased considerably and served to 
promote the status of the working class. The feudal lords were ever on the lookout for 
chances of the extension of their territory and of self aggrandizement. A weak ruler 
anywhere was a signal for aggressive wars and usurpation. This raised the demand of 
warlike instrument and subsequently heightened the status of the labours. The 
assimilation of the foreigners in the Hindu society also lowered the gap between the 
higher and lower class in the society and thereby upheld the condition of the working 
class. By complete merger of foreign tribal habits, customs, manners, beliefs and 
tradition, the age old tradition of us was shattered beyond rapair. The egalitarian ideology 
had so undermined the basic concept of caste that the people of all tribes become 
unrestrainedly exogamous in disregard of caste injuctions9

• As a result of this tribal 
amalgamation and injection of mixed blood in the veins of high and low, the very concept 
of a caste based society disappeared. The receiving of foreign culture into the national life 
and the resulting syncretism greatly served to promote the status and living condition of 
working class. The improvement of the condition of the working class greatly influenced 
the position of the industry and paved the way for the economic growth of the country. 

Among the industries that flourished in Bengal during the period -0f our study, 
textile industry took the prominent part. Bengal achieved great fame for her textile 
industry in remote past. During the time of Arthasastra, 10 it was already a well ~~tablished 
industry. Four varieties of the textile commodities produced in early Bengal were 
Kshauma, dukula, patrona and Karpasika. Kshauma probably denoted linen of coarse 
quality-and its centers of production were Pundravardhana and Benaras. Dukula was the 
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finer quality of linen and its centers of manufact~re were East and North Bengal, both of 
which were the prominent centers of textile industry from very early time, probably 
before the beginning of the Christian era. The nature of patronage is not known. It was 
probably wild silk and the centers of its production were Magadha, Pundra and 
elsewhere. Karpasika was the cotton fabric and those were manufactured in various parts 
of India.11 

It is apparent from the early sources that Bengal attained great eminence in textile 
industry as early as the time of Kautilya. Subsequent evidences show that she retained 
eminence in this field down almost to the beginning of the I 9th century. "The periplus of 
the Erythraean sea" written by a Greek sailor in the first century A.D. refers to the maslin 
of the finest sort ' exported from Bengal. The reputation of Bengal in the field of textile 
industry is also testified to by the Arab writers. According to the Arab merchant Sulaiman 

in the 9
th 

century A.D., there was 'a stuff made in this country (Ruhmi probably located 
in Bengal) which is not to be found elsewhere; so fine and delicate is this material that 
dress made of it may be passed through a signet - ring' . Marco polo who visited India in 
the 19th century A.O., states that in his time Bengal plied lucrative trade in cotton 
o d ,2 ,,,oo s. 

Another important industry that attained importance during the period was sugar. 
Bengal was probably one of the earliest homes of sugarcane cultivation. It has been 
pointed out by Susruta that Paundraka canes were noted for the yielding of large quantity 
of sugar. Marco polo witnessed that sugar was one of the most important commodities of 
export from Bengal.12 

Another important industry was the making of salt by means of evaporation either 
from the infiltrated sea W?ter or from_ sub-soil brine practised in certain areas. The Irda 
copper plate of Nayapala of the ka_mboja dynasty in the tenth century A.D. records the 
grant of a village in the Dandabhuktimandala _of the Vardhamana bhukti 'along with salt' 
pits (Lavanakarah)

13
. On the other hand, Ramapala copper plate Srichandra of the I I th 

century A.D
14 

and the Be lava plate of Bhojavarman of I 2th century A.D.15 record the grant 
of the village in Pundravardhana bhukti 'along with salt' (sa-lavanah). But it should be 
mentioned in this connection that salt is not maintioned in any of the grants of the Pala 
and Sena kings. It may possibly because the manufacture of salt though practiced in some 
parts of Bengal from the I 0th century onwards, yet it had not developed into any 
considerable industry·. The large amount of fresh water flowing in the sea from different 
rivers and the dampness of climate prevented the growth of this industry in Bengal. 

The metal work of various natures must have been known from very early times. 
The most important function of the blacksmith was the making and the repair of the 
agricultural implements. The karmakaras were, according to the Brihad-dharma Puran, 
included within the Uttama-sankara group. Agriculture being the_ profession of the 
majority, the service of the Karmakara was in great demand. Besides, the royal authority 
waged incessant warfare, where the Karmakara played a vital role. Some arrow heads and 
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spear heads of iron have been unearthered in Paharpur excavation 16• The high standard of 
metal casting may be seen in the gold plated image of Manjusri from Balaidhan mound 
near Mahasthan. It is undoubtedly one of the finest pieces of bronze icons discovered in 
northern and eastern India. 17 The image has been dated to the artists of later period like 
that of the Pala-Sena bronzes. The smiths also were making various utensils of metal. 
They even made water vessels of iron, as mentioned in the Edilpur grant of Visvarupa
Sena, son of Kesavasena, as it was thought earlier. 18 

The pottery making was also an important means of subsistence of a group of 
people of Bengal. The kumbhakaras also belonged to the Uttamasankara group. Among 
all the industries pottery was probably the oldest. The earliest of its specimen in Bengal 
has been excavated in Bangad which represents the Maurya-Sunga period. Terracotta 
images of this style have been unearthed from the excavation.19 The excavation at 
Mahasthan also reveals the same tradition. A number of Gupta style potteries have been 
discovered in its early level20

. The whole series of terracotta plaques have been found at 
Paharpur. These terracotta plaques made Bengal potters unique in Indian histoty. 
According to Niharranjan Ray, every conceivable subject of ordinary human life finds its 

place on these plaques. The ordinary people expressed their sorrow, happiness and desire 
in these plaques. A large number of storage jars, Iotas, cooking utensils, saucers and 
dishes of the 8th and 9th century A.D. have been unearthed at paharpur21

• The making of 
bricks may also be mentioned here. The inscriptions from the Gupta period onward show 
that innumerable devakulas were built. As there was large scale building activity during 
the Pala-Sena period, so quite a good number of people were engaged in brick making 
and the work of a mason was urgently needed. Some people assumed the profession of 
carpenters who are included within the Madhyama-Sankara group of the Brihad dharma 
Purana. 

Two other categories of craftsmen were the worker's in stone and wood. The 
numerous stone images of the Hindu period of Bengal and the beautifully engraved 
inscriptions on stone slabs bear eloquent testimony both to the volume and skill of the 
stone-carvers' profession. The black chloride stone, out of which most of these images 
were carved, was probably obtained from the Rajmahal Hills and carried in boats to the 
different centers of the sculptors' art in the province. Side by side with the stone carving, 
wood carving and carpentry also appear to have been practiced on an extensive scale. A 
few evidences of wood carving are available to us and most of them perished because of 
the perishable nature of wood. The carpenters seem to have built houses and temples and 
made household furniture, boats, ships and wheel carriages. 

Jewellery also provided occupation to a considerable group of metal workers as it 
was the fashion of the rich to use gold and silver ornaments made of pearls and many 
other precious stones. The Deopara inscription of Vijayasena mentions "flowers made of 
precious stones, necklaces, ear rings, anklets, garlands and golden bracelets "worn by the 
wives of the servants of kings and the jewellery worn by the temple girls. The Naihati 

21 



Copper Plate of Vallalasena refers to necklaces of pearls worn by ladies of royal blood. 

The Ramacharita mentions ')eweled anklet-bells", "charming ornaments set with 
diamonds, lapis-lazuli, pearls, emeralds, rubies and sapphires"22

• According to Tabaqat -
I - Nasiri "golden and silver dishes" were used in the palaces of Lakshamanasena.23 

Another important industry was ivory making. The Bhatera plate of Govinda -
kesava mentions ivory workers (dantakara) by name24, while the Edilpur plate of 

Visvarupasena refers ~ palanquins supported by staffs made UJ!> of elephant's tus)<.25 

Reference may be made to the growth of many minor arts, crafts ·and professions and 
mention may be made in this connection of the florists, garland markers, carpenters, 
mason, painters, weavers, oilmen, barbers, cobblers, butchers, distillers of wine etc. 

The persons following the same trade or industry grouped themselves into 
associations, which amongst its wider social and religious functions regulated the 

economic life or its members. These association which secured social and legal 
recognition of their status, rights and activities and possessed a true corporate identity, 
may conveniently and appropriately be termed as guilds. The so-called "thirty six" castes 
of Bengal which must have evolved before the end of the Hindu period are living 
testimonies to the industrial and professional organisation known as trade and craft guilds 
which are referred in the early Smriti literature. Reference to the trade and craft guilds in 
Bengal in the 5th and 6th centuries A.O. has been made in the Damadarapur copper plates 

of kumara Gupta and Buddha Gupta of the Later Gupta dynasty. The important position 
occupied by the nagara Sreshthi (Guild president), prathama Sarthavaha ( chief merchant), 
Parathama Kulika (the chief artisan) and the Parathama kayastha in the local 

administration prove the fact that the guilds played an important part in industrial life in 
Bengal. The nagara sreshthin, the most wealthy man of the town, represented perhaps, the 
rich urban population and held the position of the president of the town guild of bankers 
The Prathama sarthavaha, the chief merchant represented the kayasthas as a class or 
might have been a government official in the capacity of a chief secretary of the present 
day26

. The chief of important guilds commanded great respect and authority in society. 
The Deopara inscription refers to Sulapani who was the head of artisans of Varendri. He 
was so well regarded and respected that, by common consent, he become Chudamani 
(crest Jewel) amongst Varendra's artisans. As he owed his reputation to his perfection as 
a craft man. the king honoured him by conferring on him the little of Ranaka. In classical 
literature the word chudamani has been used by renowned poets like Kalidasa, Harsha 
etc. to describe persons outstanding in their act or profession. B.P. Majumder holds that 
the rul~r of the period conferred on Sulapani the title of ranaka.21 

Nevertheless the position of the guilds was not as sound in early medieval India, 
as it had been in the ancient period. There were some factors that worsened the position 
of the guilds at the time. Under the unstable political, economic and social condition of 
that time, it was hardly possible for the corporate bodies to carry on their trade, business 
and manufacturing work at one place. The prosperity and development of guilds were 
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generally based on trade. But in the period under survey during the 11th and I 2th 

centuries in particular, disturbed political condition caused the volume of trade to 

diminish. The destruction of important markets must have affected output and production 
in industries involving the principal commodities. The bulk of people, who previously 

earned their livelihood through trade and commerce, had to fall back on agriculture In 

short, because of internal and external wars and because of a crisis of public confidence 
in the guilds, the country was under the throes of an economic depression. 

Notes and References 

I. Majumdar, R.C., History of Bengal, Vol. I, Dacca, 1963, p. I. 

2. Tripathy, R.K., Social and Religious aspects in Bengal Inscription, Calcutta, 1987, p. XVIII. 

3. Nitish Sengupta, History of the Bengal speaking People, New Delhi, 2008, p.3. 

4. Aitreya Brahmana, VII, 18. 

5. Mahabharata, chapter 93, V.10. 

6. Verse I ofKaviprasasti of Ramcharita edited by R.G. Basak 

7. Divyavadana, pp. 21-22. 

8. R.C.Majumdar, op. cit, pp. 644-645. 

9. P.C. Jain, Socio- Economic Exploration of Mdieval India, pp. 93-94. 

10. Arthasastra ofKautilya (transalted by R.Shyama Sastri), p.93. 

11. R.C.Majumdar, History of Ancient Bengal, Calcutta, 1971, p. 34 1. 

12. History of Bengal, Vol. I Dacca, 1963, p. 655. 

13. Yule, Marco Polo, Vol. II, p.115. 

14. Epigraphia Jndica, XXII. I 55,158. 

15. N.G.Majumdar, Inscriptions of Bengal, Vol. III, Rajshahi, 1929, p. 5. 

16. Ibid, p. 21. 

17. History of Bengal, Vol.I, p. 657. 

18. ibid, p. 466. 

19. N.G.Majumdar, op.cit, p.128. 

20. K.G .Goshami, Excavations at Bengal, Calcutta, 1984, p. 25. 

21. T.N.Ramchandra 'Excavations of Mahasthan' , Archaeological survey of India, Report, I 936-

37. 

22. Annual Report of Archaeological survey of India, 1930-34. 

23 



23. Ramcharita, edited by MM.H.P.Sastrii, Asiatic Society of Bengal, Calcutta, 1910, pp.33-34 

24 . The History of Mohammedan India as told by its own historians (Ed. By Elliot and Dowson), 

Vol. 2, p. 309. 

25. Epigraphia Indica, XXIX, p. 287. 

26. N.G.Majumdar, op. cit, p. 127. 

27. Epigraphia Jndica, XV, p.128; R.G.Basak, History of North- Eastern India, Calcutta, 1967, p. 

64. 

24 



" 

Karatoya: NBU J. Hist. Vol. 7: 25-33 (2014) 

The Origin of Ancient Kamatapur 

Dr. Sailen Debnath 

ISSN: 2229-4880 

The kingdom of ancient Kamatapur emerged in the area which had historically 
been for lohg a part of Kamrup. Pargiter states that the kingdom of Pragjyotisha in the 

period of the Epics included the greater portions of modern Assam, along with Koch
Behar, Jalpaiguri, Rangpur, Bogra, Mymensing, Dacca, Tripura, portions of Pabna and 
probably a portion of Nepal. 1 " It seems therefore that Pragjyotisha included, in ancient 
times, the modem district of Purnea in Bihar and extended the north-west, as far as the 
Kosi."2 

As the historical geography of Kamatapur was involved in that of Kamrup, 

Kamatapur constituted the westernmost part of Kamrup. Kamrup was divided into four 
piths or areas viz. (i) Ratnapith between the Karatoya and the Swarnakosha (Sankosh);3 
(ii) Kamapith between the Swamakosha and the Kapila, (iii) Swarnapith between the 
Pushpika and the Bhairavi and (iv) Saumarpith between the Bhairavi and the Dikrang 
rivers.4 But according to the Yogini Tantra5 the four piths were Ratnapith, Bhadrapith, 
Saumarpith and Kamapith and was bo!-lnded by the Karatoya in the west, the Digaru in 
the east, the Kanra hills in the north and the Navalaya in the south. But as once 
Kamatapur emerged as an indepe!ldent political unit, it no longer remained a part of 
Kamrup, rather it so came about that Kamrup as a political unit ceased to exist and its 
place was taken over by expanding Kamatapur. But during the period when Kamatapur 

had not yet sprung up, the political destiny of the geographical location of what later on 
came to be Kamatapur and that of Kamrup more or less remained in the same line. Ups 
and downs nearly in the same footing influenced the entire zone. The history of 
Kamatapur as has been tangled with the history of Kamrup, a closer scrutiny into the 
source-materials of the history of Kamrup has brought to the fore the fact that hitherto 
historians have highlighted the Brahmaputra valley more than the Karatoya-Sankosh 
valley in locating the ancient historical sites. Tista, Jaldhaka, Torsha, Kaljani, Gadadhar, 
Raidak and Sankosh all these are great rivers of Ratnapith or the area bounded by ancient 

Karotoya and Sankosh or Swarnakosh. 

There is no doubt about it that this part of Kamrup between the Karatoya and the 
Sankosh was the seat of many ruling dynasties from the early times of history. 
Mahasengupta, a descendant of the latter Guptas and, most probably, the father of 
Sashanka defeated and killed Susthitavarman (585-593), the king of Kamrup and father 
of Bhaskar Yarman (593-648) in a battle that, perhaps, continued intermittently from 590 

to 593. The war, most probably, was for the mastery on the land between the Karatoya 
and the Mahananda. As a result of this discomfiture, the land in the west of the Karatoya 
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was lost to Mahasengupta. As a matter of fact, this ceded land became the bone of 
contention between the heirs of both the monarchs. Sashanka, the son of Mahasengupta, 
right from the beginning of his rule, in alliance with Devagupta of Malwa, tended to 
follow aggressive postures not just against Kamrup, but also against the Pushwabhutis of 
Thaneswar and the Maukharis of Kanauj. In view of Sashanka's victories against his 
adversaries, Bhaskar Barman, the ruler of Kamrup too pursued the policy of diplomacy 
for alliance with Harsha Shiladitya, the righteous heir to the throne of Thaneswar and 
Kanauj together. In ti-\~ long run, on account of Sashanka's defeat, Bhaskar, perhaps, was 
able to annex some •·territories from the possession of the former; though for the full 
occupation of the whole of northern Bengal, he had to wait till the death of Sashanka. 
Som.e historians of Assam have exaggerated the military achievement of Bhaskar against 
Sasha

0

nka. But from Si-yu-Ki as well as from 'The Life of Hiuen-Tsang' by Shaman 
Hwui Li6 it appears that Bhaskar was not the overlod of Karnasuvarna when the Chinese 
monk visited it in the last leg of his stay in India. Bhaskar got hold of a huge area of 
Sashanka's kingdom only after his death. 

In view of the contiguity of Ratnapith with the territories of Karnasuvarna or 
Gaur, it can be surmised that Bhaskar gave a lot of importance to the western flank of his 
empire i.e. the land in the west of the Swarnakosh or Sankosh. Soon after the occupation 
of a major portion of Sashanka's kingdom after his death, the extent of Bhaskar's 
territories far extended even into Magadh or Bihar and Samatata of Bengal. 

Now the question is important as to where the capital of Bhaskar was; where the 
nucleus of his kingdom was. The historians of Assam have taken jt to be very easy and 
congenial to say that the capital of Bhaskar was on the bank of the river Brahmaputra. 
But they have not yet been able to ascertain what they claim so emotionally; i.e. they are 
still far off the solution of locating the capital. They have neither arguments to reckon 
with in their favour; nor even a single and simple logic they have to prove their ground. 
But if we go minutely through the report left by Hiuen-Tsang (Yuan Chwang), we may 
come to a logical conclusion or sound alternative view. Hiuen-Tsang traveled to Kamrup 
at a time when he was scheduled to return to his own country China after he would have 
had completed his special interview with Harsha Siladitya. But before that Bhaskar 
Yarman had exercised heavy pressure on Shilabhadra, the chief rector of Nalanda 
University, to send Hiuen Tsang to Kamrup. The king of Kamrup was influenced by a 
Brahm in of Kamrup who had gone to Nalanda to have a debate with the Chinese pilgrim 
only to be impressed through his own defeat in the debate. Shaman Hwui Li writes in the 
'Life of Hiuen-Tsang' that after repeated requests Shilabhadra ultimately agreed to send 
the Chinese monk to Kamrup; and that too was done devoid of any prior convnunication 
with Harsha, who was equally expecting to meet the monk. Anyway, Hiuen-Tsang stated 
his eastern peregrination towards the capital of Kamrup from Nalanda; and he measured 
the distance of Kamrup from Pataliputra. 

The Yarman dynasty wh ich has so far been supposed to have developed in the 
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Brahmaputra valley, it can, on the basis of Hiuen-Tsang's Si-Yu-Ki, be asserted that the 

capital of Bhasksr Yarman was somewhere between the Kortoya and the Sankosh 
(Swarnakosh) River and certainly not in the Brahmaputra valley. The area between 
Karatoya and Sankosh was the Ratnapith and that was one of the four piths of ancient 
Kamrup. It is not unlikely that the capital of the Yarman dynasty as was in the Ratnapith, 
therefore, during the long period of rule of that dynasty, present Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri 
and part of Rangpur constituted to be the important hub of political activities. In the 
ancient times as the spring of political influence was from the Ganga-Jamuna basin, 
therefore, the proximity of Ratnapith with the mainland of India made it rather preferable 

for the establishment of political power in Rathnapith than in the areas farther east i.e. in 
the Brahmaputra Valley. Except the epical reference to Naraka, Bhagadatta and Bana 
there is no dependable archaeological evidence to prove that the Brahmaputra Valley was 
more important than the Karatoya-Tista-Sankosh Valley. The archaeological remains of 
Tezpur and Nagaon were associated not much with the history of the Varmans rather with 
king Vana and the Salstambha dynasty. Only the remains of Nilachala hills and Ambari 
in Gauhati may somehow be associated with the activities of the Yarman kings; but in 
that case too strong proofs are wanting. Literay evidences left by Hiuen Tsang rather 
indicate to historical geography otherwise that most probably the capital of Bhaskar 

Yarman was on the eastern bank of the river Karatoya. 

The River Brahmaputra often created havoc by its inundations in the ancient 
times. It was for that reason that the hilly zones were selected as places for the 

construction of temples as well as palaces. The making of the Kamaksha temple atop the 
Nilachala hills was necessitated by the demand of making the shrine safe from floods that 
would occur nearly every year. There is no trace of any archaeological evidence yet to 
establish the claim that Naraka was a king in the Brahmaputra Valley or Bhagadatta went 
far-away to Kurukshetra to fight the epic-war against the Five Pandavas. In the epic too it 
is simply stated that Bhagadatta was from Pragjyotishpur-Kamrup but as to the exact 
location of his capital and description of his people nothing in detail is mentioned in the 

epic. For arguments' sake it cannot be said that if even Naraka and Bhagadatta were 
historical figures, as to their capital nothing can be ascertained; nor even is it known 
whether ancient Pragjyotishpur included the whole of the tract of land between the river 
Karatoya and the Brahmaputra. 

Apparently the Yarman dynasty was historical; and its last ruler Bhaskar Yarman 
is said to have been the most reputed both in war and peace. Our searching of the history 

of Kamatapur actually begins from the end of the kingdom of Bhaskar Yarman; though 
evidences prove amply that Bhaskar Yarman was the ruler of Kamrup but his capital was 
in the area which later on was included in ancient geographical part of Kamatapur. Thus, 
though Bhaskar was not the ruler of Kamatapur yet in order to prove that the tract of land 
that emerged afterwards as important as Kamatapur had grown into a political centre even 

during rule of the Varmans. 
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Hiuen Tsang's (Yuan Chwang) Si-yu-ki, states that the Chinese monk traveled 
900 Ii or about 150 miles to the east from Paundravardhana to cross the river Kolotu or 
Karatoya in order to get into the kingdom of Kamrup ruled by Bhaskar Yarman 
responding to whose invitation the monk came for a visit. As he mentioned his crossing 
of the river Karatoya and then narrated his assessment of the king~pm it seems that he did 
not go too far to the east from Karatoya. Had he had so done, he· certainly would have 
mentioned the names of other rivers too. On this ground it can be assumed that most 
probably the capital of Bhaskar Yarman was not far away from Karatoya. Hiuen-Tsang's 
narrative of Kamrup is quoted under: 

"The country of Kamarupa is about I 0,000 Ii (nearly 1,700 miles) in circuit. The 
capital town is about 30 Ii. The land lies low, but is rich and regularly cultivated. They 
cultivate the jack fruit and the cocoanut. These trees, though numerous, are nevertheless 
much valued and esteemed. Water led from the river or from banked up lakes flows round 
the town. The climate is soft and temperate the manners of the people are simple and 
honest. The men are of small stature and their complexion dark yellow. Their language 
differs a little from that of mid-India. Their nature is very impetuous and wild; their 
memories are retentive and they are earnest in study. 

They adore and sacrifice to the Devas and have no faith in Buddha; hence from 
the time Buddha appeared in the world even down to the present day, there never has yet 
been built one Sangharama as a place for the priests to assemble. Such disciples as there 
are are of a pure faith, say their prayers secretly and that is all. There are abundant Deva 
temples and different sectaries to the number of several myriads. The present king 
belongs to the old line of Narayan Deb. He is of the Brahmam caste. His name is 
Bhaskaravarman, his title, Kumar. From the time that this family seized the land and 
assumed the Govem.ment, there have elapsed a thousand of generations. 

The king is fond of learning and the people are so likewise in imitation of him. 
Men of high talent from distant regions, seeking after office, visit his dominions. Though 
he has no faith in Buddha, yet he much respects Sramanas of learning. 

On the east, this country is bounded by a line of hills so that there is no great city 
to the kingdom. The frontiers are contiguous to the barbarians of the south-west of China. 
These tribes are in fact akin to those of the Man people (i.e. the south-west barbarians) in 
their customs. After a two months journey, we reach the south-western frontier of the 
province of Szechuen. But the mountains and rivers present obstacles and the pestilential 
air, the poisonous vapours, the fatal snakes, the destructive vegetation, a ll these causes of 
death prevail. 

On the South-east of this country, herds of wild elephants roam about in 
numbers, therefore in this district they use them principally. for war'' 7• 

From the above excerpt we can deduce the following points as to the kingdom 
and capital of Bhaskar Yarman:-
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1. The kingdom of Kamrup was just across the river Karatoya and in the east of the 
kingdom there were the hills. 

2. There is no elaborate mention of the Brahmaputra and no indication if the capital 
was on the bank of that river. 

3. The circumference of the capital was 30 Ii; and on the east, the country was 
bounded by a line of hills so that there was no great city to the kingdom. The 
Brahmaputra valley including the Nilachala hills were in the east of the kingdom; 

and according to the Chinese pilgrim there was no great city, therefore, there was 
no question of the capital having been situated there. 

4. Water led from the river or from banked up lakes flowed round the capital; and 
ostensibly, such canals and lakes could not have been constructed near the 
Brahmaputra, the broadest and rapidest river in India. Even modern technology 

has yet to prove such possibility that may endure inundations during the Rainy 
Season. Moreover, there have not been found any archaeological remains to 
support the view that such canals and lakes, as mentioned by Hiuen Tsang, were 
there near the Brahmaputra in the environ of which was built the capital of 
Bhaskar Yarman in the vicinity of Gauhati. 

5. The capital, as mentioned by the pilgrim, certainly was not in the Brahmaputra 
valley, nor in the vicinity of Gauhati, for there is no archaeological evidence. 

6. The circumstances of the capital, as mentioned by th-": pilgrim, only correspond 
with the structural lay-out of the capital at Chilapata or at Singijani. At Chilapata, 
Nal Rajar Garh was surrounded by a canal named Bania River and that 

interlinked the Torsha and the Kaljani. At Singijani, the Atharonala River having 
connection with a lake supported by eighteen canals from the Torsha nearly 
encircled the capital on the west and the south. It is again important to notice that 
both the capitals at Chilapata and Singijani virtually had connection by canals 
with the Torsha. As the capital at Singijani originally was Kamrupnagar and, 
most probably, built by king Dharmapal, therefore, it is unlikely that Bhaskar 

Barman had his capital at Singijani. It is rather safe to conclude that Bhaskar 
Yarman had his capital at Chilapata in the Dooars. 

But despite the fact that Bhaskar had his capital m Ratnapith or in the 
geographical location of Kamatapur, still, he should only be considered as the ruler of 
Kamrup and not of Kamatapur. It was mainly because of the fact that during the regime 
of the Yarman rulers and specifically in the period of Bhaskar Yarman, the kingdom of 
Kamrup was intact devoid of any sign of dis integration. It was during his period, Kamrup 
expanded as an empire at the cost of the kingdom of Sashanka of Gaur or Karnasuvarna. 
The emergence ofKamatapur, of course, was in the offing. 
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As Bhaskar Yarman was a 'Kumar' or bachelor, he had no immediate heir to 

succeed him; therefore, soon after his death; there ensued anarchy as to who would 
become his successor. lt was obvious that in an heirless state, the powerful chiefs of the 
army and fief holders clashed among themselves for each of them wanted to become the 
ruler of the vast kingdom. But it was impossible for any single person to usurp the power 
of the whole empire as it had grown vast after the death of Sashaoka. On the basis of the 
mention of a king named 'Avantivarman ' in Yisakhadatta's Mudrarakshasa, some 
scholars are of opinion that after Bhaskar's death in 650 or 648 AD. Avantivarman might 
have succeeded him.8 It seems that the Brahmins and the royal priests might have 
performed the coronation of A vantivarman to ascend the throne; and most probably since 
he was not the immediate successor of Bhaskar, Avantivarman's authority was not 
accepted by the ruling chiefs in different geographical locations. As a matter of fact, 
Avantivarman's reign was too short to leave any impression behind; and it is mot unlikely 
that he was killed in the struggle for power or succession. As things appear to be clear 
from the subsequent emergence of power centres, along with the death of Bhaskar, his 
kingdom was divided among the claimants and the ultimate victors in the battlefield. 
According to Bhutanese sources Sangaldip, who was a Koch, became the ruler of western 
Kamrup (from Sankosh to Karatoya) and he is said to have defeated the ruler of Kamrup. 
In that case, most probably that ruler was none other than Avantivarman. But P.C. 
Choudhury9 holds the view that Avantivarman and Salastambha was the same person 
called by different names only. Choudhury's view also seems to rest on strong logic of it. 
It is noticeable that Salastambha, the first ruler and founder of the Salastambha dynasty, 
set up his capital at Tezpur, virtually secluded from Ratnapith as well as from Gauhati. It 
proves that Salastarnbha was defeated in the struggle for power and was afraid of some 
more powerful enemy; safety from that enemy was of paramount importance. We can cite 
the name of Sangaldip as that formidable enemy. If Salastambha was a different person 
from Avantivarman, in that case it can be said that in the beginning Avantivarman was 
defeated and ultimately in the battle between the remaining two belligerents, Salastambha 
was defeated, though· not killed. Thus the stage got eventually set for the meteoric rise of 
Sangaldip in eastern and north-eastern India. 

In this book Koch monarch Sangaldip is considered as the first king of 
Kamatapur in the beginning of the second half of the seventh century i.e. after the death 
of Bhaskar Yarman. Some scholars may have disagreement to this view on the ground 
that at that time the name 'Kamatapur' was not in use. In this case our argument is that 
though at that time the name Kamatapur was not in use, yet, Sangaldip was not the ruler 
of Kamrup; rather he fought against the ruler of Kamrup, won the war and expanded his 
kingdom from the hills of Bhutan to the plains of Banga, Gaur, Bihar and Kalinga. The 
nucleus of his kingdom was the tract of land between the Karatoya and the Sankosh; 
though he expanded his kingdom farther east by defeating the reigning rulers of Kamrup; 
at that time, most probably, the Salasthambha rulers were at the helm of power in eastern 
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Kamrup; whereas westetn Kamrup became a growing independent kingdom under 
Sangaldip. 

The struggle for power soon after the death of Bhaskar Yarman was accentuated 
by a shattering blow given by Tibetan imperial army to the existing political power and 
set-up in the north and north-eastern India. In 648, the Chinese Emperor Taizong sent a 
good-will mission under the supervision of Wang-Hiuen-Tse to the Indian Emperor 

Harsha Siladitya. As bad luck would have it, Harsha had passed away before the mission 
could reach India. Subsequent to his death in 648,-the power of the monarch of Kanauj 
passed i~to the hands of his minister Arjuna. Arjuna was against Buddhism; and he 
lacked the sagacity in his dealing even with the foreign Buddhists. Arjuna, in fact, 
usurped· power; and out of stupidity and vengeance he demonstrated his aversion to the 
coming_··of the Chinese Mission. All postulations for peace forwarded by Wang-Hiuen

Tse feil i1i 'the deaf ears of the usurper. He looted all presents, me.ant for Harsha, brought 
by the Ch inese missionaries and put most of the members of the''mission to death. The 

survivors along with Wang-Hiuen-Tsc fled to Nepal and then to tibet. Wang-Hiuen-Tse 
pleaded for help at the e·ourt of the Nepalese government whic~ at that time had been in 
matrimonial relation with .Songtsen-Gampo (629-649), . the Emperor of the Tibetan 
Empire. Songtscn-Gampo had the same kind of matrimonial relation with the Tang 
dynasty o f China. Wen Cheng, the princes!; of China and Bhrikuti Devi, the princess of 
Nepal, were the most beloved queens of emperor Gampo. Besides, he was a devout 

Buddhist; therefore, upset on receiving the tidings from \he persons of the mission, he 
soon dispatched soldiers-._i1!fantry and cavalry- to punish Arjuna to the effect of restoring 
the prestige and dignity of the Buddhists as it had been during the period of Harsha in 
lndia. 

J\t that time the Tibetan army was at the peak o f )ts power; and thenceforward 
nearly for more than a half century neither the Chinese nor even the Muslims of the 
Middle East could challenge the imperial army of Tibet. It was, therefore, an easy task for 
the Tibetan invaders that they defeated Arjuna in the battlefield of Bihar. It is said that 
vanquished Atj una was first taken to Tibet and then was sent to China. ' Shi-kien-ma' (Sri 

Kumara) or Bhaskar Varman, the king of Kamrup helped the Tibetan army and Wang
Hiucn-Tse by delivering "thirty thousand oxen (most probably.elephants) and horses and 
provisions for all his army, to which he added bows, scimitars and collars of great 
value" .10 

Both 13haskar Yarman and Songt~en-Gampo died soon after the war. Bhaskar, as 
was a bachelor, had no immediate heir to succeed him at a time· when the Tibetan 
invasion blighted the ex isting political authority in northern India. It was the beginning of 
real 'Matsanycrya' (anarchy and lawlessness) in Bengal also. In such a vacuum of power 
and authority Sangaldip and Sal~srambha fought each other to assert their respective 
positions in eastern India. Sangaldip proved to be better of the two in the battle field and 
in consequence of his taking advantage of the situation; he was able to extend his 
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kingdom into an empire. But the very nucleus of his jurisdiction was in the tract of land 

between the Karatoya and the Sankosh; though to the east his kingdom, most probably 
extended upto the Brahmaputra and in the West it included Gaur, southern and eastern 
Bengal and Bihar. Thus was laid the earliest foundation of the kingdom of Kamatapur, a 
sovereign land free from outer control. What was begun by Sangaldip, the first Koch king 
in the second half of the seventh century, continued in subsequent times; and thus, in 
spite of some intermittent gaps in regal continuity, Kamatapur remained as a centre of 
political authority and distinct socio-religious culture. 

There is, therefore, no doubt that in the medieval period, besides Mahasthangarh, 
Gaur and Pandua, the most important place that became a seat of political power as well 
as a centre for the cultivation and dissemination of culture in the sub-Himalayan tract 

between the Ganga basin and the Brahmaputra basin was the kingdom of Kamatapur with 
its capital in sequence at Chilapata, Maynaguri, Prithu Rajar Garh, Singijani and 
Gosanimari, The findings of an interesting research carried out by me on the origin of the 
kingdom of Kamatapur has brought to light that Kamatapur as a separate political and 
administrative unit emerged in the middle of the seventh century and its first capital was 
not at Gosanimari but at Chilapata in the Dooars; and afterwards it was shifted to other 
places, as mentioned, before its final shifting to Gosanimari. The story that the Khens set 
up the kingdom of Kamatapur and they shifted their capital from Assam to Gosanimari is 
a historical concoction of orchestrated design for showing everything of Kamatapur 
coming from the Brahmaputra Valley. Such writers in doing this or being prone to do this 

always neglected the Tista-Sankosh basin being an independent seat of political and 
cultural ups and downs. One has to remember that between Assam and North India the 
Tista-Sankosh basin was the medium of communication. A closer study in the rise of 

Kamatapur as an independent political unit out of what had once been Kamrup bring to us 
the idea that independent of Gaur, Kamatapur emerged as a separate unit of socio
political and cultural existence. 
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Srimanta Sankaradeva and the Concept ofNeo-Vaishnavism in Assam 

Dr. Sayamtara Jash 

Sankaradeva (b. 1449 A.O. - 1568 A.O.) was the most celebrated founder and 
potential leader of the Neo-Vaishnavism during fifteenth-sixteenth century A.O. in 
Assam and its adjoining regions. It may be noted that Vaishnavism was very much 

prevalent in this region before the advent of Sankaradeva and his great disciples as is 
evidenced by the historical monuments, inscriptions and Thans and such other records. 1 

After Sankaradeva under Madhavadeva, Oamodaradeva, Gopala Ata, Aniruddha and 
others diverse schools and sects of Neo-Vaishnavism flourished in this region, and these 
popular religious leaders organized and systematized the Vaishnava religion with 

institutions and organizations and gave the much needed mass base and made it a popular 
religion and cultural medium. In this connection mention may be made of Maheswar 
Neog's Sankaradeva and His Times2 which was subsequently re-issued, with addition, 
under the title Early History of the Vaishnava Faith and Movement in Assani3 and 
S.N.Sarma's Neo-Vaishnavite Movement and the Satra Institution of Assam4

. His 
Vaishnavism is called Neo-Vaishnavism where it is believed that there is one and only 
one God. This has been depicted very beautifully in the first line of his outstanding 
com position 'Kirtanaghosa' -

"Prathame pranamo Brahmarupi sanatana, 
Sarva Avatara karana Narayana " 

The religion propagated by Sankaradeva is popularly known as 'Mahapurusiya' 
dharma. The term Mahapurusa is an epithet of God Narayana (Vishnu). The Bhagavata 
prescribed the method of worshipping Krishna with Kirtana and addressing Him as 
Mahapurusha. It is also popularly believed that the term 'mahapurusha' was applied to 
mean Sankaradeva as he was known to his followers as maha (i.e. the great being) and 
the religion initiated and propagated by him came to re known as Mahapurusiya dharma. 

The fundamental outline of Sankaradeva' s philosophy centers on the following 
principles: 

I. The knowledge of the supreme reality conceived as Narayana. 

2. Surrender to the supreme in the form of Srikrishna. 

3. Company of good soul' s Satsanga. 

4. Prayer and chanting of the name of the Supreme Being. 

Sankaradeva says- 'ek deu ek seu, ek vine nahi keu' 

34 



; 

i.e., there is only one God, there is only devotion and there is nothing else besides 
them. 

Sankaradeva lays great emphasis on 'Eka-Sarana' which is known as Eka Sarana 
Dharma- the religion of supreme surrender to One, and that One is Vishnu. For an 
Ekasaraniya, that is, the followers of eka sarana dharma, the worship of other gods and 
goddesses is strictly prohibited. In his opinion - God Narayana is the Supreme Soul and is 
the One and only Lord of the universe. Nothing exits without Him. He is the cause 
(karana) as well as the effect of creation (karya). He continues that God is a spiritual 
presence, a creative power, an exponent of righteousness, beauty and love. Sankaradeva 
upholds about two aspects of God. First is the concept of God as Nirguna (without 
attributes) and secondly is the Saguna (with attributes). 

Sankaradeva' s teachings are expressed through chanting of the 'Nama' . Chanting 
the name of Hari is an integral part of Vaisnavism and accepted by all Vaishnava saints 

of India. Hearing (sravana) and chanting (kirtana) of the divine nama is recognized as a 
powerful medium for spiritual realization. The love of nama cleanses the sin which 
defiles the mind. In the Kirtanaghosa, he thus explains that the chanting of the name of 
Hari can liberate us from all kinds of sins and helps us to succeed in life. It is also stated 
that in Kaliyuga, no salvation can be attained without nama. The people of Kaliyuga 
would be sinful in motive. They have no right to other forms of religion and nama is the 
only essence in this age. Without nama, people pass through idleness which leads to self 
destruction. 

In his Kirtanaghosa, Srimanta Sankaradeva has shown the intimate relation 
between bhakta and Bhagavana, i.e. God and His devotees. A true devotee is very dear to 
God. A true devotee never fears any critical situations and he has firm determination in 
serving God with deep and profound faith and beliefs. In order to substantiate his idea, he 
narrates the Prahlad-Hiranyakasipu episode. According to this tale, Prahlad was ordered 
by his father Hiranyakasipu to give up faith of the Sri krishna, or face death. He was 
tortured by all possible means. Prahlad was not afraid at all and he continued to stick to 
his faith. He had realized the power and greatness of devotion from his childhood and 
also requested his father to resort to Sri Krishna. His faith ultimately saw him through the 
rest. 

In order to translate his ideas and doctrine into reality Sankaradeva as stated 
earlier established religious institutions, mainly the namaghars and satras. It is hear that 
he used to preach his teaching and the name of Hari chanted. The satra institution, meant 
for local cultural assemblages of the Vaisnavas was a unique feature of Assam 
Vaishnavism. In these, besides religious discussion, kirtana songs, dramatic 
performances of Pauranik legends, devotional dances, etc. were held. 

The satras or monasteries were established by Sankaradeva and a number of 
followers, like- Damodaradeva, Madhavadeva, Harideva and Gopala Ata of Bhawanipur 
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and the sects founded by these disciples of Sankara, although subsequently differed from 
each other in minor ritualistic matters or principles, were all engaged in propagating 
Vaishnavism with new form and fresh ideas. And these satras played a vital role as 
traditional repositories of Sankaradeva's Bhaktism. In fact, S.N.Sarma in his book

5 
and 

M.Neog's edited work6 discuss with an exhaustive manner. 

A critical analysis of the works of Sankaradeva reveals the impact of the 
contemporary Assamese society and culture. Vaishnavism means to promote inner peace, 
develop love in place of hatred, and give encouragement in place of unknown fear and to 
be satisfied with the minimum requirements. Affluence can do his best only for the 
outward comfort of people and not for the inner peace and happiness of mankind. This is 

where Sankaradeva's teachings come into play. 

The society where Sankaradeva was born was full of superstitions and beliefs. 
Most of the people were the blind supporters of Saktism, Tantricism and they practiced 
all sorts of horrible, terrible, fierce and evil deeds. All these made the environment 
unhealthy. Sankaradeva realized the cause of this degradation of the society and he tried 
heart and soul to reform it. He stood against the evil influence of Tantricism, Saktism and 
Nathism that flourished the entire region of Kamarupa and Kamata kingdom. He 
vehemently fought against these religious beliefs and preached Vaishnavism and 
inculcated the doctrine of Salvation by faith and prayer only, and not by offering 

sacrifices. 

Sankaradeva started a movement of the religion of love and devotion. With this 
attractive movement to the common milieu he was able to establish harmony and unity 
among people of different communities. Sankaradeva had a mission to elevate the socio
cultural life of the people of this place as well as other neighboring regions. Moreover, in 
order to translate his ideas into reality in the society, irrespective of any caste, colour 

distinction, he took help of art, music, culture, dance and drama and sometime even folk 
performances. He upheld the cult of devotion (bhakti) popularly designated 'Neo

Vaishnavism'. 

The caste system was a serious social evil, destroying the peace, discipline and 
unity among the members of the society. It sows the seeds of hatred and cruelty. 
Sankaradeva tried to remove this evil from the society. He forcefully expressed that 

human beings should be guided by understanding that everything is created and sustained 
by One (Lord Vishnu). He allowed no caste among the bhaktas (devotees) and invited 
community worship in which everyone could participate irrespective of caste and creed. 

In his time Sankaradeva witnessed that, some people did not hesitate to sacrifice 
animals, birds and even human beings at the altar of gods and goddesses. Countless 
misdeeds were done in the name of religion. Sankaradeva was one of the godly persons 
who tried to reform the Assamese society by preaching the glory of Vishnu (Krishna) 
through the Kirtanaghosa and his other religious books. He tried to impress upon the 
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people of his time that social harmony, peace and happiness of every member of society 
depend upon self surrender before God and taking the path of devotion to Lord. Hence -
Laiyo eka Sarona Krishnata. 

Sankaradeva as mentioned earlier used the form of Krishna to preach devotion to 
a single God (eka sarana) who can be worshipped solely by uttering his various names 
(nama) in contrast to other bhakti forms eka sarana follows the dasya attitude (a slave to 
God). Moreover, unlike the Gaudiya Vaishnavism of Bengal [founded by Sri 
Caitanyadeva (1485-1533 A.D.) during fifteenth sixteenth century A.D.], Radha is not 
worshipped along with Krishna in uttering the name of God Hari, Rama, Narayana and 
Krishna are most often used. It is interesting to note in this connection that scholars on 
the history of Vaishnavism are still not unanimous pertaining to the meeting of Sri 
Caitanyadeva with Srimanta Sankaradeva. According to P.C.Goswami7 "There are many 
references of religious discussions between Sankaradeva and Caitanyadeva. Both were 
the same creed of Bhakti." But there are scholars who are of the opinion that Sankaradeva 
met Caitanya seems to be erroneous.8 

B.B.Majumdar9 upheld that Sankaradeva met Caitanyadeva at Puri but they did 
not talk each other. Similarly, R.M.Nath10 says - "Sankaradeva met Chaitanya who was 

in a state of divine ecstasy. Both gazed at each other; but there was no discourse between 
them." Sankaradeva possibly met Sri Caitanyadeva at Puri during his first pilgrimage 'as 
he spent twelve years during his sojourn and he returned to Kamarupa before 1535. 
Chaitanyadeva spent at Puri from A.D. 1515 till his death in 1533.' 11 

It may be noted in this connection that in ancient Kamarupa there was a vast 
difference between upper class and lower class of people. The lower class was deprived 
of all socio-political rights in the society. The socio-cultural background in the society at 

that period was complicated being inhabited by the population of various castes and 
creeds. Sankaradeva says that bhakti is no respect of caste. 

In his Uddhava Samvada, Sankaradeva says -

"Krishnara bhakti ati, 
Nachabe acharajati, 
Jagatare maha hitakara 
Yena amrta paile, 
Yei sei mate khaile, 
Save haya ajara amara" 

"Undivided devotion unto Krishna observes no distinction between customs and 
castes. It is very beneficial to the Universe. Just as nectar, when obtained and 
taken in whatever form, results in rejuvenation and immortality". 

He was successful to abolish the class and caste distinction through preaching his 
'eka-sarana-nama-dharma'. Many verses of the Kirtanaghosa teach us the true 
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significance of fundamental equality of all religion. His teachings embrace the lowest of 
the lowly. This has been brought out in the following verse of the Kirtanaghosa-

Nahi bhaklitajati-ajati vichar, 
Krishnatu bhakti samsatare adhi karma I 

i.e, in bhakti (devotion), there is no distinction of caste and everybody has equal 
rights to chant the Hari Nama. 

In short, what Sankaradeva says is that, the social status to man does not depend 
upon his birth, but true devotion to One (Lord Vishnu). A true devotee can be considered 
as a great being. Sankaradeva's thought was a great liberating force in terms of humanism 
and secular well being of the people and served the social and spiritual needs of the 
common people. He is undoubtedly the boldest social reformer ever born in Assam, stood 

against the evil influence of the then religious practices that flourished in the region 
centering round Kamarupa and Kamata kingdom.12 He fought against these religious 
beliefs and practices and preached a purified Vaishnavism and inculcated the doctrine of 
salvation by faith and prayer instead of offering sacrifices.13 The establishment of the 
Bhakti form of worship, popularly known as Neo-Vaishnavism14 was not an isolated 
phenomenon having no connection whatsoever with the contemporary Vaishnava revival 
that swept over the rest of India during the period. In fact, as observed by S.N.Sarrna

"Characteristics like belief in and adoration of a personal God Visnu or Krishna, 
emphasis on devotion and faith, recognition of the equality of all persons, the ignoring of 
the caste distinction at the spiritual level, the high place assigned to virtues like love, 
piety and non-violence and deprecation of the practice of image-worship, are common to 
all Vaisnavite movements of the middle ages."15 

In spite of this the neo-Vaishnavism as preached and propounded by Srimanta 
Sankaradeva in the entire Brahmaputra Valley was having certain characteristic traits of 
its own. It evolved a cult of its own best suited to the genius and befitting to the 
temperament of the general milieu of the region and its surroundings. His religion of love 
and devotion (bhakti) to Krishna would lead to the illumination of the mind and to 
ultimate salvation. He recommended dance and music to produce a state of ecstasy in 
which the bhaklas irrespective of any caste colour, and creed distinction could have a 
vision of God. 
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A Political Biography of an Ujjainia Chief of Bhojpur: Raja Gajpati 

Dr.Tahir Hussain Ansari 

The Ujjainias were one of the most powerful local chiefs of south-west Bihar.i 
Bhoj Raj the ancestor of Ujjainias claimed descent from Raja Vikramjit and is believed to 
have emigrated from Uljain to Bhojpur region in early 14th century and joined service 
under Mukund, the Chero chief of Kikat. ii In due course of time through stratagem Bhoj 's 
son, Dev Raj killed Kikat chief and established himself as the ruler of the area. He 
founded the city of Bhojpur and established the chieftaincy of Ujjainiaii (1324). The 
long history of Ujjania chiefs from Dev Raj to Onkar Deo (1324 to 1489) is full of wars 
with neighboring.chiefs, Sharqui rulers of Jaunpur and struggle within the famity_iv 

After the access.ion of Durlabh Deo, Ujjainias succeeded in consolidating their 
possession and gained some prestige among the territorial chiefs of the area. But Jamal 
Khan the Lodi governor of Bihar attacked Bhojpur and forced him to seek shelter in the 
forests .v Durlabh approached Hasan Khan Sur and with his help met Jamal Khan, and 
accepted the sovereignty of the Lodis and regained his chieftaincy. Between Durlabh Deo 
and Hasan Sur extremely cordial relations were established.vi Durlabh Deo' s son Badal 
Singh also became friendly with Sher Khan.vii When everything looked good for the 
house of Durlabh Deo, violent clashes started between him and his step brothers and in 
one such clash Badal who had succeeded his father Durlabh Deo, was killed and his wife 
and his two minor sons Gajpati and Bairi Sal were expelled. They had to pass their life in 
great distress. Howeyer after her sons became 18 and 15 years old; the Rani met Sher 
Khan in 1532 and requested him to help her sons to get their chieftaincy. Bodhraj tells us 
that with the army sent by Sher Khan, Gajpati, the eldest son of Badal Singh defeated and 
killed his uncle Shivram Singh and succeeded to the throne at Jagdishpur in 1534 A.D.viii 

After this very close and cordial relations were established between Gajpati and 
Sher Khan. Gajpati was so much obliged to him that in the same year 1534 on his call to 
help him against Mahmud Shah of Bengal, he immediately proceeded towards Surajgarh 
at the head of two thousand horses.ix 

Sher Khan defeated Ibrahim the commander of Sultan Mahmud in the hotly 
contested battle at Surajgarh.x Bodhraj writes that Ibrahim Khan was slain at the hands of 
Gajpati and all the camp equipment, elephants and artillery of the Bengal army fell into 
the hands of the Afghans and Ujjainias. Sher Khan was so highly pleased with Gajpati 's 
valour that as a reward, the region of Buxar was also assigned to him.'i Sher Khan also 
gave a swor? to Bairisal, the brother of Gajpati.xii 

40 



In the meantime an unfortunate development took place which created further 
dissension in the Ujjainia family. Mahipat's (the son of the youngest wife of Durlabh 
Deo and uncle of Gajpati who was murdered in the family feud due to succession 
struggle) widow along with her son Dalpat, at this time approached her brother Birbhan 
of Araiix;;; and requested him to help her son in getting back the chieftaincy of Ujjainias. 

Birbhan who knew fully well that Gajpati had cordial relation with Sher Khan, decided to 
seek the help of Emperor Humayun.'iv In 1538 when Humayun marched towards 

Barkhanda (in Palamau district ofBihar) in pursuit of Sher Khan, Birbhan met him on the 
way and requested to help his nephew to get back his old position in the Ujjainia 
chieftaincy. It seems that he also apprised him of Gajpati's close relation with Sher Khan, 
an enemy of the Mughals. Humanyun agreed to help him and also provided some 
retainers. It is believed that with this army Dal pat was able to defeat Gajpati and establish 
himself in Jagdishpur. With the passage of time, he also established his control over 
Buxar and Bhojpur.xv 

Birbhan felt deeply obliged to Humayun and gave him sincere support in his 

clash with Sher Khan. When Humayun was defeated in the battle of Chausa and was 
hotly pursued by Mir Farid Gaur, an Afghan commander of Sher Khan, Birbhan 
personally came to meet the emperor and provided him with all necessary provisions. He 
helped him in crossing the Ganges near Mirzapur and requested him to proceed to Agra, 
assuring that he would deal with Mir Farid with his own army firmly and decisively. 
Hence Humayun was able to reach safely to Agra.xvi 

Raja Gajpati on the other hand being dispossessed of his estate joined Sher Khan 

with a strong contingent of Ujjainias soldiers. Though Bodhraj and Munsi Binayak 
Prasad are silent about his role in the battle of Chausa (1539) but after critically analyzing 
all the facts connected with the battle one comes to a definite conclusion that Gajpati took 
a leading part in the battle and contributed substantially in the success of Sher Khan. We 
find that soon after the victory at Chausa, Gajpati apparently with the support of Sher 
Khan launched an attack on Bhojpur, defeated Dalpat and captured Bhojpur. Sher Khan 
also conferred on him the title of Raja and the Sarkars of Rohtas and Shahabad were also 
assigned to him. Gajpati constructed a fortress at Jagdishpur and made it the capital of his 
ch ieftaincy. xvii 

During the rule of Sur dynasty, Bhojpur entered into peace ad prosperity. Gajpati 
got a good opportunity to consolidate his position as the most powerful chief of north
west Bihar. He was able to further improve his position during the weak successor of 

Sher Khan by extending the boundaries of his chieftaincy up to the borders of Jaunpur 
Sarkar.xvii, 

With the reestablishment of Mughal rule in North India, under Humayun (July 
1555) there was a possibility of Gajpati being displaced by Dalpat with whom emperor 
Humayun had some personal relations. But before Dalpat could contact Humayun, 
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Humayun suddenly died of an accident. Therefore the situation remained unchanged for 
Raja Gajpati. 

After the accession of Akbar, Bairam Khan appointed Ali Quli Khan-i-Zaman to 
expel Afghan rebels from the eastern region. He achieved some success against the rebels 
and established his headquarters at Jaunpur. But while the operations against Afghans 
were in progress, Raja Gajpati who had cordial relation with them also started opposing 
the Mughal army. Acco~ding to Badauni "Gajpati whose army and strength was such that 
for the space of two years he had kept the Khan-i-Zaman uselessly employed in jungle 
cutting and even at that jungle was not as clear as it ought to be"xix 

From the above it appears that Ali Quli failed in his efforts to subdue Raja 
Gajpati. In the meantime Bairam Khan was dismissed and those nobles who were 
opposed to Bairam Khan got an upper hand at the court. As Ali Quli Khan-i-Zaman and 
his relations were considered very close to Bairam Khan, they were singled out for 
harassment. Finding all doors of negotiations closed, Ali Quli along with his relation and 
clansmen rebelled. Almost for four years (1564-67) the entire resources of the Mughal 
Empire were pooled together to suppress the rebellion. In 1568 Ali Quli was killed in the 
battle and the rebellion came to end but it strengthened the power of the Afghans and 
local chiefs of the eastern region. The military might of the empire which could have 
been used against Afghans was wasted in suppressing their own rebel. The Afghans 
utilized this opportunity to further improve their position. 

However after the suppression of the Uzbek revolt in 1568, Munim Khan was 
appointed as the governor of Jaunpur. Soon after reaching Jaunpur he started making 
efforts to bring under imperial control the local chiefs and other recalcitrant elements of 
the area. Bayazid Bayat writes that during 1568-69, Raja Gajpati submitted before 
Munim Khan and agreed to pay a sum of Rs. 5 lakhs per annum as malguzari.xx 

The entry of Raja Gajpati into the imperial service not orily extended the Mughal 
frontiers eastward but also placed the Mughals strategically in an advantageous position 
in respect of the Afghans of Bihar.xxi 

In Feb-March 1573, the Afghans under Lodi Khan rebelled and captured 
Zamaniya. Lodi Khan launched an attack on Jaunpur which was the headquarters of the 
Mughal com mander Munim Khan. The Afghan' s attack surprised Munim Khan. He 
hastily mobilized the available troops at Jaunpur and sent a detachment under the 
command of Mirza Hasan Khan, Jan Muhammad Bihsudi, Tenger Quli and Raja Gajpati 
to oppose Yusuf Mohd. The garrison of Ghazipur was ordered to cooperate with them. 
The imperial forces met the Afghans on the left bank of the Ganges and forced them to 
cross back to the side of Zamainiya after a brief battle. When the news of Afghan 
invasion spread, the Mughal officers began to pour into Jaunpur with their contingents. 
The armies of Tardi Muhammad Mirza, Hasan Khan, Jan Muhammad Bihsudi, Tenger 
Quli and Raja Gajpati were placed under the command of Nazar Bahadur and were 
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ordered to cross the Ganges at Banaras and harass the enemy by making lightening 
attacks from the rear_xxii Nazar Bahadur was defeated at the fort of Sirsi near Ghazipur. 
Munim Khan now collected all the Mughal forces and rushed towards Ghazipur to 
retrieve the situations. But when he reached there Lodi Khan opened negotiation for 
peace to which he responded favorably. But his demands were such that no agreement 
could be reached. Only two alternatives remained before Munim Khan; either to give a 
battle or retreat from Ghazipur or suspend further operations till Akbar's returns from 
Gujrat. He was more inclined to the second alternative, but to avoid taking the entire 
responsibility on himself for such a step, he convened a Council of War and placed the 
issue before the officers. The proposal of a retreat was opposed vigorously by Raja 
Gajpati and Bayazid Beg in the course of discussion, when Munim Khan pointedly asked 
Raja Gajpati to express his opinion on the issue, the Raja exclaimed impatiently; After 
all, will you offer a battle to the Afghans or not? Munim Khan took serious exception to 
this retort from the Raja and accused Bayazid Beg of inciting him. Bayazid Beg and Raja 
Gajpati remained firm in their views and argued that postponing the battle would not only 
create disorder in the army but encourage Afghans to harass the imperialist. Ultimately it 
was decided that the Qaqshals would launch a night attack upon the enemy's camp and if 
they succeeded in creating confusion a general assault would be delivered.xxiii The plan of 

night attack could not materialize owing to the dubious attitude of Qaqshals. However 
Munim khan came out of the fort of Ghazipur and engaged the Afghans in an open battle. 
At the same time the bridge of boats built, by the Afghans over the Ganges was destroyed 
by a dust storm. As a result, Lodi Khan 's line of supplies across the Ganges was disrupted 
and there prevailed an acute scarcity inside the Afghan camp. As the situation in the 
Mughal camp was also no better, both the parties negotiated a settlement and the Afghan 
left for Patna.xxiv 

But Munim Khan's efforts could not make much impact on the strongly 
entrenched Afghans. As soon as Akbar was free from the Gujrat affairs he advanced 
towards eastern region at the head of a large army and flotilla of boats in 1574. After a 
halt at Chausa and Maner, Akbar reached Patna. After having surveyed the fort of Patna, 
he also decided that the capture of Hajipur was an essential step. Raja Gajpati along with 
M. Ali Alam Shahi, Sayyid Shams Bokhari and his sons under the command of Khan-i
Alam were dispatched to launch an attack on Hajipur. However the emperor himself 
personally supervised the entire operations .. The imperialists defeated the garrison and 
Hajipur was captured. The fall of Hajipur sealed the fate of the fort of Patna. Daud Khan 
taking the advantage of the night secretly slipped away to Bengal.xxv 

Akbar himself returned to Agra after appointing Munim Khan as the governor of 
Bihar and Raja Todar Mal was appointed as the diwan of the Suba. Raja Ram Das 
Kachwahas was also deputed as the deputy of the Diwan. Besides that Muzaffar Khan 
was appointed to capture the fort of Rohtas which was then held by the Karrani Afghans. 
Soon after, the Mughals defeated the Afghans in different areas and captured places like 
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Surajgarh, Munghyr, Bhagalpur and Kahalgaon which were then the strong holds of the 

Afghans. 

In the same year (1574), Munim Khan dispatched Rampat Ujjainia,xxvi son of 

Raja Gajpati under the command of Raja Todar Mal to suppress the rebellion of Afghans 
under Daud Khan in Bengal. The rebels were defeated after a number of skirmishes 
during October 1574.x~vii The services of Rampat Ujjania were also utilized by Munim 
Khan in Orissa against Daud Khan in 1575.xxviii While Munim. lqlan was busy in his 

campaign against Daud he was suddenly taken ill and died after a brief illness in the same 
year.:uix 

Akbar dispatched Husain Quli Khan-i-Jahan to Bengal as its governor on I 5th 

November 1575, and deputed Raja Todar Mal to assist Khan-i-Jahan in this campaign. 
Some of the Mughal officers of Bengal in the meanwhile had left that province where 
they had been suffering because of its bad climate and they marched to Bihar through 
Purniya and T irhut route. This exodus was stopped at Bhagalpur through the efforts of 
Khan-i-Jahan and Raja Todar Mal who had already reached there. Teliagarhi was 
recovered and Khan-i-Jahan took up his residence at Rajmahal as the rains had set in. 

Muzaffar Khan, who had been directed by the emperor to re-in force Khan-i
Jahan, with the forces from Bihar, proceeded along with Shujat Khan, Muhibb Ali Khan, 
Masum Khan ~ab1:1li, Mir Muizzul-Mulk, Samanji Khan, Mirzada Ali Khan and Tarkhan 

Diwan~ etc. frorn Patna to Bhagalpur and he joined the army of Khan-i-Jahan_at 
Rajmahal. After holding joint consultation they decided to attack the enemy immediately. 
In the h~tly. contested battle fought at Rajmahal on the Ith July 1576, Afghans ' were 
completely defeated. Junaid was killed in the fight and Kalapahar ~as · severely 
wounded _xxx Daud Khan was arrested and beheaded. The Afghan rule thus came to an end 

once for all. 

During the absence of Muzaffar Khan from Bihar, and probably one or two 
months before the battle of Rajmahal, Raja Gajpati, the Ujjainia chief of Bhojpur and 
Jagdishpur in the western part of south Bihar, unfurled the banner of rebellion against the 
imperial authority in 1576.xxxi Saeed Khan Chagta who was officiating as the governor of 

Bihar during the absence of Muzaffar Khan, was ordered to immediately proceed along 
with Makhus Khan and other officers of Bihar to the assistance of Shahbaz Khan 
Kamboh who was specially deputed to put down the revolt of Raja Gajpati.xxxii 

Although Raja Gajpati had submitted and joined Mughal service and also 
cooperated with Munim Khan in dealing with Afghan rebels as mentioned above, but it 

seems that Ujjainia could not be fully integrated in ~he Mughal political structure. He was ._ 
neither given a rank nor any administrative responsibility by the imperial administration. 
It is also important to note that Raja Gajpati was shown no special favour by the emperor 
who had came to Bihar to suppress the Afghan rebellion in 1573-74 and possibly met him 
during the campaign. 
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Raja Gajpati arrested Peshrau Khan, who was sent by the imperialist to negotiate 
with him, and besieged Arrah where Farhat Khan had taken shelter.xxxiii Farhang Khan, 
the son of Farhat Khan whose Jagir lay to the east of River Sone, with a view to relieve 
his besieged father, advanced towards Arrah along with Qarataq Khan. But both of them 
were killed in hand to hand fight with Gajpati. This stirred up Farhang' s father to come 
out of the fort but he also shared the same fate.xxxiv Gajpati took hold of the town of Arrah 
and its fort and being emboldened with victory, he crossed the Ganges and rushed 
towards Ghazipur to arrest the family-members of Khan-i-Jahan.xxxv Meanwhile Shahbaz 
Khan Kambo reached there and compelled him to leave Ghazipur. But he was over taken 
by Shahbaz Khan and a battle was fought in which Gajpati was defeated and put to flight. 
Pursuing him, the imperialists reached the fort of Mohedaxxxvi which was then held by a 
local chief, named Sangram. Under the pressure of imperial army the Raja surrendered 
the fort to Shahbaz Khan.xxxvii Gajpati however escaped and took shelter in the dense 
forests of Bhojpur. The area was almost in assessable for the Mughal cavalry. In spite of 
his best effort Shahbaz Khan failed to reach Gajpati's headquarters. At this juncture 
Sangram the local zamindar who had recently joined imperial service came to his help. 
On his direction the Mughals attacked Dawa,xxxvm which was the home of Gajpati and put 
it to pillage and plunder. Gajpati immediately rushed toward Dawa and to save the town 
made a night attack on the Mughal army. But he was defeated and forced to flee. He took 
shelter in Jagishpur which was situated around a thick forest. Shahbaz Khan dispatched a 
strong army and Jagdishpur was put to siege. The siege operation continued for about 

three months and ultimately Gajpati was defeated. Although the fort and several of his 
family members, huge amount of money and the entire chieftaincy came into the hands of 
the imperial authority but Gajpati along with his brother Bairisal and son Sri Ram 
(Rampat Ujjainia) managed to escape.xxxix 

Bairisal along with Sri Ram took shelter in neighboring hilly forest and defied 
imperial authority for some time. But the Mughals made a surprise attack and defeated 
and killed Bairisal. Almost at the same t ime Gajpati was also killed and the career of a 
powerful territorial chief came to end in an uneventful manner.xi 

From the above discussion one may conclude that the Mughal imperial 
administration so far, had no clear cut policy towards the zamindars of Bihar. We have 
seen that even after Gajpati accepted the subordination of Mughals and agreed to pay 
malguzari of 5 lakh of rupees, he was neither admitted in imperial service nor given any 
official position in Bihar administration. Apparently the Mughal officers posted in Bihar 
were given complete freedom to deal with them depending on the local conditions. 

Gajpati and his son Sri Ram continued to cooperate with Mughal administration 
until Munim Khan was in charge of the affairs of Bihar. During Muzaffar Khan's tenure 
also he remained loyal to the Mughals. But after the arrival of Khan-i-Jahan Gajpati 's 
attitude completely changed. He declared his independence and attacked imperial 
officials posted at Arrah. 
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The sources are completely silent about the causes of the revolt but by a closer 
examination of Akbarnama it appears that Raja Gajpati was extremely unhappy with the 
attitude of Khan-i-Jahan and we find that in the course of rebellion he directed his all 
energies in capturing the family and belongings of Khan-i-Jahan. Besides that Gajpati 
may also have noticed that under Khan-i-Jahan the Mughal resistance has grown weak 
and it would be possible for him to recover his territories from the imperial control. 
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The carpet industry exists since about the beginning of the 13th century. Carpets 
of all shapes, sizes, textures and grades gained important position not only in the life style 
of the Sultanate of Delhi but also in the life style of the Mughals.1 The Mughals did not 
only pull the niche for their dressing patterns and designing and in the selection of 
materials used for them but were also conscious about the interiors of their palaces, which 
can be seen through the carpets used by them. Even the Mughal paintings highlight the 
richness of carpets with different motifs in accordance to the use. The palaces were well
decorated in colourful shatrangis from the period of Akbar till Bahadur Shah. 

Carpet was more or less a synonym for a variety of floor spreads. In the Mughal 
court, each such covering had a distinctive term based on its individual usage or function. 
The terms include Zamiposh (the cover for the floor), takhtposh (the cover for the takht or 
raised rectangular, square of circular wooden platform with supporting legs), palangposh 
(the bed spread), Dastarkhan (the spread used for dining purpose), janamaz (the prayer 
mat), khanposh (the cover for food trays) and so on2

• The design orientation in each 
variety was specifically related to its usage. Janmaz, the prayer mat, would depict a 
mehrab, an arch with pillars signifying the mosque or a rectangular niche in a wall with 
the tree of life. Inscriptions from the Quran were often embroidered. The central area in 
all coverings was deliberately left plain to suit the purpose of sitting while offering 
prayers. Dastarkhan devoid of any embroidery meant for sitting and keeping food. 
Saazposh often in the form of the particular instrument had embroidery only along the 
borders3

. The silver and gold wire embroidery in repetitive guldaudi buti adorns the 
continuous border of the spread. The centre of each buti has red silk embroidery; border 
designs are used to fill the entire spaces. The buta designs again in floral pattern adorn 
the inner borders of the extended arm. The central part both in head and the arm is devoid 
of any embroidery. Zamiposh which is used for general or occasional purpose of sitting 
would have embroidery restricted to the borders, gold and silver gilt wire, spangles and 
sequins only on the borders with repetitive flower and geometric patterns and repetitive 
patti wall buta design4

• 

Abul Fazl in his Ain-i-Akbari recorded that the king caused carpets to be made in 
wonderful varieties and charming textures. He appointed experienced workmen (karigar) 
who produced masterpieces, which excelled the gilims of Iran and Turan_ Imperial 
karkhanas were e ~tablished for the production of carpets in all important towns of the 
Empire, particularly in Agra, Fatehpur and Lahore. All kinds of carpet weavers have 
settled in these towns.5 In the imperial workshops, single qilims were made 20 gaz 7 
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tassujes long and 6 gaz 11 ½ tassujes broad6
• Cotton carpets were original I} introduced by 

Emperor Akbar and karkhanas for their manufacture were set up at Agra, Lahore and 
Fatehpur Sikri. Highly priced carpets costing Rs 1800 were manufactured beside large 
varieties ofjajams, shatranjies, baluchis and silk mats7

• 

To show the gorgeousness of carpets and 
skilled workmanship of the weavers during the 
Mughal period, two specimens are noted below. 
The delicate design flOd its pattern highlight the 
Mughal taste for their carpets. 

Prayer rug 

Woollen pile, silk warps and wefts, 

Length: 12.5 cm, width: 90 cm 

Mughal , 2nd quarter of J 7lil century 

This prayer rug shows a flowering plant 
within a niche and has the deep colouring. In this 
rug, the plant is flanked by a cypress trees, 
characteristic of many prayer rugs, notably those of 
the 'millefleurs' type of the early 18rn century A.D. 
A further similarity between them is the use of 
multi-coloured silk wraps, a technique found in the 
blue ground animal fragments. The knotting of the 
rug is extremely fine ( I 058 knots per square inch / 
174 per square cm) and this combined with the use 
of fine lustrous pashm, the wool used in making 

Kashmir shawls,gives the effeets of a sumptuous 
velvet rather than a wool rug8

. 

Animal Carpet 

Woollen pile, cotton wraps and wefts. 

Length: 403.5 cm, width: I 91.2 cm 

Mughal, 1625 

The design of this carpet dating from the 
reign of Jahangir ( 1605- I 627), shows the influence 
of the fondness for naturalism prevalent amongst 
the court painters at the time. The animals and 
figures dominate the carpet rather than being used 
as abstract elements of design. However their 
apparently random dispersal throughout the field is, 
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in fact, the basis of skilfully organised series of focal po ints (the rhinoceros at the top, the 
fighting camels, the central elephant, fighting tigers and bottom elephant) enclosed by a 
sinuous double meander whose key elements are the crocodile in the upper half of the 
carpet, and the dragon in the lower. The design of the fighting camels is based on a well
known painting by the I 5th century Persian artist Bihzad which found its way into the 
Gulistan Library portion of the Jahangir album together with a copy by the Mughal 
painters Nanha. The border is made up of ogival cartouches alternately containing natural 
birds and animal9

. 

As the Mughal court, dress represented a culture often originally alien to that of 
the craftsmen who made them and whose ability had long proved itself a prime asset, 
carpetry introduced from Persia had its own distinctive aesthetic touch under the Mughals 

which exists still today depicting that royalty in its own way through these ages. With a 
slow decline in patronage from the Mughal courts this carpet industry faced a major 
setback.10 
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State, Power and Ethics of Governance: A Kamata-Koch Experience 

Dr. Bijoy Kumar Sarkar 

The Kamata-Koch kingdom was included originally in the ancient kingdom of 
Kamarupa extending from the eastern part of the Brahmaputra valley up to Karatoya. It 
was from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century A.O. that the whole tract seems to have 
formed a kingdom and the name had been changed from Kamarupa to Kamata. In the 
Baharistan-i-Ghayabi1

, the country is mentioned as Kamata. The name Koch Behar is, 

however, comparatively ofrecent origin. 

The history of the Kamata-Koch territory may be obtained since the fall of the 
Khen dynasty (II 85-1498) in the hands of Hussain Shah, ruler of Gauda. With the 
decline of the Khen dynasty, a Koch chieftain Visva Sim ha succeeded in establishing the 
Kamata-Koch kingdom in 1515 extending from the river Karatoya in the west to the 
Badnadi in the east with his capital at Kamatapura. Visva Simha's son and successor 

Maharaj a Naranarayana ( 1533/34-1587) is said to have made away a part of his kingdom 
extending from the Sankosa in the west to the Badanadi in the east in 1581 to his nephew 
Raghudeva. The successors of the main line of the Koch dynasty after Naranarayana 
continued to rule the western part of the old kingdom, i.e. the Kamata-Koch kingdom 
with the river Sankosa as its eastern boundary till 12th September, 1949 when its 
administration was transferred to the Government of India. On 1st January, 1950 it 

became a district of West Bengal. 

As per the time-honoured Varna system, an Indian king was supposed to belong 

to the Kshatriya caste. Descending from the non-Aryan Tibeto-Burma group, the founder 
King Visva Sim ha was left with no such scope to ensure social approval of his kingship. 
Hence the Kamata-Koch state's attempt to legitimize its power might have been made in 
an alternative way: the theory of divine origin of kingship. It is repeatedly claimed in 
different texts such as Vamsavali, Bhagavatasara, Kamarupa Buranji, Rajopakhyana, 2 

etc. that Visva Sim ha was a son begotten of Mahadeva or Mahadeva himself was born as 
Visu. To strengthen the claim of his divine descent, Visva Simha who is believed to have 
been a worshipper of Devi3 since his childhood, not only performed the worship of Siva 
by himself, but also got initiated into the Saiva tenets by a Brahman named Kalichandra 
Bhattacharya.4 It is also said that he became king on a divine throne, an umbrella and a 
scepter of divine origin being used at the investiture. He imported a large number of 
Brahmins from Kanauj, Benaras and other places5 ostensibly with a view to engaging 
them in legitimizing and strengthening his power base. 
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The w_o·rship of Siva perfonned all by him6 as well his initiation to Saiva faith is 
also quite significant. No other king of the Kamata-Koch dynasty is ever heard to 
officiate in the worship of any deity. It points to Visva Simha's belief in traditional mode 
of worship prevalent among the Koch people since time memorial, who were yet to be 
fully sanskritised and also points to his respect for the ceremonial ethics of the people 
over he was ruling. Needless to say that his formal initiation to Saivism indicated his 
desire like others to join the main-stream of religious views held by the Hindus. This may 
be seen as an. attempt to strike a balance in religious attitude between ceremonial beliefs 
of two classes of his subjects - the Hindus and the semi-Hinduised or aboriginal tribes. 
The sense of balance is unquestionably essential for a judicious ruler to stiffen his moral 
hold over the people, to do away with possibility of any popular discontentment over the 
ceremonial issue, and to prove the ruler's adherence to governmental ethics. The same 
motive becomes manifest in case of Naranarayana ·too. On the eve of his expedition 
against the Ahom King, Naranarayana worshipped the god Siva in accordance with the 
Hindu Sastras prevalent at that time.7 However, while proceeding to attack the Ahom 
kingdom, he drea~t a dream in which Mahadeva is said to ha~~ ·'dictated that the king 
should organize a dance in honour of him according to the traditional Kachari rites which 
he had failed to p,erform after he accepted Hinduism.8 Naranarayana accordingly 
organized a Kachari 'dance performance offering ducks, pigeonS::- fowls, pigs, buffaloes 
and liquor to Mahadeva on the bank of the Sankosh River.9 After the ceremony, he 
ordained that ceremonies to be performed in temples and religious places to the north of 
Gohain Kamal road henceforth be conducted by Kachari priests and those to the south of 

the said road be conducted by Brahm in priests.10 This is again a glaring example of the 
Kamata-Koch state's adherence to governmental ethics of honouring the religious 
sentiment of the people under rule with a view to keeping the popular approval of the 
royal power in place. 

Coins stand for the symbol of independence or sovereignty and issue of coins 
illuminates the ~xercise of the political power of the issuing ruler in his kingdom. 11 

Hence, minting of coinage was a customary practice at the time of accession both in 
ancient and medieval India. Dynastic coinage came to be an instrument of legitimization 
of authority vis-a-vis symbolism of power in North-east India in medieval period too and 
the Kamata-Koch kingdom was no exception to this. King Naranarayana introduced the 
Koch coins popularly known as Narayani coins12 presumably with a motive of 
legitimizing his power. As a reflection of political supremacy, there prevailed a tendency 
among the rulers to impose their own currency over others after a military victory. This 
tendency comes to surface when we see that Maharaja Naranarayan (1540-1587), during 
the conquest of Assam, is prohibiting the ruler of Jayantia from striking coins in his own 
name. 13 As such, Jayantia coins were inscribed - 'Jayantapura-purandara' (ruler of 
Jayantapur) without the name of a particular ruler. Their description is: Sree Sree Ja 
yantapura Purandarasya sake 1592 (on the obverse); Sree Sree Sivacharanka 
malamadhuka rasya (on the revere). 14 An exemplary.display of ethical standard comes to 

53 



our notice when see that the Jayantia chiefs respected the Kamata-Koch Maharajas even 

when the Cooch Behar power and influence waned. 

The Koch Kingdom was a contemporary of the Mughal Empire, which is found 

to have issued coins dedicated to Allah. Silver coin of Akbar is known with inscriptions 
of the Islamic declaration of faith. The declaration reads: "There is no god but God, and 

Muhammad is the messenger of Allah." 15 The phenomenon highlights the religion of the 
ruler (i.e. Islamic religion). On the other hand, the currency of the Kamata-Koch kings 
prior to Rajrajendranarayan (1911-13) was devoted to god Siva16 from whom the Koch 
dynasty claimed its descent. Interestingly, compared to the Mughal Empire, the Kamata
Koch Kingdom was very, very small with much less power-base. Still, numismatic 
dedication to the guardian-deity unquestionably manifests the desire of the Kamata-Koch 
kings to assert their own sovereign power and to stick to their ethics of governance. 
Again, the continuity of the same practice for almost four centuries from Naranarayana to 
Nripendranarayana17 in spite of an intense, individual inclination of a few important Koch 
rulers to some other religious faiths like Neo-Vaishnavism, Saktaism, the New 

Dispensation (Nabobidhan), etc also points to continued reverence to the guardian deity 
and the deity most popular among the people. 

In 1772, the whole of Coochbehar with the exception of Rahimgunj was 
conquered by the Bhutiyas who built forts in various parts of the country. In this 
emergency, the Nazir Oeo Khagendranarayan applied to the Government of India for help 
and this finally led to the conclusion of a Treaty between the English East India Company 
and Coochbehar on the 5th of April, 1773. Under the treaty, the State of Cooch Behar 
acknowledged subjection to the will of the English East India Company, agreed to make 
over the Company one-half of the annual revenues of the state for ever, obtained the 
Company' s protection and allowed the state to be annexed to the province of Bengal. 18 

When the terms of the treaty were settled, the Maharaja proposed that the right to strike 
his own coins should remain unimpaired. Though the Company was in favour of the 
Rajah voluntarily and cheerfully relinquishing the privilege of coining, it would not insist 
on it if the king was reluctant to do so. However, the treaty did not specify the abolition 
of the minting right. The very next year the Company promulgated the order of not 
accepting the new Narayani coins. 19 In 1789 A.O., while the authorities of the Company 
admitted the right of the king to strike coins in unequivocal terms, they expressed their 
desire to curtail it. When the Company managed the affairs of the State as guardian of the 
minor Maharaja Harendranarayan, they almost stopped the Narayani issue. Afterwards, 
after receiving powers of administration, the Maharaja sought to affirm his right of 
minting. A Resolution of Government dated the 26th August 1802 A.O. admitted the 
right.20 But the Cooch Behar State was not allowed to exercise the right on the ground of 
serious inconvenience. In 1821 A.O. while the Maharaja again raised the question, he 
now was asked to give up the claim in apprehension of opening the door to abuses not 
easily controlled, besides being on other accounts objectionable. 21 On the 3rd February 
1828, the Government was again addressed in the matter, but they now urged the ruler to 
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stop the use of Narayani coins. The Government issued orders in 1836 ~.D., prohibiting 

the pract ice.
22 fo letter No.' 2969 dated the 27th December 1845, the Agent was ordered 

by the Government to close the mint in Cooch Behar.23 During the minority 'of Maharaj a 
Nripendranarayan, · the charge of administration was vested in the G6vernment (1864 
A.O.). Taking advantage of the situation, they ordered in 1865'A.D .. that the use of 
Narayani coins should cease also in the State of Cooch Behar. Finally, from the year 
' 1866, the Government coins became legal tender in the State of Coach Behar.24 Even after 

the formal closure of the Cooch Behar mint, the right was, however, retained by the rulers 
to strike 101 gold coins and 1001 silver coins on the occasion of their installation. 

· Shivendra Narayan (1839-47), Narendra Narayan (1847-63) and Nripendra Narayan 
· (1863-1911) availed themselves of this privilege with locally made coins, used purely as 
ceremonial gifts. The tradition was continued by Raja Rajendra (191 J:.-13) and Jitendra 
Narayan (1913-22), although their coins were struck by the Calcutt~·goldsmith Grish, as 
were those struck by Jagaddipendra, on his accession in 1922. These ceremonial issues 

had a purely symbolic and commemorative function in demonst~ting that the Maharaja 
still retained the right to strike his own coins, in spite of the fact that he was not allowed 

to circulate them as currency. 

In spite of their claim for descent from the god Siva and thereby belonging to the 
Siva family as noted in Rajopakyana as well as the numismatic dedication to this very 
deity,25 Saivism was never accorded the status of the state or royal religion, though 

instances could be found of construction or repair of many Siva temples along with 
making provision for his worship. On the other hand, religious faiths such as the Sakta or 
the Vaisnava or the Brahma religion were bestowed with tl~e same privilege by different 
Koch rulers in their respective reigning period because of their personal inclination. How 
to account for this apparent contradiction? The answer lies again in the Kamata-Koch 
kings' concern for popular sentiment and thereby governmental ethics. The most 
predominating element in the population of the Kamata-Koch Kingdom was the 
Rajbanshis, who formed about 60% of the entire and 87% of the Hindu population in the 
State.26 Roughly speaking, the community had only one main .occupation which is 
agriculture27 and their most important deity was Siva28 who is related to agriculture and 
fertility.29 Naturally, whoever might have been the personal god or goddess of different 
Kamata-Koch rulers, they had but to patronize the worship of the deity in some way or 
other keeping in view the deep-rooted faith of the people in this very god. This, no doubt, 
speaks of their concern for observance of ethics of governance. However, we also find the 
Kamata-Koch Kings deviating from their traditional ethics of dedicating the coins to 
Siva. In the reign of Maharaja Rajrajendranarayan, the practice of inscribing coins with 
the coat-of-arms including the rampant lion, the elephant and the Sanskrit motto ''Yato 
dharmastato )ayah" in modern Bengali character, was first introduced in place of the 
name of Siva.30 The coins of the next two Maharajas were struck in the same style. This 
deviation could be accounted for by the fact that Maharaja Raj Rajendra Narayan and his 
successors who switched over from Hinduism to Brahma Religion, did not find any 
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reason in inscribing on the coins the name of the god they did not believe in. But these is 
a clear case of breaking away from the governmental ethics on personal grounds as the 
people of the Kamata-Koch Kingdom remained absolutely untouched by the Brahma 
religion and were still associated with the worship of Siva as before. 

An instance of deviation from the governmental ethics again comes to notice 
during the reign of Maharaja Nripendranarayana who embraced the Brahma religion and 
declared it as the state religion.31 The conservative Hindus were not favourably disposed 
to the spread of the Brahma faith in Cooch Behar but they did not have the courage to 

protest against the state religion. On the contrary, the Brahma followers enjoyed the royal 
patronage and other special privileges. For example, Lal it Kumar Chattopadyay who was 
not a Brahma joined the Victoria College on August 07, I 893. 32 The high officials of the 
Coochbehar State under the secure shelter of the king publicly condemned the Hindu 
religion, custom and manners. Lalit Kumar protested against both these things and 
thereby landed himself into royal displeasure. To save his self-respect Mr. Chattopadhyay 

had to relinquish his post on August, 1894.
33 

From the above discussion, there emerge a few noticeable things. To consolidate 
the popular base of the royal power, the Kamata-Koch kings had taken different steps: 
invention of the divine origin of kingship, import of Brahmanas from different centres of 
repute, initiation into the Brahmanical faith, demonstration of uniform respect for both 
Tribal and Brahmanical mode of worship, etc. To assert their sovereignty, they issued 
coins and compe lled the sub-ord inate rulers not to issue coins in their name. To observe 
the ethics of governance as well as sovereignty, they had dedicated the coins to Siva, the 
deity of their own religion and done many, many other things as mark of respect to the 
same Siva, the most popular deity of the people. Self-stripped of required material powers 
to safeguard their own dignity and sovereignty against the Bhutanese, they gradually 
surrendered to the sweet will of another stronger foreign power, the English East India 
Company. This clearly demonstrates that it is not possible for a weaker state to adhere to 
the ethics of governance due to lack of power. The Lal it Kumar episode also shows that 
the Koch Kings could not always live up to the long-nourished tradition of tolerance and 
equality to people of different religious faiths. Still it can, safely, be said that the Kamata
Koch Kings used powers more or less for betterment of the people and held the tradition 

of ethical standard in governance fairly high. 
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Brahmaputra Valley in the Nineteenth century: Colonial State, 
Embankments and Floods 

Dr. Monisankar Misra 

North East India is home to two large river systems: the Brahmaputra and the 
Barak. There is no denying the fact that these had made tremendoi;i:s impact in the 

_'· -evolution of human civilasation in this part of the globe. As Egypt is the •gift of th; Nile 
so is Assam the gift of these two magnificent rivers. There are two ways, both related; in' 
which rivers impact on soeieties that• inhabit regions around them. It deposits valuable silt 
through flooding which in' turn benefit agriculture and secondly, it acts as a means of 

transport facilitating mobility of people, particularly in pre-industrial period when other 
modes of travelling were inadequate. The two river valleys· of Assam being more than 

sufficiently endowed with monsoon~! rainfall and deposit of. silt had always supported 
intensive human pccupation and agrarian eco11omy. The earliest state formations in the 
history of the regfon belong to these valleys. 

But rivers, floods and silt, by their mere presence do not lead to formation of 

states with par~phernalia of revenue/resource extraction and distribution. These are 
necessary conditions but not sufficient. Human beings, unless negotiate floods 

successfully will , end up losers in the fight for survival. As Toynbee says, successful 
response to clralfenges posed by natural calamities is ·a sine qua non for civilisational 

growth. However; the response occurs not at one level but at two levels: first, at a popular 
level or response from below, involving peasants and villagers directly involved with 
production process. Over a period, these responses add on to experiences and lead to 
creation of a knowledge system being passed on from one generation to another and in 
due course being referred to as folk or traditional knowledge. At the other level,_ w},lich 
we may term as response from the top involves steps/policies taken 'by the 
state/government to protect its sources of income/revenue from calamities. These two 
responses, however, do not always work in accordance because the basic perceptions 
about natural calamities at these two levels are different. At the popular level, negotiating 
calamities such as floods is a daily-lived experience and an existential erico·unter -~hereas 
at the state level it is more often than not, simply a concern over revenue collection. The 
impact of these differences of perception, however, came to be felt more acutely by the 

people only with the coming of modern industrial/colonial age. 

Before the colonial state of the British established itself firmly in Assam's soil in 
the first half of the nineteenth century, the people of the Brahmaputra valley, for more 
than a millennia had to mitigate impact of floods. Historians like Nayanjot Lahiri working 

on pre-Ahom Assam had shown with evidence from inscriptional and literary sources, 
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though briefly, how people in lower Assam avoided flood prone areas for habitation 
purpose or for that matter Amalendu Guha, one of the greatest historians of North East 
India, in the context of Ahom history had shown how the Ahoms had built a network of 
earthen embankments called alis (also called bunds) to protect particularly sali cultivation 
in rupit lands, the basis of Ahom state formation. 1 

In studying Assam's history, it should be borne in mind that it was the Ahoms 
who for the first time made extensive intervention at both the community and state levels 
to protect their agrarian economy from periodic floods. At the same time, theirs was an 
economy heavily dependent on silt deposition. The wet rice cultivation introduced by the 
Ahoms in upper Assam though dependent on floods also needed to be protected from 
floods. In addition, a large number of the alis erected and maintained, were actually to 
protect administrative centres such as Sibsagar, Rangpur, Gargaon. Moreover, as one 
moved away from upper Assam towards central and lower Assam, the number and 
frequency of these alis drastically declined. This hydraulic intervention was a significant 
factor contributing to Ahom state formation to the delight of Marxist historians. 

The purpose of the present paper is to discuss albeit briefly how the British, who 
succeeded the Ahoms to the political authority, visualized and negotiated floods in 
nineteenth century Brahmaputra valley particularly w ith regards to embankment 
construction or renovation. This is an important agenda, as the colonial state was not 
organ ically linked to the soil of Assam unlike the Ahoms or their predecessors. 
Therefore, interesting highlights can be obtained as to the nature of the functioning of an 
alien colonial rule. 

II 

After the expulsion of the Burmese ( 1826), the British inherited the great fertile 
valley of the Brahmaputra. The early couple of decades were a period of uncertainty for 
them. It was a phase when they were not fully aware of the resources and challenges of 
this newly conquered territory. The initial response of the British was to assess the impact 
of the Burmese and civil wars on the economy of Assam. 

Francis Jenkins who was appointed the Commissioner and Agent to the 
Governor-General in Assam on 23rd January, 1834 pointed out that because of the civil 
wars in Assam from 1780 to 1826, people had almost given up cultivation and lived on 
wild fruits. He went to record that famine and pestilence carried off thousands of people 
who could escape the sword and captivity.2 ' All men of rank, the heads of the great Ahom 
and priestly families, had retired to one district, Gowalpara, having, with little exception, • 
lost the whole of their property. With the nobility and gentry retired a vast body of the 
lower classes ... ' .3 According to Anandaram Dhekial Phukon, the Burmese massacred 
more than one-half of the population of Assam 'which had already been thinned by 
intestine commotions and repeated civil wars ' .4 Therefore, for Anandaram, the ' British 
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Supremacy' that was ' proclaimed' in the province of Assam was 'hailed' by every 
Assamese. 

[t is however, doubtful, how much the British hailed their entry into Assam. 
Economic viability of Assam was not yet ascertained . Their initial problem was to 
organize and assess the revenue system of Assam so that their earnings could be 
maximized and stay prolonged. They could immediately see that the whole province was 
not only under-populated but there were also large quantities of land lying waste. The 
settlement of wastelands was of paramount importance to them as more land under 
cultivation meant more revenue. Hence, proposals for wasteland settlement began to be 
formulated in the late 1820s itself. The discovery of tea in the next decade and the 
decision to commercially exploit it helped the cause of the British to settle many 
wastelands with the British entrepreneurs. 

evertheless, one of the serious difficulties, which the government faced in its 
attempt to establish a _well-regulated revenue system in the mid nineteenth century were 
the annual floods, which 'led to loss of crops, and compelled the ryots to migrate from 
one place to another. ,·s At the same time, however, they also found out that common 

people who had to negotiate floods almost every rainy season, ne~er considered it to be a 
problem and a lways ·.appeared to be 'contented and happy'. Eicessive rains, regular 
inundations and happi_ness of the people in rainy season in the Assam valley were the 
three noteworthy fe_atures noted early by the British. John M'Cosh, an Assistant Surgeon 
to Assam wrote in 18~7, a valuable .and picturesque account of all these features, which is 
reproduced below: 

' The rains set in very early in Assam, commencing in the beginning of 
April; nor are they sooner over on that account but continue till the middle of 
October. Thus was prolonging the rainy season to half the year. This long 
continoance of the rains, together with the heavy fog, renders the atmosphere 
extremely damp and salt, saltpetre and sugar melt and become liquid. 

The Brahmaputra begins to rise in April: about the I st July, it is swollen 
to its full height and the whole country is an inland sea; the average rise of the 
river being about 30 feet. .. The rainy season may be called the carnival of Assam; 
all the labours of the field are suspended; everyone seems happy and contented; 
and lives luxuriously upon haunches of venison, or steaks of the hog or the 

buffaloe .. . .'6 

But, this romanticism did not last long. English authors such as William 
Robinson, writing in the early 1840s gave a contrasting picture of these · floods. and 
pointed out, ' the agriculture of Assam seems to suffer most from the imperfection of 
drainage. Those waters which traverse the valley, and are the chief sources of its fertility, 
often overspread the country in a manner extremely destructive.'7 The latter perception 
ultimately gained ground and informed official policy making till the end of colonial rule. 
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Such destructive floods happened very regularly in the Brahamaputra valley throughout 
the nineteenth century. 

It may be noted here that in upper Assam, particularly in the Sibsagar district, 
nearly every stream was anciently bundcd.8 These bunds or flood embankments in upper 
Assam not only protected the fertile lands from periodical inundations but also acted as 
highways of the country. But, because of political chaos since the late 18th century, the 
maintenance of these great embankments were greatly neglected and according to 
Robinson, heavy inundations resulting from poor condition of the bunds had made 

valuable tracts of land abandoned.9 

In 1845, Major Mathie, the Deputy Commissioner of Sibsagar, wrote to Jenkins 

that if the Bar Ali in the Sibsagar district could be repaired, floods from the Brahmaputra 
would be prevented and 'large tracts of excellent rice grounds will be reclaimed in places 
it is greatly coveted. ' 10 Accordingly, the Governor of Bengal sanctioned a sum of rupees 

one thousand for this purpose. 11 It was probably one of the earliest instances of the British 
initiative in repairing Ahom embankments. Again, in 1847, the Bengal Government 
granted the sum of Rupees 3266-10-10 for the repair and construction of embankments in 
Sibsagar and Lakhimpur.12 

The Darrang district suffered extensive inundation from the Nonai river from 
1848 to 1850, v,hich spoilt the ' fine' rupit and aus lands. This impelled the British in 
1850 to grant a sum of rupees three hundred for the excavation of a canal to draw off the 
surplus waters of the Nonai river. In the same year, another grant of rupees three hundred 
was made for the repairing of a bund at Jorhat. 13 Captain Reynolds, the Collector Darrang 
reported in 1851 that because of the ravages of the Brahmaputra in the district there was a 
perceptible decline in the quantity of land cultivated. In the same year, Captain Butler, the 
Collector Nowgong also reported that because of the floods there had been a gradual 
decrease in the revenue of the chapari mahals from Rs. 15,203-5-10 in 1844-45 to 
11,623-3-2 in 1850-51.14 Again in I 845, the whole of upper Assam was visited 'by, an 
unnatural and ... unprecedented inundation.' 15 

Such instances of floods in the mid 19th century can be multiplied but the point 
to be made here is that the British, in their efforts to maintain a regular supply of land 
re\enue faced an enemy, which it could not defeat. The policy of building or repairing 
new or old embankments also did not prove to be very successful as the attempts were 
half hearted. Jenkins reported that with respect to bunds 'the desired benefits appear not 
to have been derived.' 16 Still, they persisted in providing paltry sums for the said purpose. 

The British were pa1ticularly interested in repairing embankments in the Sibsagar 
district. A sum of rupees two thousand was sanctioned in 1854 to repair the bunds on the 
Bhogdoi and Disang rivers in Sibsagar. 17 Sometimes, force was also used to renovate the 
bunds in the district. For example, the Dehing bund was maintained by Major Holroyd, 
the in-charge of the Sibsagar district by forcing the ryots to renovate it in the I 850s.18 
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Another proposal was made in 1854 to appoint a scientific officer to take charge of bunds 
of upper Assam but the Bengal government did not give any importance to the idea.19 The 
same year witnessed the repair and reconstruction of not less than thirty-four 
embankments in Nowgong district by 127,800 ryots who however, voluntari ly offered 
their service.20 Thus, not just the British authorities but also the peasants were very much 
interested to built embankments in the Brahmaputra valley in the mid 19th century. 

But, this enthusiasm was not sustained after 1860s. The Assamese, particularly 
of the Sibsagar district, were constantly demanding the British to be more pro active in 
maintaining the bunds. In 1881, a survey was half-heartedly done by an Executive 
Engineer, but no action resulted out of his report. In 1888, the then Deputy Commissioner 
of Sibsagar, Mr. Knox Wight, wrote a note on the subject, discussing generally the 
system of embankments and pointed out that, owing to their disrepair, the district was 
losing greatly in produce and the government in revenue. Some 3,00,000 bighas of 
excellent land, according to him, were lying waste, which were previously cultivated, due 

' ' 
to the non-repairment of embankments along the rivers Dehing, Desang and Dikhu. He 
further pointed out that when the bunds were kept in repair, tea gardens had also come up 
in the region but once repairs ceased, inundation again started. Infact, one tea garden by 
the name of Gohani ·,rukri Tea garden demanded Rs. 1,0 I ,893. as compensation for 

damages done to it by the Dehing river, which was not properiy repaired. Knox Wight 
wanted to repair this b4nd at an estimated cost of Rs. Six thousand to Rs. Eight thousand 
for he was sure that"before long land revenue would double. Even the moujadar of the 
area concurred with his view. Knox Wight's note obviously had the desired impact. Soon, 
an Executive Engineer, Mr. Bolinarayan Borrah, was deputed to study the condition and 
renovation of embankments in the Sibsagar district. Bolinarayan's report of 18~2 resulted 
in the expenditure of Rs. 1,26,058 during eleven years from 189 1-92 to 1901-1902, for 
the renovation of Debing, Desang and Dikhu bunds and a part of the Dhai A li, which 
helped in reclaiming a large quantity of land for cultivation.21 It may be noted t{ere that 
this relatively large amount was in stark contrast to the meagre amount of approximately 
Rs. Twenty-five thousands that was sanctioned for the renovation of said bunds during 
the period 1869-70 to 1887-88. 

However, the progress made in this direction was slow and incomplete as the 
Chief Commissioner of Assam, Sir J.B. Fuller, 'has again had the matter under 
consideration' in 1902.22 A committee was formed in October, 1902 with the Director, 
Department of Land Records and Agriculture, Assam as the President. Other official 
members were the Deputy Commissioner of Sibsagar district and Sri. B.C. Basu, 
Assistant to the Director of Land Records and Agriculture, Assam. The non-official 
members included three Assamese gentlemen of the district of Sibsagar viz., Srijut Ganga 
Govind Phukan, Srijut Kali Prasad Chaliha and Srijut Someswar Barua. Rao Sahib 
Matadin Sukut, the Executive Engineer was also a member of the committee.23 The 
committee was chieny given the task of preparing a detailed plan for the restoration and 
extension of embankments in Sibsagar and Lakhimpur districts. At the same time, their 
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impacts on the extension of cultivation and increase of revenue in the area were also to be 
looked into. The members were also asked to carefully investigate the effect of 
embankments in diverting useful silt from the land or in raising the river beds.24 

After thorough discussion a plan was approved for the construction of new and 
renovation of old embankments in Dikhu (both left and right banks) and Dehing rivers 
(left bank) during the season 1903-04, at an estimated cost of Rs. 1,53,000 which was 
sanctioned by the Chief Commissioner in September, 1903 .25 The members were 
unanimous in their opinion that the benefits of bunding would be overwhelming and 
would go a long way in reclaiming vast areas of wastelands. The desirability of 
reclamation of lands by bunding was all the more necessary as large number of coolies, 
whose contract in the tea gardens had expired, were now willing to settle down in upper 
Assam. Interestingly, on the question of raising of river beds by silt deposit, Sakul 
observed that there would be no danger in the case of Assam rivers as their slope was 
much steeper than those of Bengal rivers and the normal velocity was such that silt could 
not be deposited. Basu, the other technical person, even went to the extent of saying that 
silt played no major role in the agriculture of Assam except for those vi llages, which were 
located on the banks, and therefore the proposed embankments would not harm the 
ferti lity of soil much.26 This was, for all intent and purposes, the last major intervention 

by the British in renovating or constructing bunds in upper Assam. 

m 
The British approach to floods and their mitigation in the Brahmaputra valley in 

the nineteenth century show considerable similarities and differences with that of the 

Ahoms. At the outset, we should remember the fact that the British had not come to 
Assam to do any charity. Just like any other colonial power that had assumed political 
power through force and deceit, its main purpose was loot and plunder. It was always 
searching for new avenues to exploit the resources of colony and increasing land revenue 
demand was one of the ways to achieve that. 

In the Brahmaputra valley, where the British could consolidate their political hold 
only during the third and fourth decades of nineteenth century had to face a unique 
problem in its attempt at maximization of revenue: floods and an unusual kind of 
dilemma: whether to renovate ancient bunds, so effective previously in flood mitigation. 
But, as was shown, their upkeep proved too costly and after much dillydallying, they took 
up the issue with some sincerity only in the 1880s. There was lot of public outcry as well 
to force the British to take the initiative. These ancient bunds were considered symbols of 
glorious Ahom rule and their welfare measures and a yardstick to compare the British 
rule. Their negligence by the British equally became a source of tension between the 
rulers and the ruled that in twentieth century became the staple of nationalist agenda to 
question the colonial government. 
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An additional pressure on the English was that of tea lobby. As is well known, 
tea was ' discovered' in the 1830s and commercial production of it commenced in right 
earnest from the 1840s. It soon became a vital part of colonial economy connected to 
international market and a rationale for the British to stay much longer in Assam. But, its 
entry created other complications. The protection of tea gardens from floods, even though 
they were usually above the floodplains, became a major issue of contention between the 
tea planters and the colonial government. We have seen an instance when a tea garden in 
upper Assam actually demanded compensation for its losses suffered due to floods. At the 
same time, gardens became overwhelmingly dependent on the state machinery for supply 
of relief during floods and other natural calamities. The unity of interest between colonial 
administration and the tea planters was very much apparent. Whenever floods occurred, 
the colonial state machinery made it a point to investigate carefully its impact on the tea 
gardens.27 
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Colonizing Darjeeling Forest Without Indigenous Resistance: 
An Overview of Colonial Darjeeling 

Tahiti Sarkar 

Most of the seminal writings on colonial forest history of India have unfurled the 
mega and micro narratives of resistances of indigenous people living inside or in the 
peripheral zones of forests that took place during colonial regime. Such studies are mostly 
restricted to the forests situated in Central Gangetic pla ins, Southern valleys, Central, 
Western Himalayas a_nd Southern plains oflndia commonly known as tropical rain forests 
and a few of alpine forests. The Eastern Himalayan forests of \l\'.~ich Darjeeling forms a 
part has stiff remained a lmost an . unexcavated academic zone in .terms of the attempt of 
historical enquiry of knowledge p~oduction so as to explore th/impact of colonization 
and the nature of resistance of the indigenous forest dwellers and corresponding colonial 
encounter, if any. 

In m-der to understand _the presence or the absence of such resistance in colonial 
Darjeeling and related colonial encounter, it is required to know the nature of colonial 
state making while colonizing fqrests in Darjeeling Hills which comprised of two parts
the British Sikkim and the British Bhutan. Both these parts were mostly covered with 

. forest at the beginning of colonial' intrusion. This forest place was sparsely populated. It is 
also required to know the .nature of .society, the subsistence economy and the landscape in 
which the indigenous people of Darjeelin~,.although small in number used to inhabit for 
over centuries. 

Without delving deep into the roots of epistemological and anthropological 
details, the phrase ' indigenous people' rando.mly used in this study refers to a group of 
people or a community having cultural distinctiveness, living in a defined space/ region, a 
sense of belonging together, having its own knowledge production system which may be 
seen as an alternative to modern positivist knowledge system. Thus, indigeneity provides 
for a distinctive cultural system, a place and her people different from place, people and 
culture system of the 'Other. ' 1 

Atul Saklani (1987)2, Guha (1989)3 Rangarajan (1992)4 and many more other 
scholars have shown that the Himalayas perpetuated an established tradition of protests 
and agitations. Between 181 7 and 1940, major peasant rebellions took place in the 
Western Himalayas. The Paik Rebelli<;m of 18 I 7 in Orissa, the Santhal Rebellion of 
Chotonagpur in 1855, the Gudden-Rampa Rebillion in 1879, the Tribal rebellion of South 
Ranchi in 1899 led by Birsa Munda, the Garhwal hills protests and resistances during 
1900 to 1924. Such subaltern rebellions or resistances to colonial rule were conspicuously 
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absent in Darjeeling Himalayas throughout the period of colonial dispensation. Here lies 
a strong argument for the study of historical conditions prevailed thereof and to explore 
the uniqueness of geographical, political, economic, social, cu ltural and environmental 
setting as prevailed in Darjeeling. The study attempts to unravel the impact of colonial 
interventions on this maiden hilly tract which largely affected her indigenous people and 
her landscape. An attempt has been made here to understand the reaction of the 
indigenous people against such colonial inroads. 

The British notion of Nature as indoctrinated in the mindscape of the colonial 
officials engaged initially in colonial Darjeeling was fundamentally different from the 
notion of Nature of the indigenous people who in fact lived in and lived with Nature. 
Unlike Europeans, forest to the indigenous people was their natural abode and means of 
subsistence and was certainly not a source of profit extraction. The debate on the issue of 
ownership/entitlement of forests in India was emerged only after the establishment of the 
Department of Forest.5 Such a debate has been well analyzed in three broad categories,6 
the first of which they call "annexationist" implying absolute state control over forests. 
The second one is the "pragmatic" favouring arguably state management of ecologically 
sensitive and strategically valuable forests keeping apart the areas to remain under 
communal system of management. The third category as they termed "populist" refers to 
rejection of state intervention, holding that tribal and peasants must exercise sovereign 
rights over the woodlands. However, none of these categories can be well founded when 
applied to colonial Darjeeling for the purpose of explanation. 

The forests in Eastern Himalayas due to its distinctive climate, rainfall, soil, 
topography and other habitat factors give rise to tropical rain forests to mountain
temperate forests. As a part of the Eastern Himalaya, Darjeeling Himalaya is 
characterized not only by ecological fragility but also by a deep historical, demographic 
and geographical sensitivity. Darjeeling Himalayas never constituted a part of the Hindu 
or Mughal imperial complex. The demographic complexion in Darjeeling Hills is the 
product of a long and complex process of migration not only from Sikkim, Nepal, Tibet 
and Bhutan but also from countries of South-East Asian region. Primordial people living 
in this area mostly held Mongoloid culture and civilization and remained far away from 
Aryan/ Dravidian civilization/ cultural fold. All this has created high degree of ethnic and 
cultural differentiation positing thereby a vital links between the subcontinent and those 
of South and South East Asia. 

To the indigenous people of Darjeeling Hills, respect for Nature was reflected in 
their attitude to land.7 To them, land was not a commodity but a gift of Nature and their 
allegiance to the King, the Raja of Sikkim, was without question. The proprietary right 
over land and forest was a concept traditionally alien to them. The traditional economy 
was run on barter system and taxes due to the Sikkim Raja were paid in kind or through 
labour. Hope Namgyal informs us that the land was not assessed and the subject was only 
obliged to give a small share of his labour, or the result of his labour to the State.8 This 
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system of paying the government through labour was prevalent in all the Himalayan 
kingdom ' s throughout nineteenth century.9 

Till Darjeeling tract was brought under colonial control, the indigenous people 
were continued to be governed by their customary rules, rituals and practices. The British 
occupation of Darjeeling and their concomitant interventions in forests significantly 
altered their vision of life and pattern of subsistence of the indigenous people. The 
replacement of barter economy by the monetary economy brought about fundamental 
changes in their life and pattern of livelihood. The imposed political boundary, 
fundamentally altered new system of economy prevented indigenous people from natural 
inner transmigration which was essential both for shifting cultivation and cattle grazing. 
The colonial notion of rights over forest land had been a contested issue between the 
indigenous people and the colonial state with its temporal powers as self-proclaimed 
guardian of Darjeeling and her forest. Col. Lloyd's Proclamation on 12 October, I 838 is 

well apt to quote here while it reads, "the people settled on the Darjeeling tract were now 
subjects of the Company and the laws of Sikkim would not apply to them ... "10 

(Immediately in the next year Dr. Campbell's appointment as the Superintendent, 
Darjeeling in 1839 was not only the phase of officially asserting British political rights 
over Darjeeling but also ushered in a new phase of colonial state making. 

nfortunately, however, such contestation11 in the form of resistance did never 
take shape in Darjeeling Hills. This paper is a cursory attempt to respond to such why 
question of the absence of resistance or rebellion to colonial absorption of Darjeeling and 
her forests and corresponding dispossession of the indigenous people and their 
consequent disruption due to economic changes that had ebbed and flowed across the 
landscape of Darjeeling since the middle of nineteenth century. On the other end, the 

indigenous people were gradually outnumbered by the growing number of people 
migrated principally from the Eastern part of Nepal. Resultantly, the outnumbered and 
marginalized indigenous people had failed to establish any social voice or consciousness 
to be created by sustained socio-religious, cultural and economic institutions. These 
material historical processes and their mutual intersections gave rise to a unique state
society relationship in Darjeeling Hills. The presence or absence of indigenous resistance 
to colonial interventions in Darjeeling in general and forests in particular has been 

intended to be perceived here from the broader frame of Environmental History. 

The official correspondences of East India Company and thereafter those of the 
British India Government as the principal source of historiography of colonial Darjeeling 
would have us take it that it was not forests of Darjeeling Hills which attracted the 
preliminary attention of the British. Poor accessibility and high cost of transportation 
might have discouraged them from commercially exploiting the forest timber of the 
Tract. Therefore, the primary intention was to create a social space in the physical space 
of Darjeeling equitable to European environment wherein the company officials would 
take refuge and would feel at home. The strategic location of Darjeeling as a military 
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space had received adequate attention too. The ceded part of Kalimpong Hills (once 
owned by Sikkim) from Bhutan at a later years (1865) reapproves the argument that it 
was not forests but the consideration of strategic location prompted the British to annex 
the entirely forested hilly part of Kalimpong with the District of Darjeeling. 

The fact is well discernible from a letter of Lieutenant Colonel G.W.A. Lloyd 
dated 18th June, 1829, addressed to Lord William Bentinck, Governor General. H.V. 
Bayley in his Book "Dorje-ling",12 claims that the stated letter ~as been ''the first official 
record connected with "Dorje-ling". Lloyd writes, "I ... have little doubt the advantages it 
("Old Goorka Station called Darjeeling") possesses as a Sanitarium". Lloyd's intention to 
establish military installation in Darjeeling is well apparent when he further writes "this 

position would be a check by commanding an entrance into Nepal and Bootan". Bayley 
tells us that Mr. Grant, the Commercial Resident at Maldah, had about the same period 
brought frequently to the notice of the Governor General, the numerous advantages 
promised by the establishment of a Sanitarium at Darjeeling. On receipt of such 
correspondences, the Governor General requested Captain Herbert, the Deputy Surveyor 
General to explore the tract of the Sikkim hills in company with Mr. Grant. 

As Bayley reports us the journey was undertaken by them accordingly and they 
separately reported back to the Governor General wherein Captain Herbert strongly 
advocated specially .for the occupation of the tract for a military position as the key of a 
pass into the Goorka territory. The EiC (East India Company) Court of Directors 
expressed hope to hear from the Reports and was convinced that the local Government 
had found it practicable.and advisable to establish a Sanitarium at Dorjeling and to create 
a permanent Cantonment for an European Regiment. Accordingly instruction was issued 
to Colonel Lloyd to open a negotiation with the Raja of Sikkim for the Cession of 
Darjeeling to the British Government in return for an equivalent in land or money as 
might be deemed· reasonable. Dorjelirig .was ultimately occupied. by the British through a 
Deed of Grant issued by the Rajah of Sikkim during February 1835. The British 
occupation of 640 sq. miles area of Dorjeling from the Raja of Sikkim was made 
complete during 1850. The Daling sub-division • 'of which Kalimpong was the 
headquarters together with Duars areas were annexed from Bhutan Raja under the 
Senchula Treaty on November I I 1\ 1865 and the Kalimpong hill areas were included in 
the District of Darjeeling, thereby increasing the area of the District from 640 to 1164 

·1 13 square m1 es. 

As reported in the British official records, Darjeeling tract including Kalimpong 
had been sparsely populated if n.ot "un~abited".14 Captain Herbert described Darjeeling 
as a place "completely clothed with forest from the top to the bottom''. · However, Lloyd 
reported that the spot so identified as Darjeeling ''was formerly occupied by a large 
village or town (an unusual circumstances in the country) and some shops were set up in 
it; one of the principal Lepcha Karjees resided here, and the remains of his house, and 
also of a gombah or temple built of a stone are still extant; also several sto~e tombs or 
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chatyas of different forms, Karjees and Lamas". Captain Herbert reapproves the fact that 

twelve hundred able bodied Lepchas forming two thirds of the population of Sikkim, 
have been forced to fly from Dorjeling and its neighbourhood, owing to the oppression of 
the Raja". 15 

There has been unanimity among the Historians, Anthropologists and Imperial 
Officers that Lepchas ( originally called "Rong") are considered to be the most ancient of 
all communities and are the original people / indigenous tribe of Sikkim-Darjeeling. 
(Historians like Gorer, E.C. Dozey, G.B. Mainwaring, J.C. White, 'and many others have 
agreed to this argument. However within a passage of few decades, Lepchas in Darjeeling 
presented themselves as minority in the whole course of colonized phase. About the brisk 
transformation and the change of demography in Darjeeling, Risley writes in his "The 
Gazetteer of Sikkim, "The settlement of Darjeeling advanc~tl rapidly, its population 
having risen from not more than I 00 souls in 1839 to about I 0,000 in 1849 chiefly by 
immigration from the neighbouring states of Nepal, Sikkim and ~hutan ... ". 16 

It is to be noted that prior to 1891 , there has been no recorded census for 
Darjeeling. The census of 1891 is a good pointer of the rate of Nepali Settlement under 
British patronage. The Census recorded a population of 30458 for Darjeeling of which 
188 I 4 were Nepali. The Lepchas became a minority in their own plac~. By 193 I, Nepali 
population in Darjeeling constituted 52 percent, 21 percent were of the•Scheduled castes 
and Tribes from Indian Plains, Lepchas and Sikkimese Tibetans formed 4 percent, 
Bhutanese I percent and the rests were the upper caste Hindus, Muslims and non-tribal 
Christians. The census of 1941 further shows the steady growth of Nepali popul·ation 

(67.6 percent) and gradual decline of Lepcha population (3.2 percent). Gorer observed 
that the " Lepchas are a dying race".17 

L.A. Waddell informs us that the Mountainous tract of Darjeeling belonged to 
Lepchas. 

18 
It has been already referred that the whole tract of Darjeeling was covered 

under forest from the bottom to the top. The indigenous people had an intimate 

association with forest and forest played the most important role in their material and 
social life. Forest played an inclusively crucial role in their social, economic and religious 
life too. They had their religion which was a sort of animism or nature worship what was 
distinctively different from the religious practices of the people living in the plains. It has 
been claimed that Lepchas are agriculturist by nature. However the method of cultivation 
was not settled plough culture, instead, their method of cultivations was Jhuming (shifting 
cultivation) by burning down the forest. However, cultivation did not provide them with 
even a basic subsistence as they were found to subsist on wild roots, mountain spinch, 
frcn tops, tings etc. 19 To the indigenous people, Livestock husbandry was not an 
appendage to agriculture, but a significant component of their economy.20 Lepchas and 
Bhutias used to rear animals to supplement agriculture like cows, buffaloes, pigs, goats, 
sheep, country chicken etc.21 Lepchas became familiar with the forest ecology from their 

childhood as they spent their life time with the forest zone for shifting cultivation and 

71 



grazing the cattle. Thus the indigenous people depended fu lly on forest and forest 
produce for their subsistence. This material linkage of life with forest came under strain 
with the advent of colonialism in Darjeeling Hills. 

Immediately after the occupation of Darjeeling usually called ' British Sikkim', 
the entire tract was brought under the administrative control of the East India Company. 
The area was initially administered by following the tradition of large 'non-regulation 
provinces' in which political Agents/Superintendent/District Officials to be governed 
with tremendous executive discretion at the local level. To adumbrate, the nature of 
colonial governance in Darjeeling had been an admixture of two traditions of 
administration - the Bengal Tradition and the Punjab Tradition, while the former was 
based on British Home Model of due process and the Punjab Tradition of non-regulation 
provinces in wh ich political agents did have predominant ro le to play.22 In fact, 
Darjeeling Hills were kept under the control of Bengal Presidency and was initially 
administered by a superintendant having tremendous executive discretionary powers 
within the broader legislative framework of Bengal Province and under the control of the 
Court of Directors chaired by the Governor General. The advent of colonialism in British 
Sikkim and the application and implementation of the Rules and Procedure of the British 
Government did remain almost a hazard free exercise. The reasons are not far to seek. 
Neither the whole tract of Darjeeling was pre defined as Zamindari khas (self cultivated 
holdings) or under Raiyati (predefined occupancy rights of the cultivating tenants). Both 
the Darjeeling tract and her indigenous people did not hear the arrangement of land under 
Permanent Settlement, 1793 nor did the Bengal Tenancy Act 1885 ever operate in 
Darjeeling. Consequentially, the British administrative march and establishment of rules 
and procedures in Darjeeling went unabated. For building sanitarium, military station, 
civic system, construction of roads and bridges, tea plantation and cinchona plantation, 
establishment of tourist resort required significant forest clearance and the import of 
labour from neighbouring zones, where reservation of forests was under way, forest 
conservancy received prominence at this juncture. 

The British held absolute proprietary rights over forests. The Forest Act of 1865 
reads, "the local government may from time to time constitute any forest land or waste 
land which is the property of government, or over which the government has proprietary 
rights, or to the whole or any part of forest produce of which the government is entitled, a 
reserved forest." The provisions of the said Act provided for management and 
preservation of forests and regulated exploitation of forest resources. Regulations were 
imposed on the dwellers of forests on the collection of forest produce. The Act provided 
for a series of prohibitions but nothing was there regarding the principles of managing the 
forests. The Forest Act of 1878 was more comprehensive than 1865 Act and divided the 
forests into (a) Reserved: (b) Protected; (c) Village Forests. Local Governments were 
given the right to notify any forest or land as protected forest. The Forest Act of 1927 
consolidated further the state control over forest. Duties were levied or transit and forest 
produce such as timber and other forest products. The Forest Act of 1878 was more 
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stringent and ruthlessly restricted the users of forest. Grazing, pasturing of cattle, shifting 
cultivation by burning woods was also strictly prohibited in the Reserved forests. The 

Government held unfettered rights of ownership in reserved forests and their products 
were not to be used by forest dwellers unless specifically permitted by way of grant of 
privilege and not as a matter of entitlement. In the meanwhile cattle-trespass Act, 1871 
prohibited pasturing of cattle in the reserved forests. 

The British forester E.P. Stebbing informs us that the forest conservancy in 

Bengal was first initiated in British Sikkim23 forest conservancy began in Darjeeling in 
1864 when Dr. T. Anderson was appointed temporarily as Conservator of Forests, Lower 
Provinces (which included Darjeeling Hilly Tract). The Forest Act of 1865 provided 
impetus to the British local authority in Darjeeling. Under the newly appointed 
Conservator, a hierarchical bureaucratic structure was established for the proper 
management and conservancy works. Till 1870, Darjeeling forest was kept under 
Bhagalpur Division. From 1870 to 1876, it was administered under Cooch - Behar Forest 
Division. In 1877, the Darjeeling Forest Division was established with three sub

Divisions such as Darjeeling, Teesta and Kurseong. In 1879, the, Teesta Division wa~ 
reconstituted as Kalimpong Division (No.124F, dated Calcutta, 1st February, 1879, 8.43 
PR, NAI, New Delhi),: In all these three sub-divisions forest conservancy was initiated 
with the help of working plans having ten years in perspective. Since 1892, such working 
plans began to operate 'in Darjeeling Forest Divisions with the help of a structured forest 
bureaucracy having enormous powers of discretion at its hand. 

The most serious consequence of colonial forestry was the diminution of 
customary rights as well as the decline in traditional conservation and management 
systems. The curtailment of communitarian ownership of forests of Darjeeling by the 
colonial state had severely undermined the subsistence economy of the indigenous 
Lepchas. Collection of Bamboos, Wax and Lac from the Darjeeling forest was prohibited 
by issuance of licenses. Like all other British India forests Jhuming or shifting cultivation 
was discouraged without providing appropriate alternative arrangement or land to the 
Lepchas for settled agriculture. As a consequence, there had been displacement of 
Lepchas from their natural · forest land habitats. Restrictions on collection of forest 

produce imposition of prohibitionary norms on grazing and gradual dwindling of grazing 
grounds of different seasons affected badly the indigenous people of Darjeeling hills. 

Nowhere in the British forest policy or in the colonial · Acts, had the rights of the 
indigenous Lepchas been specifically mentioned. U(timately Lepchas had to leave 
Reserved Forest of Darjeeling and they were instructed to move south-west part of the 
District, between the hilly tract and the plains.24 Again during 1920s Lepcha tenants were 
evacuated and resettled. For their resettlement due to expansion and construction of 
Kalimpong as an urban area, deforestation of 999 acres of forest land in Lolegaon 
Reserved Forest was proposed and sanction for such deforestation was granted by the 

colonial government.25 As a consequence the Lepchas became refugees in their own land. 

73 



No official records on Colonial Darjeeling or oral narratives would have us 
believe that there had been forest conflicts or intensive local opposition to the colonial 
state sponsored forest conservancy at the one end and forest clearance on the other in the 
name of scientific forest management in surface and tea garden expansion in sublime. 
What the indigenous people of Darjeeling Hills had to witness as a dormant spectator was 
the expanding power play of the colonial state in reorganizing and reshaping the 
landscape by way of infusion of colonial capital. Tea Plantation, Cinchona Plantation, 

Forest Management, Military Installation and Civic Urban formation of Darjeelig, 
Kurseong, Kalimpong and few other localities, Roads and Railways construction 
impacted heavily on the flora, fauna and human land use in particular and on the 
environment in general. Curbing of local access to forests brought fundamental changes 
in traditional pattern of resource use and resulted diminution of the rights of indigenous 
people of Darjeeling. The absence of any intensified conflict in the form of protest, 
resistance or rebellion between the colonial state and the indigenous people was perhaps 
due to the incapacity of the indigenous people to make their presence felt in a meaningful 

manner. 

Prohibitory rules in the name forest conservancy, prohibitions on the use of forest 
resources and grazing were randomly imposed by the local forest government. Rules 

relating Grazing were modified time and again in Darjeeling Forest Division from 1913 
to 1925. All these put the indigenous Lepchas to an extremely pitiable condition and they 
were destined to be displaced. The letter of A.A. Wace, Deputy Commissioner of 
Darjeeling, addressed to Commissioner of Rajshahi Division, bears the testimony of such 
plights. The letter reads, "Anxious as I am to secure permanently the interest of Lepchas 
in this district, I cannot shut my eyes to the fact that, as they exist in our unsettled tract, 
they are an obstacle to all improvement cultivation or increase of revenue. They settle in a 

forest, clear a bit and sow it, and then pass on to cut down new forests, without giving in 
return for the valuable timbers destroyed. What we should aim at is to see them as they 
can afford to pay an easy rent for. As a regards the Lepchas on the tract under reference, I 
would give them the option of building on 15 to 20 acres each where they now are, 
securing their interests by giving them one of our Kalimpong Leases, or moving to the 
Lepcha blocks north of Kalimpong on payment by Planter of a liberal compensation for 

removal 26 

In response to the above official communication, the Government ordered the 
local authority at Darjeeling to take action. Accordingly, the Lepchas were driven to the 
Kalimpong range of the Hills. Ultimately, there was displacement time and again in the 
face of growing Tea Plantation in that area. Lepchas were sent again to lower elevation of 
the Kalimpong tract where they lost both of their life and livelihood. Lepcha resettlement 

issue in Darjeeling hills was left much to be desired. Lepcha displacement was indeed by 
colonial capitalist development unknown to the indigenous people. Despite such 
displacement and destitution, the Lepchas could not go beyond memorandum, and 
submission of petitions. The numerical stream of the Lepchas, demographic changes in 
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the process of colonial state making in Darjeeling which made them minority, the social 
and economic incapacity of the indigenous people to raise voice against the overarchic 
colonial power structure, the omnipresence of British military installations are some of 
the fundamental historically corroborated reasons behind the absence of resistance and 
rebellion in Darjeeling hills during colonial phase. At least discontents were never 
brought to public surface. On the other the beginning of monetary economy and infusion 
of colonial capital, forest policies forced Lepchas to change their traditional forest based 
lifestyle based on Jhum cultivation and natural forest produce. The imperatives of 
colonial state making in Darjeeling were comparatively so large and huge that the small 
indigenous people were not at all in a position to intensify any resistance against the 
colonial order except in few cases of occasional negligible breaches of the forest law in 
some areas. 

The experience of colonization of Darjeeling Hills largely transformed the socio
economic profile of this sparsely populated hill tract. The fundamental change replaced 
the primordial pre-capitalist traditional production relations and had brought forward 
modern capital based production relation economy. The old clan based communities, 
traditional class hierarchies got dismantled in the process of material landscape 
transformation. Darjeeling witnessed fundamental ecological changes too due to growing 

tea plantation, roads and railways construction, making of towns and military institutions. 
All these development induced transformations resulted to a strong colonial political 
regime, colonial ecological regime, colonial planters regime, installation based military 
regime, Christian missionary led neo-cultural regime and newly in migrated middle class 
regime in Darjeeling Hills. The imported labourers principally Nepalis, Bhutias and 
Sikkimese from the neighbouring areas as wage earners forming a new working class 
could not form any meaningful voice. The new eco-imperialist order drastically replaced 
the indigenous ecosophical order and attempted to invest the idea of "difference" in the 
minds of the inhabitants of Darjeeling (cutting across religion, sect and culture) through 
all possible channels of social engineering. The "natural" difference between the hills and 
the plains was purposively indoctrinated through the system of colonial govemability that 
distinguished Darjeeling as a unique socio-economic and cultural zone and finally as a 
separate ecological region as a whole.27 Such a colonially articulated socio-cultural and 
politico-administrative powerscape of colonial Darjeeling provided for strong 
predicament to develop any sub-altern consciousness of resistance against the 
overarching colonial state. 

The nineteenth century colonial state making and the unquestionable colonial 
right over colonized forest was powerfully influenced by the emergence of modernity, a 
constellation of ideas and institutions, as a world-wide phenomenon.28 But the 
generalization of the impact of such notion of modernity can never be similar over every 
space and region. Variegated regions/local spaces and patterns of environmental and 
landscape change suggest qualifications that have serious implications. Academically 
customized discourses of Nationalist Political Economy School or Nostalgic Idealist 
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School on colonial deforestation and concomitant resistance of the indigenous people 
often lack explanatory power when applied to Darjeeling case. A close look at the 
colonizing process of forested hills would have us believe that colonized Darjeeling had 
been a unique experience of environmental landscape transformation devoid of any 
indigenous resistance and could have never been qualified as a " landscape of resistance" 
in colonial period. 
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Migration, Urbanisation and Growth of Hill Town in Darjeeling: 
A Historical Study (1835-1950) 

Ch~nchal Mandal & Dr. Dahlia Bhattacharya 

Introduction 

Darjeeling Town is situated on the lower part of the Darjeeling - Jalapahar ridge 

in Siwalik Himalayas. Darjeeling is the main town of the Sadar sub-division and al~o the 
headquarters of the district which has the same name as the town. Darjeeling district is 
the Northern most district of West Bengal. It is well known hill station of India which has 
undergone transformation since its occupation by the British in I 835. Darjeeling is a 
favourite rest and recreation spot for British, who came here to escape from the hot of the 
plain areas. It was during the British rule that it developed as a pleasant hill resort. There 
were also commercial and strategic reasons. The British wanted to get away from the 
heat, diseases and dirt of the plains and searched towns which would bring them relief 
with a climate closer to their homeland. These resting places would uplift the morality 
and energy of the British officials to work efficiently for further expansion of colonial 
power. Thus, during the nineteenth century there were formation of famous hill stations 
in India like Nanital, Simla, Moussaurie and Darjeeling. Besides this there are more 
reasons involved in the interests of the colonial masters for the formation of Darjee_ling 

town which will be discussed in the paper. 

Historical background 

Historically, Darjeeling situated in the Singalia range of the eastern Himalayas as 
belonged to Sikkim and Bhutan. By the deed of grant of 1835, the Raja of Sikkim hills 
which converted the areas south of the Great Rangit river, east of the Balasan, Kahel and 
Little R~ngit rivers and west of the Rangnu and Mahananda rivers. 1 Further, the war with 
Sikkim led to the annexation of Sikkim 'Morang' or Terai at the foothills as well as 
portion of Sikkim hills which was bounded by the Ramman river on the north, ·by the 
Great Rangit and the Tista river on the east, and by the Nepal frontier on the west. The 
area mentioned above was always under Sikkim but Moreang or Ter<!,i in the foothills was 
under Nepal from 1788-1816. East India Company's victory over Nepal gave her this 
area through the Treaty of Segauli (1816), who in turn returned it to the Raja of Sikkim 
by the Treaty of Titliya ( 1817). But the British soon began war with Sikkim and ceded 
the territory annexed by them by the Treaty of Tun long ( 186 I). Again, by the Treaty of 
Sinchula ( 1865) with Bhutan the British annexed the hill tract to the east of Tista Rivers, 
west of the Ne-chu and De-chu rivers and the south of Sikkim.2 After the annexation, the 
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British territory of Darjeeling was continuous with the British districts of Pumea and 
Rangpur in the plains. After the annexation of Kalimpong in 1865 the area was notified as 
a subdivision under the Deputy Commissioner of Western Duars district. But in 1866 it 
was transferred to Darjeeling.3 The District was included in the Rajshahi Division until 
October 1905 when, as a result of the Partition of Bengal, it was transferred to the 
Bhagalpur Division. For administrative purposes it was divided into two subdivisions, the 
headquarter sub-division covering the northern portion of the district, which extends to 
the frontier of Sikkim and Bhutan and includes all the country east of the Tista, and the 
Kurseong subdivision, which comprises the lower hills, and the Terai.4 With the 
rearrangement of the provinces it was re-transferred to the Rajshahi Division in March 
1912. So, Darjeeling in its very historical time has shifted from one power to another.The 
Partition of Bengal in August 194 7 left the boundaries of the district intact and in the 
share of West Bengal. The district was placed thereafter in the Presidency Division. 5 

East India Company' s interest towards Darjeeling and adjacent region was 
motivated by several reasons. The major reason was the geopolitical importance of 
Darjeeling being a part of Sikkim with which the British commercial ties are closely 
related. Strategically, it would safeguard the northern Indian border from China, Bhutan 
and India Sikkim also commanded the historic Kalimpong-Lhasa trade route which was 
the shortest route to Tibet. The acquisition of Darjeeling made the traders to increase the 
volume of Trade with Sikkim, Nepal and Darjeeling.6 

The British also wanted friendly relationship with Nepal which became a driving 
force behind the acquisition of Darjeeling. Jang Bahadur had provided the English with 
military assistance in the Anglo-Sikh War of 1848-49 and also in the Sepoy Revolt of 
1857. The British wanted to use Darjeeling as a base for recruiting Nepali or Gorkha 
soldiers in the Indian Army. The Gorkhas were considered as efficient, courageous and 
trustworthy body of men. Furthermore, the British rulers were attracted to Darjeeling 
which was an ideal place for tea plantation. 7 In I 834 Lord William Bentinck had 
appointed a Committee for searching the possibility of tea industry in India. In 1841 tea 
was planted as an experiment by Dr. Campbell in Darjeeling. The success of it led to the 
growth of tea industry on large scale. Another factor behind the attraction of Darjeeling 
for the English was the climate required for Sanatorium providing relief for the English 
officials converting into a hill station.8 

Migration and demographic change since 1850 

The tea industry was the major economic activity in Darjeeling up to middle of 
the nineteenth century. Average yield and the income from the tea industry had been a 
predominating influence upon the growth and development of Urban centres in the 
Darjeeling Hills. The first such influence had been found in the improvement of transport 
system. It is difficult to envisage the development of tea plantation in Darjeeling without 
the influx of migration from rural Nepal. Two important reasons given by Lloyd for the 
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cession of Darjeeling were firstly, the advantage as a centre of trade and secondly, as a 
position of great strategic importance commanding the entrance into Nepal and Bhutan. 
In addition, Mr. Grant gave the numerous advantages for establishing a sanatorium at 
Darjeeling and strongly advocated its occupation for military purposes as the key of a 
pass into the Nepal territory.9 

Dr. Campbell started the experimental growth of tea plants. The success of the 
experiment led in 1856 fhe establishment of large scale production industry in Kurseong 
and the Darjeeling Tea. Company opened the Aluabari Tea qflrden and another by 
Darjeeling Land Mortg,i'ge Bank. In 1859 Dr,Brougham started tht: Dhuturia Garden and 
between 1860 and 1864 Darjeeling Tea Company established four gardens· at Ging, 
Ambutia, Takdah and Phubsering and Lebong Tea Company established tea gardens at 
Takuvar and Badamtam. There was a rapid increase of tea industry in Darjeeling from 
1866-1885 as given in the table below-

Table-1 

The Increase of Tea Gardens in Darjeeling Hills 

Year Number of Area under cultivation Outturn of (in 
Gardens (acres) pounds) 

1866 39 10,000 4,33,000 
1870 56 I 1,000 1,7,00,000 
1874 113 18,888 3,928,000 
1885 175 38,499 9,090,298 
1895 186 43,692 11,714,551 
1905 '·148 50,618 12,447,471 

Sources: Sir Pere/val Griffiths: History of the Indian Tea Industry, 1967, p 88 and L.S.S.S 

O'Malley: Darjeeling District.Gazetteer, 1907, p 74. 

The above table (Table-I) shows that there was a rapid growth of tea industry by 
the second half of the nineteenth and twentieth Century. The area of cultivation had 
increased and so did the number of tea gardens which in turn led to increases production. 
The production and area under cultivation particularly increases and in fact was more 
than the double during 1874-1885. With the'· increase in tea gardens the demand for 
labours grew. Though the English planters initially employed labours from other parts of 
Bengal but it involved high price and difficulty for them to adjust to the hill environment 
and climate. 10 

By 1845, the British Superintendent of Darjeeling Dr. Campbell reported that tea 
plantation had attracted 10,000 settlers from Nepal, Sikkim, and Bhutan, who came to 
work as labourers; porters, woodcutters, builders, and servants for the expanding British 
hill station. Each plantation provided housing and medical services for resident labourers 
and set aside land for cultivation and herding. As the plantation economy flourished, 
education was provided to children of laborers.11 
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The population of Darjeeling hills also increased after the inflow of Nepalese as 
tea garden labour as well as trade and tourism. The first census was taken in the hill areas 
after the formation of the district in 1869 and it was found that the population was around 
22,000. Mitra states that it was a leap forward in the population within the period of 
thirty-four years between 1835 and 1869. The labour force was about 10,000 in 1870 that 
increased to 44,279 in 1921 and to 61,450 in 1941. The actual population in the tea 
garden according to 1941 census was 146,508. The reason for the boom in population in 
this district evidently was due to the large labour migration from Nepal when the British 
opened the tea gardens. 12 

W. W. Hunter wrote that the Nepali who form 34 per cent population of the 
district, are all immigrants from the state of Nepal. By I 881, the Nepalese formed the 
absolute majority of Darjeeling town and also of the district 13 • The table below (Table II) 
shows the · increase in population in the town and also reflecting the change in the 
demographic profile by migration from Nepal. 

Table- II 
The Population of Darjeeling Town (1872-1941) 

Year Population 
1872 3,157 
1881 7,018 

1891 14,145 

1901 16,924 
1911 19,005 
1921 22,258 

1931 21,185 
1941 27,222 

Source: Dash, A.J, 'Bengal District Gazetteer, Darjeeling,' Bengal Government Press, Calcutta, 
1947,p.53 

T e Royal Commission of Labour Inquiry (RCJL) provides data on the numbers 
of emigrants from Nepal to Darjeeling, Sikkim and Jalpaiguri from 1891 to 1921. The 
following table (Table HT) shows that emigrants was largely from Nepal and it was 
highest in Darjeeling. 14 

Table-III 
Number of Emigrants from Nepal 

Found in Year 

1891 1901 1911 1921 

Darjeeling 88,02 I 76,301 70,021 58,026 

Sikkim ............. .. ...... 22,720 25,610 20,876 
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I Jalpaiguri 1 20,518 18,649 1 34,015 1 23,681 

Source: Royal Commission of Labour Inquiry (RCIL), 1930, Page- 7. 

The above table clearly explains that the increase in the population was due to the 
immigration from neighbouring Nepal.15 There also developed a settlement in nineteenth 
century of small Bengali middle class fami lies for administrative services and clerical 
jobs. There were Beharis and Marwaris for commercial and professional work but by 
1941 it was not more than 5. I per cent.16 From the recorded accounts, it can be concluded 
that for the Darjeeling Hills plantations there was a steady supply of Nepalese labour for 
many decades which cliinbed from about 30,000 in 1871-72 to 75,000 to 1951. However, 
in 1961 the number went down to 55,000 and in the next decade 1961 -71 it further 

decreased due mainly to the stagnation of tea industry in the region but also due to 
closure of trade with Tibet.17 

The steady increase of population received a check in 1931 but was resumed in 
1941 . The town area lies partly in the Jorebungalow Thana and it includes the 

cantonments of Katapahar, Jalapahar and Lebong. The population of this urban area over 
7 percent, of the District population and 18 percent of the population of the Sadar 
Subdivision.18 

The district was formerly a Non-Regulation district, that is to say, Acts and 
Regulations did not come into force unless they were specially extended to it. Darjeeling 

had no representative in the Legislative council constituted under the Government of 
India Act, 1919. Under the Government of India Act, 1935, the district was made a 
Partially Excluded area. 19 The early settlers were mostly agriculturists. Campbell gave 

them every encouragement to reclaim forest lands and settle down there. Urbanization 
through the establishO)ent of a sanatorium at the nucleus town also led to growth of 
employment opportunities and hence to population increase. By 1852, there were 70 
European houses in Darjeeling town besides a bazaar and ajail.20 The two most important 
factors in the development of the district have been the choice of Darjeeling for a health 
resort and the subsequent planting of tea in the hills. Formerly, beyond a few Lepchas and 
Limbus with their little clearings in the forests, an occasional raid from Nepal, or a stray 
visitors from the table-lands of Tibet, the Darjeeling Hills were practically uninhabited.21 

Along with tea plantation, the prospects of forest products and cinchona plantation had 
also attracted the Britishers.22 The planters also got the advantage of cheap labour due to 
large scale immigration from Nepal. Tourism has immense scope in the entire region. 
Since the l 960' s tourism has grown at the rate of 10% per year, but 50% of the tourist 
traffic consists of middle class Bengalese from the plains and the remaining are the 
people from outside West Bengal, mostly Hindi speaking. In order to encourage more 
people to invest in the tea industry, the British administration made land available at low 
prices; often selling some 'wasteland' through open auctions to the stagnation of tea 
industry in the region but also due to closure of trade with Tibet.23 
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Urban growth of the town 

The British were directly drawn into the Himalayas as the result of the Anglo
Nepalese War 1814-16. In 1816 the Treaty of Segauli settled their relations with Nepal. 
The Treaty gave the British direct control of the Himalayan district of Kumaun and 
Garwal. An equally important development in regard to the Himalayas which the 19th 
Century witnessed, remarks K.M. Pannikar "was the growth of great hill station from 
Dalhousie to Darjeeling. There emerged an extensive Himalayan frontier of India dotted 
with hill-Stations like Simla and Darjeeling and cushioned off from the secretive 
hinterland of Tibet.24 

The urban growth in Darjeeling town was not similar to that of the towns in other 
parts of the country. The urbanization was not a uniform process. In the early years the 
settlements consisted of few indigenous population and the British occupied it for 
commercial strategic and climate reasons. The growth of town thus began with the 
establishment of Sanatorium and rest houses in the shape of cottages which were replica 
of Swiss cottages. The British tried to build resting houses Swiss cottage style for the 
English. They also imported flowers from England to grow in the garden. The Darjeeling 
guide mentions of some well known buildings as Rockvilla, Oak Lodge, Woodlands, the 
Dell and others where important persons like Captain Bishop, who troops Dr, Griffiths, 
the then Civil Surgeon had resided.25 

British administrators first noticed the possibilities for a sanatorium town at the 
site of a Lepcha village (Dorje-Iing) in the eastern Himalayas. In 1828, Captain G .A. 
Lloyd, an army official, and J.W. Grant, the commercial resident at Maida in northern 
Bengal, arrived at Chongtung near Darjeeling, and found it ideal for a sanatorium town.26 

Major D. J. P. Newall in his book strongly advocated the Military Colonization of the 
Hills. In Defence of his contention he profusely referred to the views of Clive, Warren 
Hastings, Wellington, Dalhousie, Malcom, Canning, Lawrence, all of whom had favoured 
the policy of hill colonization.27 

Darjeeling started gaining prominence politically and by ! 879 it became the 
summer headquarters of the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal. The conservators of forests 
of Bengal, superintendenting Engineer, Executive Engineer and the Commissioner of 
Bhagalpur Division were posted in Darjeeling.28 with the political importance and arrival 
of more European officials of high ranking there developed the necessity of educating the 
European children. 

Darjeeling was established around the nucleus of a church, cutcherry 
(administrative office), bazaar and a few houses.29 Darjeeling in 1836 was a small market 
of a few mat roofed houses popularly knbwn as Goondri Bazar.29 From the mid
nineteenth century, towns like Darjeeling, Shimla etc. were established as a requisite of 
colonial administration. As its expansion and the glut of seasonal visitors testified, 
Darjeeling retained its reputation as a sanatorium ta.wn where leisure, governance and a 
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healthy lifestyle all appealed to the British and, eventually, to the Indians as well. The 
' Eden Sanatarium and Hospital' was founded in 1882 to cater exclusively to Europeans 
and the Lowis Jubilee Sanitarium for Indians was set up within five years, in 1887.30 

According to 'The Handbook of Darjeeling,' published in I 863, there were about 70 
houses in the Station.31 

The Darjeeling Municipality was constituted in July 1850 in accordance with the 
Act. Of 1850, the secon~ Hill Station to have its own town admin,stration, the first being 
Simla.32 The Municipality collected taxes from markets, slaughtFr houses, rent of old 
buildings, hydro-electricity and others. One of the most impprtant activities of it 
el.ectricity energy and the municipality was the generation of its electricity and its supply 
to the town and to neighbouring tea gardens. The municipality soon developed the 
amenities required for a town.33 Soon it developed drainage system in a well systematic 
way. The records of the town says that, "the drainage of Darjeeling is very good ' and is 
being further improved year by year ... the arrangement in connection with latrines, of 
which at are of good number, burial grounds, markets, roads, registration of birth and 
deaths, vaccination and dispensaries are most satisfactory, 'testify to the good job the 
Municipal was doing.34 The town established other institutions related to the flora and 
fauna of the Himalayan hills. The first Botanic Garden was established during Sir Ashley 
Eden's tenure as Lieut. Governor of Bengal, was laid in 1876 at Rangiroon (5,700) six 
away and to the east of Darjeeling.35 The first Hospital to be started was the Darjeeling 
Charitable Hospital and Dispensary which came into being in 1864.36 Another Hospital, 
the Lock Hospital was initially located in the Darjeeling Dispensary compound but finally 
shifted to Jalpahar in I 876.37 There is one Head Post Office in the Town and five sub
offices at Ghum, Jalapahar, Lebong, North Point and Darjeeling Bazar.38 

The Darjeeling urban area contains the· most important medical and health 
institutions in the District. First, there are two Sanitaria built to accommodate on 
moderate changes those who desire to recruit their health by rest and change as well as 
those whose health has been definitely impaired. Besides the Eden Sanatorium, the Lowis 
Jubilee Sanatorium was started in 187 with a generous gift of the Bryngwyn property by 
the Maharaja of Cooch Behar and donations of Rs. 90,000 made by the Maharaja of 
Tajhatnd others. The Victoria Hospital is managed by a Committee under the Darjeeling 
Municipality. Since July 1944 it has been taken over temporarily by Government. A 
Tuberculosis Hospital was built in 1936 with 11 beds and later enlarged so that it now 
accommodates 26 beds. The Infectious Diseases Hospital originated in 1920 in a 
segregation camp for smallpox cases. Two Maternity and Child Welfare Centers have 
been established in the Darjeeling Urban area, one in Darjeeling itself and the other at 
Ghum.39 

The first step to introduce modern communication in the Darjeeling district was 
taken in January 1838 when the trace of the Calcutta Road to the east of the Hill on which 
Jalapahar Cantonment stands now was completed by Lt. Gen. Llyod. In 1839, Lt. Napier 
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(subsequently Lord Napier of Magdaia) of the royal Engineers was deputed to prepare a 
lay-out of Darjeeling town and to construct a road from Siliguri to Darjeeling. Now, this 
road is known as Old Military Road, can still be seen winding its way from Pankhabari to 
Kurseong and then on the Dow Hill, Senchal and Ghum, having no less than 300 bridges 
and culverts to cross. Since the Old Military Road was found incapable of meeting the 
expanding requirements of the district, the Siliguri-Darjeeling Cart Road, averaging 25 
feet in width and costing about rupees 6,000 per mile, had to be constructed. It was 
blessing in more senses than one; it is along this highway mainly that the Darjeeling 
Himalayan Railway route was subsequently laid out.40 In 1869 another road built up 
which regarded one of the best mountain roads in India, the Hill Cart Road. The Tista 
bridge served as an important junction where the roads to Darjeeling and Kalimpong met 
with the Tista Valley Road.41 Another road, some 11 miles long, on which Hooker 
travelled and called it ' excellent' was that from Darjeeling to the cane bridge over the 
Great Rangit river, about 6,000 feet below Darjeeling town.42 It was only after the First 
World War that the management of the Grand Hotel, Calcutta, introduced a passenger
automobile service between Siliguri to Darjeeling.43 

Besides the roadways there developed the railways which made Communication 
more easier. In 1860 the East Indian Railway was extended up to Sahibganj, 219 miles 
from Howrah. The Cart Road from Siliguri to Darjeeling was completed in 1869. By 
1881 , a narrow gague rai l had reached Darjeeling making it the first hill on to become 
directly linked by rail to the plains. As a result, the residents of Calcutta could reach 
Darjeeling in 21 hours by the end of the nineteenth century and less than 14 hours 1940' s 
with the opening of Darjeeling Himalayan Rail, the numbers of European house doubled 
within three years.44 Before the railways were built in hill stations were restricted almost 
entirely to residents of nearby districts or to those who were able to leave their permanent 
posts for six months or more. But, Darjeeling became accessible with the railway 
construction. The opening of the railway from Calcutta to Raniganj in 1855 reduced the 
laborious cart journey to Darjeeling by 120 miles and the East Bengal State Railway 
pushed steadily northward in the northward in the following decades. Even so, an 1873 
trip to Darjeeling was an eight-day ordeal for the artist Edward Lear, whose cart broke 
down and whose coolies tled.45 

The recruiting Office for sepoys in the army attracted the Nepalese population 
and led to further urbanization of the Darjeeling town.The first Gurkha Recruiting Office 
appears to have been opened in Darjeeling in 1890 although no definite records of such 
an Office exist previous of 1893. The Office was situated in the Darjeeling Bazar. In 
peace time the majority of recruite are obtained from Eastern Nepal and not more than 15 
percent of the total intake is obtained from the Darjeeling District and the Sikkim State.46 

From the very inception Darjeeling had been a Centre for European education for 
the education of European and Anglo-Indian boys and girls. A large number of Europeans 
(mainly British settled in Darjeeling town since its inception and arrangements had to be 
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made for the education of their children. The_ development of Tea industry, roads and 
railways brought more European Officials as well as their women and children who 
required education. St. Paul's School, Darjeeling is one of the oldest school of its type in 
India and the second oldest in Bengal. Although, the well known -school took its name St. 
Paul's in 1846, its origin and early history dates back as the year 1823. John William 
Ricketts, a prominent Anglo-Indian leader thought of establishing a public school to meet 
the needs of the growing Anglo-Indian population in Calcutta.47

. The year 1888 is yet 
another landmark in the ~istory of Anglo-Indian education in Bengjll. For in that year was 
established St. Joseph School at Darjeeling.48 

These schools were largely for the. Europeans and thejr children. In fact the 
advent of Christianity played a signific~nt role in. Thus we find tqat only after six years 
of p~oviding education to the natives and as early as 1841 Rev. William Start visited the 
station and started working among the Lepchas.49 The missionaries also played a major 
role in providing providing education to the indigenous people of Darjeeling owing 
largely to the · work of the church of Scotland Mission. In 1901 , 7 per cent of population 
could read and write the total number of pupil increased i~ 1903-04, 3,73 1 boys and 515 
girls were at school which was 18. 7 per cent. 50 

The earliest of the European schools in the district was the Loreto Convent for 
girl's founded in 1846. In 1886 Bishop Milman of Calcutta founded the Darjeeling Girl's 
School. In 1888 Father Henry Depelchin founded a ~mall school named St. Joseph's at 
the sunny Bank in Darjeeling. Mount Hermon School a~ North Point, Darjeeling was 
established in 1895. Darjeeling Government College, catering mainly to the needs of the 
Hill-people was opened in 1948.51 In addition to those in'stitutions, there developed 
houses for young boys and girls like Miss Twentymans Darjeeli1_1g Home School.52 

The town contains a number of places of worship for the various communities 
living in it. The most noteworthy Hindu temple in the town is the Dhirdham temple built 
in the year 1938 by His Highness the Maharaja Sir Joodha Shamshere Jung Bahadur 

· Rana, Prime Minister of Nepal, and opened by his son His Excellency Commanding 
· · General Bahadur Shumsher Jang Bahadur Rana in May 1939.53 Almost all the religious 

institutions of Darjeeling the Hindu Mandir, in the market place seemed to be the oldest 
one. It existed before 1830, where first Marwari firm, Samboo Ram and Chunulall, was 
established in the market place.54 

Place of Tourism 

Darjeeling has to thank His Excellency Lord Carmichael, who is a keen collector 
himself, for removing this disgrace and allotting sufficient funds for the creation of a 
suitable building, which was designed by Mr. Crouch, the Architect t~ the Government of 
Bengal.55 There was a spurt of construction of building on the ridges of Darjeeling hill 
which included churches, schools, bungalows, hospitals and theatre halls for the use of 
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the British and other Europeans of Calcutta. This process of development also gradually 
encouraged the growth of tourism in Darjeeling.56 

With the growth of urbanization a large number of Indians from the neighbouring 
places started buyers' property in Darjeeling. The Indian princes displayed their wealth 

for social status and copied/ by following their political masters started to built some 
villas in Darjeeling. The Maharaja of Cooch Behar is said to have owned half of the villas 

in Darjeeling by 1880. The Maharaja of Burdwan too had constructed a mansion at 
Darjeeling, and similarly a good number of Indians from Calcutta, not so rich but 

disposed towards a western life-style, bought somewhat unknowingly, the Indianisation 
of Darjeeling.57 

Furthermore, the town soon grew as one of the centre of European culture and 
clubs or association for companies and European officers. The Planters' Club that was 
founded in 1868 was converted in 1908 into a Limited Liability Co. And styled 'The 
Darjeeling Club, Ltd.'. Officers attached to the several services and planters were ipso 
facto entitled to membership. There were four billiard tables, a large and well -appointed 
reading room and library, stables for members' horses and also a three-storied concrete 
structure for the accommodation of servants. It is interesting to note that the Club was not 
only exclusively meant for the Europeans but it was also hierarchically arranged that 
could be ascertained by the list of fees paid by its members. The fees were- Rs.70/- as 
entrance fee, Rs. 12/- as annual subscription, Rs. 16/- per month for temporary members, 
Rs. I 0/- per month for Army and Navy officers of and above the rank of I st Lieutenant 
and Rs. 5/- per month for members below that rank.58 Reference of European games like 

cricket, hockey area available which were held at Government House ground and drew 
large crowds. Polo, another British game, drew fairly large crowds to the Race Course at 
Lebong. The idea of Golf Link originated in 1905 and Golf took its devotees each Sunday 
right away to the links at Senchal. Apart from European play ground Darjeeling gained 
fame for amusing the Englishman to the fullest possible extent. The novel and uncanny 
idea of a 'ghost dance' at Gymkhana Club hosted at least 60 guests including a party from 
Government house. The Knights - Errant each year gave an entertainment under the 
direction of Grand Master, at which over 200 guests, including Their Excellencies 
attended.

59 
The Darjeeling Times of 1912 has also reported the unique event of a dog 

show in Darjeeling hills. These activities further provided attraction to the town for the 
Europeans and the Anglicized western educated Bengalis who could reach the town 
easily. 

The beginning of tourism led to the growth of the hotels and rest houses within 
Darjeeling. The evolution of hotels in Darjeeling began in 1839, when 'the Darjeeling 
Family Hotel,' which contained but 12 rooms, was followed by 'Wilson's Hotel ' which 
was established (by the proprietor of the hotel of the same name in Calcutta, now known 
as 'The Great Eastern Hotel') in a two-storied house containing 18 rooms. A large one -
storied building of the same name now stands on the same spot on Hooker road. Then 
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Woodland's came into being, to be followed shortly after by Durum Druid. Rockville, . . . 
Bellevue, and the Central Hotel, which can accommodate 40 boarders and is situated at 
the junction of the Post Office and Mount Pleasant Roads; the transition eventually 
evolving ' Hotel Mount Everest.60 One another hotel was 'Castleton' owned by Mr. 
Wilson, the proprietor of Wilson's Hotel, Calcutta, now 'The Great Eastern,' but still 
known as 'Wilson's' by the Indian Jehu of that city.61 The foundation of the new Town 
Hall was laid by His Excellency Lord Ronaldshay, on the 27th October, 1917, on the site 
once occupied by the .Rhododendron Villas on the Mackenzie Road, the main artery of 
the~wn~ ' 

Yet, another distinctive feature of Darjeeling economy was the development of 
tourism trade. Many European and Indian aristocratic visitor thronged the place im the 
Suminer months to escape the heat of the plains and enjoy the cool weather and serene, 
enchanting beauty of Darjeeling Tourism inevitably led to a flourishing hospitality sector, 
though it would be difficult to classify it as an ' industry' as the term 'industry' did not 
assume that magnitude in the nineteenth century. There was a bazaar for supplies, chiefly 
of"native products. When Mr. Wilson opened his hotel, no doubt there were plenty of 
European articles but them they depended upon Calcutta for them.63 

Conclusion 

By the turn of the nineteenth and the beginning of twentieth century Darjeeling 
had definitely attained maturity as an urban centre by any definition, be it population or 
political or administrative role or availability of civic amenities or economic or 
institutional role. This phenomenal increase was made possible by migration, a 
characteristics of urbi;inization. The immigration definitely played-a very important role in 
the urban growth of the town. The tea industry and the army recruiting offices soon 
changed the area of 138 square miles of land earlier named 'Dorje-ling ' (the place of 
dorje o r the mystic thunderbolt of the Lamaist religion) ~o -barjeeling an important 
colonial hold under the guidance of Dr. Campbell;the Superintendent of Darjeeling. 

Darjeeling also became an educational hub for English education while 
missionaries also provided the natives education. Moreover, the importance of the town 
grew due to the climate of the Himalayas. The British officials resided as their summer 
office to avoid the heat of the plains. The political and strategic importance started to 
grow giving further urbanization of the town: 

The urbanization was heterogeneous in character of sleep slopes because difficult 
for the buildings. It did not follow the pattern of the urbanization in the plains. The ridge 
is very narrow at top, in the gentler western slope most of the public building, and has the 
Terrain restrained vehicular traffic, this main street was known as the ' Mall'. There were 
lanes intersecting at various plots which were typical to the hills stations of the British 
Raj. Darjeeling not only attracted the European officers but the Indian princes displayed 
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their wealth for social status and followed their political masters started to built some 
villas in Darjeeling and visited the place for entertainment and leisure. Partha Chatterjee 
in his book, A Princely Imposter? The Kumar of Bhawal & the Secret History of Indian 
Nationalism while narrating the health condition of the Kumar of Bhawal was advised by 
the medical doctor to avoid the heat of the plains and he was taken to Darjeeling. This 
was a common destination of the wealthy princes. It is very often seen in the Bengali 
literature of the twentieth century that the Darjeeling was a favourite place of visit for the 
urban middle class Bengalis for improvement of health and for appreciating the nature's 
beauty. Therefore, the town grew its importance as a meeting place of different ethnic, 
linguistic and religious group. The Westernised Indian or Bengali Middle class chose 
Darjeeling as a holiday resort following the influence of the Raj. Darjeeling also took 
important in politics as Sarat Bose and Subhas Chandra Bose were frequent visitors to 
Darjeeling in their youth. Sarart Bose bought a house in Kurseong in 1923 .64 The 
urbanization as a socio-cultural process leading to the transformation of Darjeeling, as 
one of the best-known hill stations in the world. 

By the turn of the nineteenth and the beginning of twentieth century Darjeeling 
had definitely attained maturity as an urban centre by any definition, be it population or 
political or administrative role or availability of civic amenities or economic or 
institutional role. This phenomenal increase was made possible by migration, a 
characteristics of urbanization.The immigration definitely played a very important role in 
the urban growth of the town. The Nepalese came to Darjeeling not only as labour but the 
prospect of Indian army service also lured them. These recruiting offices led to the 
development of the town and the area of 138 square miles of land earlier named 'Dorje
ling' (the place of dorje or the mystic thunderbolt of the Lamaist religion) began to 
expand under the guidance of Dr. Campbell, the Superintendent of Darjeeling. The 
British introduced tea as a plantation crop similar to the Irish and English agriculture and 
peasantry in the hilly region. The tea industry led to the growth of the population of the 
town. The immigration from neighbouring Nepal was primarily for tea industry and 
attraction of military service through Army centres in Darjeeling of Nepali Sepoys too 
contributed for the inflow of Nepalis from Nepal. The migration from Nepal continued as 
before and, in I 931, out of a total population of 3, 19,635 in the whole district, 590 I 6 had 
went from Nepal. From 1951 onwards, following the Indo-Nepal Treaty of Peace and 
Friendship (1950), there was visible disinclination among the Nepalese to reveal the place 
of birth. As per Articles 6 and 7, the two governments have the same opinion to grant, on 
a mutual basis, to the nationals of one country in the territories of the other, the same 
privileges in the matter of residence, ownership of property, participation in trade and 
commerce, movement and other rights of a similar nature.64 

The British rulers besides tea garden labours and British Indian army, sepoys 
also encouraged the Nepali migrants for recruitment in the police services as well as in 
various construction works which were connected with the growth process of Darjeeling 
as a sanatorium and a tourist centre. Darjeeling benefited from the introduction of tea in 
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the l 850's which provided a boost to the development of the town. By 1895, 186 Tea 

Estates covered 48,692 acres across the district, injecting large amounts of Capital into 
Darjeeling as well as into its neighbours Kalimpong and Kurseong. Planters became 

important parts of the European Community in Darjeeling. Forests also possessed great 
economic importance in the hill areas of Darjeeling district. 

The developmt;nt of tea industry, roads and railways brpught more European 
Officials as well as their women and children who required educatli,n. Darjeeling became 
an educational hub for English education while missionaries also provided the natives 
education. Moreover, the importance of the town grew due to the climate of the 
Himalayas. The British officials resided as their summer office to avoid the heat of the 
plains. The political and strategic importance started to grow giving further urbanization 
of the town. 

1 

The urbanization was heterogeneous in character of sleep slopes because difficult 
for the buildings. It did not follow the pattern of the urbanization in the plains. The ridge 
is very narrow at top, in the gentler western slope most of the public building, and has the 
Terrain restrained vehicular traffic, this main street was known as the 'Mall'. There were 
lanes intersecting at various plots which wer_e typical to the hills stations of the British 
Raj. Darjeeling not only attracted the European officers but the Indian princes displayed 
their wealth for social status and follow~d their political masters started to built some 
villas in Darjeeling and visited the place for entertainment and leisure. Partha Chatterjee 
in his book, A Princely Imposter? The Kumar of Bhawal & the Secret History of Indian 

ationalism while narrating the health condition of the Kumar of Bhawal was advised by . 
the medical doctor to avoid the heat of the plains and he was taken to Darjeeling. This 
was a common destination of the wealthy princes. It is very often seen in the Bengali 
literature of the twentieth century that the Darjeeling was a favourite place of visit for the 

urban middle class Bengal is for improvement of health and for appreciating the nature's 
beauty. Therefore, the town grew its importance as a meeting pl~c7 of different ethnic, 
linguistic and religious group. The Westernised Indian or Bengali, Middle class chose 
Darjeeling as a ho.liday resort following the influence of the Raj. Darjeeling also took 
important in politics as Sarat Bose and Subhas Chandra Bose were frequent visitors to 
Darjeeling in their youth. Sarart Bose bought a house in Kurseong in 1923.65 

The urbanization as a socio-cultural process led to the transformation of the 
society. The introduction of the tea garden with the immigration of the Nepalese in large 
number soon changed the lingua franca of the town to Nepalese. Darjeeling, therefore, 
became one of the best-known hill stations in the world, which attracts tourists from all 
over the country throughout the year. 
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Origin of Labour Movement in the Tea Plantations of Duars Region from 
1860 to 1947: A Study 

Dr. Sukanya Majumdar 

The labour n:iovement in the tea gardens of Duars region which involved more 
than two lakhs of workers was of rare occurence though there were other movements of 
labour belonging to different industries present during that period. Neither the troubles of 
1921 nor the ~olitical agitation of 1939 affected the Duars. Labour movement in its 
organized form resulted much later. There were certain reasons behind this late origin: 

• The geographical location of the Duars was one great factor. The tea districts 
of Jalpaiguri were isolated from the rest of the country. The communication 
system was also weak. For many years the bad reputation of the Dooars for 
malaria and black water fever effectively discouraged political leaders to 

work here. 

• The majority of ownership of tea gardens belonged to the local middle class 
Bengali 's. These people discouraged any kind of formation of political 
association which may disturb their tea gardens in the long run. 

• The district political leadership was in the hands of the highly educated elite 
class and they were not interested to maintain any kind of communication 
with the labour class who were recruited from regions outside the province. 
The social relation between them was absent. 

The British had a different view about the absence of labour movements in the 
tea gardens. They felt that as the labourer came from distant areas they became wholly 
depended on the manager for the simplest amenities and necessities of life putting them 
under direct control of the managers. To quote Griffith, "the unquestioned king of a 
garden population geographically isolated from more advanced elements of society". At 
the same time it was felt that the situation was balanced as the tea garden managers in the 
last few decades being drawn from a better class of society the situation of tyranny was 
avoided with a fee ling of paternalism. The managers built the houses of the coolies, 
established the market and regulated the prices, supplied rice when necessary, constructed 
puja houses where religious festivals where held and solved the disputes between 
labourers. The abundance of such managers were found in great majority. According to 
Griffith majority of the tea garden coolie was happier than that of the ordinary Indian 
landless ·labourer at that time. Thus under such system strikes and riots were of rare 
occurrence. He felt that the labourers in the nineties appeared to be more self confident 
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and perhaps was less inclined to accept the absolute authority of the manager. This was 
mainly because of the rise in prices in daily goods and also the influence of the political 
developments which were then moulding India in a more progressive pattern. 

According to the British Government Report in 1895 the planters and the 
Government was made aware of the situation. The labourers were becoming aware of 
their rights and they were protesting against any wrong committed by the planters. The 
tea labourers were demanding more rice in ration. In 1911, there was report that labourers 
in the few gardens were revolting against the oppression of the planters. They were 
protesting by not going to work and moving out of garden. In 1916 there was 'tana bhagat 
andolon' in the tea gardens which created an awakening among the labourers of tea 
garden. 

It was only in 1920-21 that the influence of the non-cooperation movement was 
felt in the Duars region. The coolies felt it was an opportunity to gain ownership of the 
gardens. The political agitation was noticed in the different gardens of Jalpaiguri 
separately but it failed to develop into a greater movement. According to the new rules 
implemented by the government in 1935 one seat was reserved for the labour from the 
Duars garden. As there was absence of any kind of association in the gardens an 
independent member named Babu Litta Munda supported by the owners of the garden 
became selected for the post. 

It was in 1938-39 that the Indian Communiust Party oflndia which was declared 
illegal began working at Jalpaiguri under the disguise of the Congress Socialist party. 
They were more involved with the peasants than the labourer's movement. According to 
the Labour Investigation Report on 1944, it was mentioned that the Duars tea garden 
within the last five years were found to be more or less peaceful other than few 
occurrence of strikes. The Duars Plantation Report in 1945 also claims that the situation 
in the tea gardens were peaceful. According to the Rege Commission Report the 
labourers were, "all unorganized and helpless. The Dooars Planters Association stated 
that there were only two small strikes in the last five years .. " The National Commission 
of Labour( 1969) stated that the "access into the plantations was difficult, if not impossible 
and attempts to form trade unions before independence were seldom successful. " 

It was only in 1946 that serious unrest was witnessed in the tea gardens of 
Jalpaiguri. According to the Report of the Indian Tea Association for 1947, "as a result 
of outside agitation bands of labourers had left their work and headed by Communist 
leaders, were roaming the countryside, in many cases armed with lathis and spears, with 
the object of entering bustees and raiding paddy stocks in support of a general demand 
by the ryots of the district for a two-thirds share of the paddy crop, instead of the half 
share which they had always received in the past from zamindars. In most cases the 
demands were put forward by the labour to the tea garden managers, these included 
demands for increased rations of food and cloth and were not infrequently accompanied 
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by a demand for the dismissal of one or more members of the garden clerical staff, with 
the result that on some gardens the Indian sta./J had been forced to leave. " 

Behind the rise of the trade union movement in the tea gardens the Bengal Assam 
Rail Road Worker's Union played an important role. The members of this Association 
secretly kept in touch with the labourers of the tea garden. They were at last successful in 
forming an association pf the labourers of the tea garden in protest against the oppress.ion 
of the planters. 'Jalpafguri Cha Bagan Mojdur Union' was f prmed. The unions of 
Sungachi, Tunabari of ~albajar region, Lakhipara, Red Bank, Dalpara, Diana (Ban·arhat) 
and Danguajhar near Jalpaiguri town were found to be more active. To note these unions 
were all near the rail junctions. Slogans like 'Hamara mung dena hoga', ·'bilati,(l1alik 
London bhago,' 'inclubjindabad', were often used by the tea workers. The ITPA reports 
that, ' the Communist Trade Unionist were able to stir-up unrest in several gardens'. 

From 1946 onwards the tea gardens of Jalpiguri witnessed the birth of various 
trade unions. At Alipuarduar in 1946 under the initiative of R.S.P. the United Trade 
Union Congress different associations were formed in the tea gardens of Jalpaiguri. They 
raised their voices against the low wages, revive and reform the job agreements, to 
maintain equality in all the gardens in regard to privileges granted to the workers. Nine 
gardens under the Shaw Wallace company at Alipurduar protested against the less 
distribution of ration rice leading to strikes in those gardens. The Jalpaiguri district Cha 
Bagan Majdur Union presented their demands to the Labour Commission. The demands 
were increase in wages, good living condition and better medical facilities. The other two 
important unions formed at this time were 'The Gorkha League' and 'Congress Socialist 
Party'. According to the DP A's Annual Report 1947-48, 'work in a large number of tea 

. garden came to a stan~ still inspite of the employers trying their best to prevent workers 
.fronJ leaving. The rebe'i-workers also put forth their own demand which mainly related to 
improvement in their living conditions and increase their food rations. ' 

Inspite of aJI this developments it was noticed that the orderly progress of the 
unions in the tea regions of Jalpaiguri district w~s hampered by the absence of sound, 
active and political leaders. In the meantime the Congress wanted to establish their union 
in the tea gardens of this district with the prior pe

0

rmission of Dooars Planters Association 
and Indian Tea Planters Association. (1.T.P.A. Report 1947). The planters in order to 
balance the Communist movement which was becoming very intense in the tea gardens 
begar;t ~ encourage the Congress to form unions in their plantation region. 

According to the letter written by Deputy Commissioner of Jalpaiguri to the sub
divisional commissioner the situation becomes clear, "all the politically minded people in 
it (the district) are deeply concerned financially with tea and they do not want the labour 
force upset• .... .I should regard the tea gardens area as quite safe, unless ~ome notorious 
and diabolical expedient is suddenly sprung on us by which the coolies can be aroused to 
frenzy. " Another letter written to the Bengal Chief Secretary from S.ub-Divisional 
Commissioner of Rajshahi mentions, "so far as can be seen no interference with labour 

96 



on tea gardens is likely. The Congress leader and every Indian of means in Jalpaiguri are 
deeply involved in the tea industry and the last thing they desire is any trouble which 
would affect the dividends. Possibly they would not mind creating trouble in British 
owned gardens but would be afraid of it spreading to Indian gardens. '' 

The extract from the Proceedings of the special meeting of the Executive 
Committee of the Indian Tea Planters Association held on August 2, 1947 mentions, "the 
meeting considered the letter dated the 25th July from the Jalpaiguri District Congress 
Committee wherein the Congress informed the Association of its desire to organize Trade 
Unions amongst Tea Garden Labourers. The Congress in its letter made it clear that as 
designing parties were exploiting the labourers for purposes other than for real benefit of 
the labourers, it intended to establish trade union which would be run on proper trade 
union lines. The meeting also considered the report of an informal discussion held on the 

· 25th July 1947 between the representatives of the D.P.A., the Congress and the 
Association on the subject... " and decided that the, "Association should advise member 
bodies to give every possible help and assistance to the Congress". The D.P.A. also took 
decision to encourage the congress to form unions, "the Congress members with cards of 
identification will be given permission to hold meeting in gardens with a view to form 
unions". According to the D.P.A. Report of 1948 it was found that, "about thirty 
Congress sponsored unions had been started'. Thus the unity of the labour movement in 
the tea regions was hampered. The initial splits lead to more splits like AITUC, INTUC, 
CITU, UTUC resulting in multiplicity of unions. 

In a broad sense the aim of the trade union movement was to unify the workers 
for collective bargaining and also to help the workers in developing their own leadership 
so that they could function without the help of outsiders. Thus though different garden 
unions were formed, many of these became controlled by self seeking local agitators, and 
the perennial quarrels between Congress, Socialist, and the Communist leaders and the 
factions existing within each group maligned their character. The result was that it was 
not until 1955, after a period of general unrest and violence the Indian Tea Association 
gave recognition to the Dooars union. 
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Historical Genesis of Bind Community in West Bengal 

Bholanath Mandol 

To compose the history of a country, we need to write the history of its races. If 

the history of the Bengalis is not told, the history of Bengal is not properly spoken. 
Moreover, to understand the History of the Bengali properly, It is necessary to trace the 

historical account of other races with whom the Bengali people live together, share equal 
feelings, maintain cultural relation, and religious rituals since the early period. The 
communities those are barbaric and inferior to us now, might dominate us in past, and 

they were more civilized as past history of Bengal is concerned. The historical account of 
Bengal proved that the Bengalis adapted social customs, food, and religious rituals of 
other races since time immemorial. The proper history of the Bengali nation is not be 

revealed if the history of all communities and races with whom we came to contact since 
early age are properly written. 1 

There is no doubt about that the mixed-caste groups gradually formed the Bengali 
nation. The history of some communities is still obscured or unknown to us. The Bind 

community is one of such communities whose history is almost unknown to us. Some of 
the groups have their different language, ritual, customs, and food habits. They maintain 
their distinct identity in spite of adapting other manners. According to Risley, the early 
settlement of Bind community was on the foothill of mountain Bindhya of central India.2 

According to oral tradition, the Bind community originated from the foothill of 
mountain Bindya. Once upon a time, a man moved around the foothill; he suddenly heard 
a curious sound from the water. Then the man cut a piece of bamboo and threw towards it 
like an arrow. Suddenly, he noticed the appearance ofa piece of flesh from which the first 
man of Bind community came to the earth. According to the myth, in this way, the first 

man of Bind community came to the earth; Risley also mentioned this oral tradition.
3 

There is a popular belief among the people of Bind community that in the ancient 
past a Ksatriya king called Kirtabirya Arjun or Sahasrabahu Arjun of Haihay dynasty 
misruled the earth. The subject became helpless of his anarchy. He was a powerful king 
and great warrior. One day, the king went out for hunting with his army. In spite of 
spending three days in the forest, he hardly got any animal to hunt. The tired, hungry, and 
thirsty king took shelter to a sage's Ashrama when he was returning to his capital. The 
sage pleased the king with his hospitality within very short time. When the curious king 

asked the sage how he managed everything so early, the sage told the story of the 
mysterious cow named Suravi. The king then tried to forcefully take the mysterious cow. 
A clash broke out between the king and the sage. The king destroyed all the trees of the 
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ashrama and dishonoured the sage. Then Parashuram, the son of the sage, Jamadeagni 
and Renuka became angry and killed the king. Later, the sons of the king found the sage 
along at his ashrama and killed him. Parashuram was shocked and angry, and he 
committed to free the earth from Kshatriyas. He eliminated Ksatriyas for 21 times.4 

According to the traditional myth, some coward Ksatriyas took shelter of a den in the 
Bindya hill :to avoid their -elimination. _In co.urse of time, these p,eople came out and began 
to settle in Deccan, Chqtanagpur plate, and' Bengal. The term Bind came from mountain 
Vindhya. , ' . 

Another folk tradition reveals that once lord Vishnu was sweating when he was 
working hard. Gradually, drops of his sweat fell down from_ his forehead to nose. As a 
result, lord Vishnu cleaned his sweat, and the drops of sweat fell into the land and formed 
the Bind community. According to this myth, the other mixed caste groups were created 

by lord Brahma while the bind community was created by lord Bishnu. According to the 
myth, the term 'Bind' came from 'Bindu', which meant drop of sweat.5 The word 'Bind' 
means waving or making. They used to make goods, like fishing net, baskets, etc. 
Perhaps, thus the term ' Bind' came into the terminology. 

The early settlement of Bind community was Bindhya Mountain from where the 
word Bind came.6 The field work suggests that the most of the people of this community 
believe that they belong to warrior Ksatriya caste. They often concealed their caste 
identity since ancient past. They concealed their caste identity in order to save the 
elimination from lord Parasuram. In course of time, they settled in the different areas of 
the country for food and shelter. 

The people of another community live in West Bengal : share similar social 

tradition, religious activities another cultural value like the bind community. The 
community called Nuniya believes that they originated from the s~me God like the Bind. 
According to historian Santash Rana, Kumar Rana, and Susmita Som, the Bind and 
Nuniya belong to same community.7•

8 Another story suggests that the Bind and Nuniya 
originated from identical mythological God.9 Presently, the Nuniya group came from 
same community. Once a man dug a grave for a Muslim. king. This man was expelled and 
isolated from the bind community. His successors gradually form a new community 
called Nuniya. On the other hand, some of them believed that Bind was a sub community 
of larger Nuniya community. It is difficult to determine which community was created 
earlier. It is assumed that Bind is one of the backward sub-castes of West Bengal. Their 
forefather might come from any of the tribal groups.10 

Bind usually lived in the districts of Sahanabad, mujaffarpur, bhakalpur of Behar 
and Maladha in West Bengal. Two sub-groups of bind community are found in Behar. 
They are Ghariyad Bind and Ganabind. 11 In Bengal, the Bind community mostly adapted 
Chowdhury title. They came from Gangetic plain of northern India. They were mostly 
traders in profession. They used to come in Bengal to sell different goods like Dal and 
wheat. They settled in central and eastern Bengal on the banks of big rivers like Padma. 
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They build small huts to live. In Dacca, the Bind community are divided in to 3 sub 
groups. They were Ketak Bind, Nun Bind and Bind. They usually work as palanquin 
carriers, salt maker and mud diggers.12 Some of those of the same community used to 
take pork . and wine were called adrishi. The above mentioned community made 
matrimonial relation with the bind and settled on the bank of river Padma learnt 
agriculture caged and killed picks.13 

Anthropologically, the Bind community belongs to non-aryan community.14 They 
belong to marginalised Hindu group. They live in different areas of India. According to 
Bukanan the Bind community primarily lived in Ayothya. They are now settled in North 
Western province, Gangetic plain and Oudh. 15 

The following tables show the census of bind community from 1872 to 2001 in West 
Bengal. 

CastesNear 1872 1881 1891 1901 1911 1921 
Total SC 10679168 11157448 10973975 12323909 12759100 12354763 
Total Bind 8234 9898 11816 14199 18911 10437 

CastesNear 1921 1931 1941 1951 1961 
Total SC 12354763 13411957 15675021 19462706 5161512 
Total Bind 10437 16591 12895 18881 22924 

CastesNear 1971 1981 1991 2001 
Total SC 8816028 12000768 16080611 18452555 
Total Bind 20779 34029 45067 51828 

Source: 1872 and 1881 Census, Risley, H. H. (1891); The Tribes and Castes of Bengal (Vol. I), 
reprint ed. (Calcutta, Firma KLM Pvt. Ltd. 1981). P- 134; Census of India 1891-1951; 1961-1981 
Census; Amolkurnar Das and Rmendmath Saha, West Bengal Scheduled Castes and Scheduled 
Tribes: Fasts and Information, Special Series No. 32, Bulletin of the Cultural Research Institute, 
Govt. of West Bengal; 1991, 2001 Census, Census of India Compact Disc, SC, ST Individual 
Community wise. 

People who pursue fishing or related occupations can be grouped into different 
social categories. Hindu fishermen are formed into separate and distinct castes. One 
researcher classified the Hindu fishermen in different parts of Eastern Bengal and Assam 
into 23 separate castes. These are the Kaibartas, Kewat, Krita, Tiwar or Rajbangshi, Das 
shikari, Malo or Jhalo, Namasudras or Chandals, Berua, Jiani, Kara/, Pod, Bind or 

Bindu, Bagdi, Patni, Nadia/, Mali, Hari, Gonrhi, Banpar, Gangot, Surari, Surahiya, and 
Loait. 16 

In a recently published book, Rupkumar Barman categorizes the fishing 
communities in colonial Bengal post colonial West Bengal. 17 
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Caste Caste-based Occupation(s) 
Bagdi agricultural works, fishing, palanquin bearing, 

making fishing implements and other menial jobs. 
Bind fishing, earthen works 
Doai fishing and making mats 
Gangrar fishing 
Ohashi fishing, agricultural works 
Gonrhi 

.. 
fishini, selling fish and agricultural works 

Jeli'a kaibartya •; fishin~ selling fish and making fishing implements 
Jhalo Malo, Malo fishing, selling fish and makin'g fishing imp1ements 
Keat fishing, selling fish and boating 
Tiyor fishing, selling fish and boating 
Other Castes 
Rajbanshi, Mal, Malla, fishing was their subsidiary occupation 
Namasudra, Patni, Poundra etc 
Others Communities (Muslim) fishing and fish selling 
Mahaldar, Nikari and Bazari. 

The finding evidences show: Bannan, Rup Kumar, Fisheries and Fishermen: A Socio-economic 
History of Fisheries and Fishermen of colonial Bengal and Post-Colonial West Bengal, Abhijeet 
Publications, Delhi-110094, 2008, Page-14, 15. 

The ga?ette.ers of Maida district noted "The Binds are another caste who .are 
found in the west· of the district. ......... They are a non-Aryan caste, origination from 
Bihar"18 The early settlement of :t3ind community was in Behar. Not only Bind 
community, Nagar and Chai communities of the district of Maldah also · came from 
Chotanagpur and settled for here for long time. 19 · 

The Bind community mostly lived in Beneras. They migr~ted to eastern Bengal 
in- 1770, because of starvation and began to live in the districts o( Nadia, Pabna and 

· Dacca.20 Large number of people of Bind community entered the district of Maldah ,from 
Rajsh::thi, pabbna, Faridpur, Maymanshing, barishal and various places of behar.21 

The Bind community of West Bengal are divided in to four sub-groups such as 
Jeth Bind, khar Bind, Sirwal Bind. and Nun Bind.22•23 The Bind community of the district 
Maldah has seven sub-groups. They are Jetdit Bind, Bhatia Bind, Nun Bind, Ahuir Bind, 
Goyal bind, Matti (Molla) Bind, Kayat Bir:id.24 

According to Dr. Suniti Kumar Chaterjee, the Astric Dialect and Kol Dialect are 
oldest dilects found in India. The Kol dialect was prevalent before the advent of Dravira, 
Aryans, Mangolians, Chinese and Tibetans. This ancient dialect influenced not only new 
Aryan language, bul also influenced modern Bangla. Many words of this ancient diaiect 
directly · enter in modem Bengali. · The branches of Astric language group in India as 
follow. 25 · 
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The branches of Ast ric language group of India 

Kol-Munda 

Pashcma/Praticcha Purbi/Praccha 
Kurko/Korku Saotali 

Kharia 
Juyang 
Shabar/ Shora etc. 

Mundari 
Ho 
Bhumija etc. 

Khasi-Nikobari 

I I 
Khasi Nikobari 

Mon-Khemer 

I I 
Mon Khemer 

(Pegu) (Kombodia) 

It is already mentioned that the Bind and other communities like Nagar, Dhanuk 
and Chai migrated from chotanagpur hundred years ago. They migrated here then capital 
of Bengal was established in Gaur. They were bilingual. They could speak in Bengali and 
their own dialect called Khota the Khota consists of Bangla, Hindi, Maithili, Maghahi and 

other languages and sub-languages.26 

The mother tongue of Bind community is Pashima language which belongs Indo
European language group.27 It is found that the people of this community speak both 
Pashima and Khotta dialects. It is also important to mention that Khotta dialect was 
inharitated from Aryan and non Aryan dialects specially kol dialect. Above evidences 
show that the community may has tribal origin in perspective of their spoken language. 

The above findings clearly indicate that the Bind community may inharitate from 
Astric language groups in terms of their language though they adapted Paschima 
language and other lndo-European languages. Like Sanskrit and Bangla in course of time. 
The evidences also suggest their origin may be found in Proto-Australian group in terms 
of anthropological perspective. It is clearly showed the Bind community follow the mixed 
culture of tribal and non-tribal Aryan people. So they gradually adapted main modem 
Hindu culture without leaving their tribal culture and language which they follow for 

centuries. 
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During the First World War, the Allies proclaimed that the War was to defend 
democracy and that after the War all their colonies and peoples would get back their right 
to self-determination. This proclamation of the Allies gave a renewed fillip to nationalism 
in the colonies. But after the War the Allies particularly the English showed no 

indications of putting an end to colonialism; on the contrary they became intent on 
curbing the newly awakened nationalism. The British government now adopted the policy 
of applying a strong dose of repressive legislation. One such virulent application was the 
enactment of the Rowlatt Act - the so-called no court, no jury and no appeal act by virtue 

of which all persons suspected of anti-government activities were subject to arbitrary 
arrest without trial. In Gandhiji's words the Rawlatt Act was an open challenge to all the 
Indians. 

After the Rowlatt Bills were passed in spite of all-India intense opposition 
Gandhiji decided to oppose it with an all-India hartal. The hartal was called for April 6, 
1919. In consequence of this hart al there occurred on April 13, 1919 the Jallianwalla 
Bagh massacre, an unimaginable firing on an unwarned and unarmed crowd who after 

their Baisakhi celebrations assembled in the Bagh to attend a public meeting. The net 
result of the firing was that several hundreds were dead and several thousand were 

wounded. This was not all. The devilish massacre was followed by humiliating orders. 
Besides there were flogging in public, confinement of the arrested in cages, and hand
cuffing of Hindus and Muslims in pairs demonstrating secular unity and so on. In 
addition to all these the government proclaimed martial law to restrict the free movement 
of the people and their free exchange ot opinions. This was how Amritsar became a hell; 
and a great fear now overpowered all Punjab. This reign of terror stunned all India. But to 
the British Government these were merely the off-shoots of a 'preventive murder'. The 

Hunter Committee appointed by the Government to enquire into the Punjab disturbances 
was merely an eye wash as this was done only with a view to suppressing the eruptive 
outbursts of the nationalists. Now the Congress and its top ranking leaders were to think 
what was to be done. It is striking that this what was to be done, did not convey a passive 
mood as to all the nation it was an active affair. Particularly this time the humiliations and 
indignities of the nation became unbearable and intolerable. At this crucial stage Gandhiji 
was to lead the nation and the movement. It was at this situation the grave Khilafat 
question and the mental anxiety of the Muslims born out of the belying of the war time 
promises of the Allies became very much tense. Now Gandhiji's attention was slowly 

drawn to the Khilafat agitation. 
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During the War the Allies, particularly Britain, to purchase the loyalty of the 
Muslims offered assurances of generous treatment towards Turkey. But during the close 
of the War when Turkey was. totally devastated the Allies decided to dismember the 
Ottoman Empire in the face of Lloyd George's War time promises; and accordingly the 
Greek and Italian army landed in Turkey which foreshadowed the destruction of the 
Empire and the Caliphate and also the irreligious disgrace of the Caliph, the spiritual 
supreme of the Muslim world. Now the Muslims felt sure t~at the poor dishonoured 
position of the Caliph would surely affect their position under imperialist domination. 

I 

This anxiety of the Muslims resulted in the birth of the Khilafat Movement in India. 
• I : • 

The Khilafat agitat_ion drew the sensitive attention of Gandhiji. He felt sure that 
the Khilafat demand to restore the Sultan-Caliph to his former position was a just demand 
and that he was unjustly deprived of his legitimate political and religious authority over 
his dominions. Gandhiji decided to help the Khilafat agitation. In this respect his primary 
aim was to unite the Hindus and the Muslims, and thereby to make the Indians one single 
nation bent on putting joint pressure on the government in order to make it realize the 
justness of their demands and objectives. 

In November 1919 Gandhiji as President of the All India Khilafat Committee 
suggested that if the Government would do no justice towards Turkey the Khilafat 
Committee would resort to boycott and non-co-operation against the ruling power. Early 
in 1920 deputations of the AIKC were sent to the Viceroy and to the Prime Minister with 

.the demands for restoring the former position of the Caliph-Sultan along with his forme~ 
dominions. To the Khilafat leaders and to Gandhiji also the curt and point blank reply of 
the · Prime Minister was that Turkey would get the same treatment as would get the 
defeated Christian powers. On May 15 the humiliating peace terms of the Treaty of 
Sevres were known. Being sorely aggrieved Gandhiji on May 17 urged upon the Muslims 
to adopt ' non-co-operation' as the only effective remedy for the rude and inconsiderate 
attitude of the British Government towards Turkey and the Muslim world. On May 28 the 
Central Khilafat Committee following Gandhiji ' s advice adopted 'Non-co-ol?eration' as 
the only practical line of action. At this stage Gandhiji decided to start the Non-co
operation movement on the Khilafat ·issue. It was thus the Non-Cooperati~n Movement 
started on August 1920. 

The non-cooperation phase of the national movement in Contai was very much 
striking for its varied contour and varying configuration. During the short period from 
August I, 1919 to February 12, 1920 Contai along with all Midnapore was agitated and 
constrained by the imperial designs and by the Gandhi-led 'asahayoga satyagraha'. As a 
result the all India Non-Cooperation Movement was provided from the very beginning 
with a solid supporting background. 

The administration of Bengal had been considering since 1904 that the 
Midnapore district was unmanageable for one district magistrate. That is why on the basis 
of the recommendations of the District Administrative Committee the Bengal government 
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decided to make a partition of Midnapore1
• The partition plan was made public on 

January 26, 1915. Since then protests arose and agitations were formed in various circles. 

Land owners and lawyers raised a hue and cry as the partition of the district would 
underm ine their economic interests2

. The nationalists including a section of the prominent 

Congressmen read in the partition scheme the sinister imperial design for crushing the 
political activities of the Midnapore people and for weakening their participation in the 
national movement. This time the local weeklies like Nihar and Medini Bandhab warned 
the people about the evil design of the partition plan and asked them to protest unitedly 
against ' the terrible scheme of partition'. Otherwise ' the satanic government' would 
destroy them3

. 

On August 1, 1920 the Non-Cooperation Movement started. All the nation was 
now filled with a new enthusiasm. On seeing the growth and force and vehemence of the 
Movement in the district of Midnapore the government made it known through an 

announcement that for administrative convenience and also for financial considerations 
the partition scheme of Midnapore would remain suspended4. This announcement of the 

government was a victory for Midnapore. Now the nationalists of Midnapore felt sure 
that their moderate techniques of warfare would surely help them attain their desired end 
swaraj if the non-cooperation methods were sincerely followed. 

The introduction of the Union Boards in the district of Midnapore pushed Contai 

towards a new movement. Along with the Gandhi-led Non-Cooperation Movement which 
was running on in full swim there started in Contai the Sasmol-led Anti-Union Board 

Agitation which had no connection with the all India national movement. 

By the middle of 1920 on the basis of the Bengal Government Actl 919 and on 
the recommendations of the District Board of Midnapore and also of the local Boards of 
Contai and Ramnagar thanas of the Contai sub-division Union Boards were introduced in 
the said two thanas for the general well-being of the village people. The government 
expected that the Union Boards would contribute to rural development and they would 
undertake public utility services. They would promote health of the rural masses. The) 

would build and maintain roads, bridges and waterways. They would take care of primary 
education and free health services plus the general comfort and convenience of the rural 
masses. The official propaganda for all these and many other beneficial works the 
government drive towards the establishment of the Union Boards was welcomed by the 
people and the local weeklies. But very soon it was clear that the government did not 
sanction money for the Boards to discharge the public utility services. So the Boards were 
to raise their resources locally by the imposition of extra taxes. As a result people were 
agitated and their agitations led to the formation of a local movement. 

It was at this time Birendranath Sasmol on realizing the Anti-Union Board 
sentiment of the people, organized powerful agitations through general meetings and the 
local weeklies against the introduction of the Union Boards. In the meetings Sasmol held 

out before the public that the taxes likely to be imposed under the Act might be seven 
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times higher than the prevailing Chowkidari rate. In the meetings people told in one voice 
that they would not pay the Union Board taxes, and they were ready to face any sort of 
punishment that the government would inflict on them for not paying the newly imposed 

union rates5
. 

In this situation th~ government officers applied armed pressure on the tax-payers 
who refused to pay new upion rates. The officers started attaching the movable articles of 
the ~ax-payers in Septemper 1921. The attaching operations went on unabated for about 
three months. During the operations the tax-payers submitted to attachment their articles 
without any violence as this was the dictate of their leader Sasmpl. The operations met a 
ludicrou.s end as the cart men and labourers were in the beginning unwilling to carry the 
articles to places of auction. Besides it was an irony that there was nobody to bid the 
attached articles. After a thorough study of this tense situation the District Magistrate 
reported to the Bengal Government that it would not be wise to continue Union Boards in 
the district; and it was also the report that to delay any longer in respect of the withdrawal 
of the Union Boards would be to throw Midnapore in the arms of the non-co-operators 

altogether. In view of these considerations and reports the Union Boards were dissolved 
in the district of Midnapore.6 

The Contai Union Board Boycott Movement was a grand success. Truly it was a 
great victory for Contai and so also for Midnapore. The boycott movement though 
passive by nature, was a direct challenge to the British administrative authority, and made 
the authority surrender to the peaceful non-violent boycott movement of Contai. The 

movement had a great bearing on the subsequent history of Contai. the movement 
brought new actors on the political scene, and it expanded the constituency of national 
politics. lt is striking to note that the women of Contai gladly and willingly submitted 
their articles to attachment, and they became much gladder when the attachment 
operations were stopped by government notices, and they got back their attached .goods. 
This is how the women of Contai learned the first lessons of being the /avan-heroines of 
the 1930 movement. It was for thes1:. , ~asons the Anti-Union Board Agitation remains 
unparalleled in the history of the contemporary mass movements of Bengal. 

The Jallianwala Bagh massacre, the Punjab tragedy, the proclamation of the 
Martial Law in Punjab and its consequent bestial indignities and inhuman humiliations 
led discontented India towards the st?ge_ of a volcano before eruption. In addition to all 
these there were the Khilafat wrongs which unbearably hurt the Indian Muslims. The 

dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire and the dishonour of the Sultan-Caliph, the 
spiritual supreme of the Muslim world, deeply aggrieved the Muslims. In this situation 
the age-old maxim 'Reject the ruler who misrules' seemed to them the only pointer to 
their future course of action. Under the circumstances Gandhiji by making an ingenious 
blending of the Moderate and Extremist ideologies drew the attention of the Congress to 
the justness of the Khilafat issue. He also suggested that to vindicate national honour and 
to prevent reptition of similar wrongs it was an utmost necessity to attain Swaraj. This 
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time Gandhiji clearly asserted that this Swaraj would be attained within the Empire by 
means of asahayoga i. e. by no co-operation with the demonic ruler i. e. to the colonial 
government. It was in this context on August, 1920 Gandhiji started the non-co-operation 
Satyagraha on the Khilafat issue. This time he assured that if the people would implement 
the non-co-operation programme wholeheartedly and sincerely Swaraj would be ushered 
in within a year. 

Swaraj within a year - this assurance of Gandhiji made India a new land with 

new nationalists and new common people. The assurance awakened India out of years of 
slumber beset with indignation and despondence and dependence. Now it was the 

question how Swaraj would be attained. By this time it was clear that Swaraj could not be 
attained by constitutional and 1 egal means but by peaceful and legitimate means as 
Gandhiji suggested i.e. by the implementation of the Non-Co-operation Programme. And 
this NCP had two aspects: one, positive and the other negative. The important items of 

the positive aspects were constructive works concerned with the promotion of Swadeshi 
like the revival of hand-spinning and weaving, removal of untouchability, prohibition of 

liquor and propagation of national education. And the 'exiting items' of the negative 
aspect were the boycott of legislatures, law-courts and government and semi-government 
educational institutions. 

According to the directives of the AICC, some significant changes were 
introduced in the organizational structure of the Contai Congress. The Congress knew it 
for certain that to conduct the Movement a compact organization was necessary. The 
organizat ion would work round the year and would reach down to villages by the 
formation of village committees. Over the village committees there would have union 
committees, circle committees, sub-divisional committees, and district committees and so 
on in an ascending order. This constitutional change made the Congress a far more 

representative body. Now the Congress was in no way a distant affair. Its membership 
was open to all who were eighteen or above, who had adherence to the Congress 
principles and who paid four annas a: m~mbership subscription per annum7

. As a result 
the members of the Congress rose by leaps and bounds. The Congress was now 
fundamentally changed in respect of outlook and policy. A wave of emotional sensation 
swept over the country. A Congressite was now not merely a member of the Congress but 

one committed for any sacrifice in respect of fulfilling the non-co-operation programme. 

It was in this changed all-India perspective of the national politics Contai 

participated in the Non-Co-operation Movement with high hopes for attaining Swaraj. 
The Contai Congress adopted wholeheartedly the Non-Co-operation Programme as an all 
India phenomenon. From the beginning Contai put much stress on both the constructive 
and boycott aspects of the Movement viz. boycott of law courts, boycott of government 
aided institutions and boycott of British goods particularly Lancashire cloths. 

It was at this time Birendranath Sasmol, an eminent Bar-at Law of the Calcutta 
High Court renounced his lucrative income in response to the implementation of the Non-
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Co-operation Programme, and dedicated himself to the service of the nation. Sasmol's 
example was readily followed by lawyers. In Contai Bipin Bihari Adhikari, a pleader, 
Surendranath Das, a mukhtear, and Udaynarayan Manda) a mohorar (a pleader's clerk), 
all of the Sub-divisional Court, relinquished their practices8

• This was not all. Many 
others of the Contai court followed suit. It was at this situation the Contai Congress set 
arbitration boards/courts."a.nd village panchayets for settling private disputes. This time 
the Congress volunteers dissuaded the litigants from going to law· courts and asked them 
to get their disputes settled in arbitration courts and inpanchayets.9 

Sasmol with some teachers and eminent nationalists undertook a wide tour in the 
district during which he addressed hundreds of meetings explaining the .. aims and 
objectives of the NCP. In his addresses Sasmol stressed mainly on· two particular items of 
the Programme viz. reconstruction of villages and nationalization of education 1°. They 
also appealed to the people to work sincerely for the removal of untouchability and unjust 
caste-distinctions and also for temperance and Hindu- Muslim amity.11 

The appeals of Sasmol in respect of the revival of cottage industries particularly 
hand-spinning and weaving khadi industry greatly impressed the people of Contai. 12The 
non-co-operator nationalists over and again made it clear to them khadi would help them 
attain economic self-sufficiency and it would thus remove their poverty, and build a 
sound village life)n a few months after the adoption of the NCP khadi was introduced in 
the national schools as an extra-curricular subject. The wearing of khadi became a 
condition of Congress membership. In the upper levels of the society men and women in 
khadi costumes were paid high respect. Besides the character of khadi was now greatly 
changed.Khadi n'ow assumed the character of a religious rite. It ·. was seen in every 
C_ongress meeting the spinning-rite (Sutrayanga) was observed.with solemn grandeur for 
at least ~ve minutes. Khadi became a very popular feature in Beng~l life. For the spread 
of the khadi industry the Contai Congress distributed cha.rkhas to needy persons and 
encouraged cotton growing variously. In all the thanas of Contai khadi centres were set 
up. In villages non-co-operator volur1.r. -rs spoke high of the usefulness of the charkha. 
This time Bengali poets like Nazrul Islam and Satyendranath Dutt extolling the merits of 
the charkha wrote: the charkha is the symbol oflndia's desire for self-government i.e. for 
'swaraj'. According to Nazrul, in the mild rattling of the charkhas is sung the arrival of 
the chariot of swaraj. In Dutt's words the charkha is all wealth, all livelihood, and in the 
charkhas of Bengal there is the dazzling flash of gold. In a similar spirit it is sung 
probably by an old woman that the charkha is her dear husband and her son and also her 
grand-son, and it is the benignity of the charkha that has made her so affluent as to keep 
an elephant tied at her door.13 

One exciting item of the Non-Co-operation Movement was the boycott of 
Government aided educational institutions and the establishment of national institutions 
where students after leaving the Government schools might continue their education. In 
response to the call of the Congress students left schools and teachers resigned their 
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services. Practically a wave of nationalization of education began to sweep all over the 
country. This time B. N. Sasmol and some eminent persons of the locality, were dead 
against the prevalent system of the western education. They took the lead in respect of 
introducing a national system of education that would promote the moral and spiritual 
well-being of the students and the welfare of the people of India. In a meeting held on 
February 4, 1921 at Saraswatitala of Contai Sasmol declared that his palatial building at 
Contai would henceforth be used for all the purposes and services relating to the 
nationalization of education. The meeting made a great impact over Contai. Now national 
schools from ten-class high schools to upper and even lower primary schools sprang up 
readily at different places14

• In this connection mention may be made of two national 
schools of importance, one at Kalagachia P.S. Khejuri (March 1, 1921) set up under the 
initiative of Jagadish Chandra Maity and the other at Contai town on March 7, 1921 . In 
the syllabi of the school there were provisions for three types education viz. academic, 
technical and agricultureal education. 

The boycott of law courts created a sort of dead lock in respect of settling civil 
and criminal disputes. That is why private arbitration courts/ boards were set up for the 
settlement of private disputes. Respected and influential local persons were appointed 
arbiters to settle the disputes. After one or two hearings of the appellants and defendants 
the cases were in most cases satisfactorily solved. Iswarchandra Mal, Srinath Chandra 
Jana, Taraknath Pal, Girish Chandra Rana of the Contai arbitration boards made a good 
name for their satisfactory solution of land disputes 15

. As a result Contai arbitration courts 
became very popular in the subdivision. So in Contai it was highly felt that arbitration 
courts were a great contribution of the Non-Co-operation Movement. 

During the movement the Contai Congress took some attempts to uplift the status 
of women in society, particularly in the upper class Hindu society. It was that for some 
social evils like illiteracy, early marriage and polygamy they were reduced to second 
class citizens, and there was developed a sense of inferiority in them. So they were 
mostly indifferent to the national movunent and their participation to the movement was 
negligible16

• The Contai Congress with a view to raising their status in families and their 
place in the society took attempts to provide them with education and means of 
livelihood, and to make them aware of performing their duties towards fulfilling the 
programme of village reconstruction17

• As a result the Contai women were found 
gradually preparing themselves for the coming waves of the national movement. There is 
no denying :.1 the fact that the Contai Congress thus paved the way for making the 
heroines of the Lavan Satyagraha. 

Caste-distinctions and untouchability - these two social evils are quite contrary to 
the basic, elemental, moral and religious principles of a society and positively harmful to 
the spiritual and moral growth of the nation. On thinking of this elemental truth and 
bearing in mind the dictates of Gadhiji preached in respect of the Harijans the Contai 
Congress from the very beginning of the movement started campaigning against these 
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two social evils. In religious assemblages there were very often told Rarnchandra's love 
for Guhak Chandal, Bhima's loye for the aborigines and Chaitanyadeva's love for all men 
irrespective of their caste and creed and of their touchability and untouchability. Besides, 
they distributed free of cost Digindranarayan Bhattacharya' s works on anti-caste
distinction and anti-untouchability viz. 'Jatibheda', 'Sudrer Puja and Vedadhikar', 
'Asprsyatabarjan' and 'Sri Gauranga'. This time Contai Congress arranged some inter
caste marriages and introduced inter-dining. Now temple-entry and use of reserved tanks 
meant only for religious uses of the upper castes were allowed to all. As a result the two 
great social evils were abated18

• 

During the First World War the drinking of wine and the taking of hemp, opium 
and many other articles of addiction became a ruinous habit to the people of C~ntai. The 
number of drug-addicts was gradually increasing. That was why the Contai Congress 
took various measures to put a stop to this practice. Picketing started at liquor shops. 
Some shops were forced to shut down. Drug-addicts were prevented from entering into 
shops meant for selling intoxicating drugs. It is a pity that these attempts of the Congress 
and also of the picketers had little effed9

• 

The Non-Co-operation Movement was withdrawn on February 12, 1922. All 
India was disillusioned, and dismayed on thinking of what worse would happen. But 
Contai did not lose heart on the basis of her experiences. She felt that only the first battle 
was lost and the war of independence would continue. It was because since the fifteenth 
century she had been dashed and ravaged times again by Muslim invasions, Maratha 
inroads and Bargi i'ncursions. She withstood all those attacks. So after this historic 
'retreat' Contai' stood again with new hopes for a new bright future. Particularly like the 
fabulous phoenix that bums itself out of its own accord and creates its new form out of its 
ashes, Contai with new hope and new faith on the foundatipns of its newly constructed 
form and newly awakened national consciousness born out of the revolutionized millions 

. of fighters of freedom d~voutly dedicated herself to attain Swaraj which was deemed as 
the sovereign remedy for all their iii,. The strength, solidarity and coherence of their 
dedication to the service of the nation was historic,,arid this was repeatedly proved during 
the movements of 1930-32, and 1942. It was from the Non-Co-operation Movement they 
learned the lessons of conquering the fear for the Raj and of marching ahead towards the 
path of attaining Swaraj. It may therefore be unhesitatingly opined that the Non-co
operation Movement revolutionized the people of Contai and also of India with the hope 
of bright Swaraj-days. The three Parallel Governments formed by the Contai people at 
Patashpur (October, 1942 - December, 1942), Khejuri (October, 1942 - December, 1942), 
and Contai (July, 1943 - December, 1943) were ample proofs of their revolutionary zeal 
and conviction. Truly speaking, this was the great contribution of the on-Co-operation 
Movement to the people of Contai. 
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Non - Bengali Entrepreneurship and Tea plantation industry: A Case Study of 
Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri Districts in Post-Independence period 

Supam Biswas 

Tea plantation industry in India was originally initiated and developed by British 

enterprises. It was started on a commercial scale in India after the British monopoly of 

trade in tea with China was abolished in 1833 and wild tea plants, indigenous to Assam, 
were found in the early part of the nineteenth century1

• The initial capital to establish the 

tea industry was raised in the United Kingdom and the typical unit of this industry took 
the form of public limited sterling company. These companies employed agents or 

secretaries in Calcutta to implement the policies and programmers formulated by the 

board of directors in London. The tea industry which was thus mainly foreign dominated, 

particularly in ownership and management, gradually progressed with the passage of 

time2
• Beside the white tea planters, the Indian tea planters especially the Bengali 

pleaders of Jalpaiguri district played a pivot role to introduce the tea plantation industry 
in North Bengal3• Apart from the Bengali lawyers of Jalpaiguri district4, there were also 

other Bengali people belonged to various profession like Zaminders, Jotedars, wood 
merchants, tea garden employees, labour suppliers of numerous tea estates5 who also 

played a major role by intr(?ducing tea estates singlehandedly in Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling 
district respectively6. Till i 947, the control and ownership of tea estates in North Bengal 

established both by the Europeans and 'Bengalis were under their subservience. Though 
the ownership of a few tea estates controlled by the white tea planters in Darjeeling hill 

were transferred to the non Bengalis (among them the Marwaris ranked first) during the 

World economic depression of I 930's but no serious chan·ges took place in ownership of 

various tea estates controlled both by the Europeans and Bengali entrepreneurs in the 
Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling district until 1947. Since independence we find a dramatic 

change in the history of the tea plantation industry of North Bengal. Most of the tea 
estates run both by the Europeans and Bengalis were began to sell to the non - Bengalis. 
At present near about 95 per cent tea estates are now being owned and controlled by the 
non - Bengalis7'. Hence an attempt has been made to make a paper on the emergence of 

non - Bengali entrepreneurship of the tea plantation industry in North Bengal. 

An analysis of the rupee companies listed in Investor's India Year Book 1911 

revealed that the seven European managing agency houses like Andrew, Yule and 
Company, Bird and Company, Dunlop and Company, Shaw, Wallace and Company, 
Williamson, Magor and Company, Duncan Brothers and Octavius Steel and Company 
controlled 55% of jute companies, 61 % of the tea companies and 46% of the coal 
companies. However, in case of jute Andrew Yule and Company, Bird and Company 
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alone controlled fourteen out of twenty-nine rupee companies, and their control increased 
by the decade 1910-20. 

The inclusion of sterling tea companies would seem to make a material difference 
to our measurement of the degree of concentration. According to an estimate made by 
G.D. Hope, chief scientific officer, Indian Tea Association, out of a total nominal capital 
of 4.3 million of joint stock companies registered in India only scrutiny of the list of 
sterling tea companies registered by 1914, and operating in India, published by the 
Mincing Lane Tea and Rubber Shares Brokers' Association limited and the Indian Tea 
Share Exchange Limited, reveals that out of 124 companies so listed, 42 were controlled 
by George Williamson and Company, Octavious Steel and Company, Walter Duncan and 
company and R.G. Shaw and Company, which were the London correspondents of four 
firms appearing in our list of the top seven managing agency firms in Cakutta8

. 

One can say that when a company was registered in India, the capital had been 
predominantly raised from Europeans (and a small group of Indians) who were living in 
India or who had lived in India in the recent past and had close connections with India. 
However, it is not true that when a company was registered in London, the capital came 
predominantly from the residents of Britain. This is obvious when one looks at the history 
of most of the tea companies under the control of British managing houses. The tea 
estates were organized into companies after they had already been worked, at least 
partially, for some years and an estimate of the profits that were likely to be made by the 
compames had been arrived at. Many of the sterling companies managed by the 
managing agency houses were closely held, and their shares were not quoted on the stock 
exchange9

• 

The British mercantile presence on the eve of World War I was truly staggering. 
Most of the tea plantations were managed by Britons. The larger of these were organized 
along joint - stock lines and 16 per cent of such companies had boards that were 
exclusively British. At first glance. matters seemed somewhat different in the coal 
industry: only 47 per cent of the firms were managed by non - Indians 1°. However, in the 
tea plantations, the major collieries - commanding greater capital and larger mining 
rights - were joint - stock firms and 89 per cent of these were controlled by Europeans, 
mostly British, managing agencies11

• 

1947 a much greater divide in business history than it was reality. The standard 
argument run as follows. By creating formidable barriers to the entry of 'natives', 
colonial firms maintained an oligopolistic position eastern India up to 1947. These 
barriers were created and efficiently maintained because of a milieu that allowed Anglo -
Saxon businessman to reap the benefits of their bonds of racial affinity with the rulers of 
the land. With the snapping of such bonds in 1947, the colonial firms fell from grace and 
made a hasty retreat from India. Unfortunately, this argument has factual problems. 
Although some British managing agencies packed up after 1947, many others remained. 
Even in 1960 Calcutta had Andrew Yule, Gillanders and others that were still under 
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British contr?l and the expatriate community continued to enJoy the privilege of 
sunbathing in exclusive whites - only swimming clubs, even prevent ing Indian entry into 
the hallowed premises of the Bengal club right up to the late 1960s. 

The structure of. development of tea estates particularly to its ownership and 
management pattern t~k place when the Capital Issue Control ~ct was implemented in 
1947. This provided tliat all joint - stock companies operating--in the country whether 
registered in India or abroad will have to obtain official permission for bonus issue of all 
types of securities (shares and debentures) and in certain cas·es the authorities had the 
right to refuse the permission for capital issue. The joint stock !ea companies faced with 
difficulties in declaring bonus and getting permission for capital issue. Under this 
situation, some of the tea estates owned by foreign companies transferred their ownership 
to Indian hands who were either Indian rupee companies or agency houses whether 
Indian or non - Indians. The changes in structural development of tea industry received 
further momentum when the Foreign Exchange Regulation Act, 1947 and Export Import 
Control Act, 1947 were also implemented. The foreign tea companies were restricted to 
earn foreign exchange and were compelled to take official permission to import any 
commodity. They were supposed to be guided by the rules and regulations of the act 
which specified the conditions of payments (like cash, installments or long term credit) 
under which goods could be imported and also decided the countries from where the 
commodities could be purchased by specifying the foreign exchange. The Acts, thus, 
established the ways of restricting a competition among the foreign companies, of 
securing domestic market for local producers and of utilizing the foreign exchange in the 
most rational manner. In view of the above, some of the foreign compan ies faced 
difficulties in expanding tea cultivation and thereby production and desired to sell their 
tea estates tri the Indian _nationals. The Indians subsequently converted them into different 
types of ownership vi~. public limited, private limited and property concerns. Henceforth, 
they came under the management of mainly Indian agency houses, board of directors, 
managing partners and' individuals12

• 

The tea companies were also affected by the-Minimum Wages Act, 1947 and the 
Factory Act, 1948. The Minimum Wages Act provided that wages in tea plantation 
i"ndustry were to be fixed and notified by the respective Governments from time to time. 
The Factory Act contained various provisions limiting the pe

0

rmissible hours to work of a 
factory labour. The foreign companies which mainly dominated the tea plantation 
industry thus feared the possibility of low production of tea under the i~plementation of 
these acts, and fund unprofitable to run business in India after meeting all the 
expenditure. Thus, some of the foreign tea companies were sold out to Indians. These 
Indians began to form the limited liability companies under the management of m~inly 
Indian agency houses and board of directors. However, the formation· of proprietary or 
partnership c~ncerns was not ruled out. Their managements were mainly controlled by 
individual and partner or managing partners 13• 
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The foreign tea companies thus realized that their gardens might not be profitable 
and changed their ownership and thereby management. The foreign companies were 
badly hit due to Industrial Development and Regulation Act of 1951. They were required 
to register with the corresponding government agencies and to obtain licence permitting 
them to operate. Official licenses were made compulsory if a new industrial project was 
launched. In certain cases, the authorities were given the power to refuse registration or 
declare the license invalid. Moreover, the authorities assumed the right to inspect the 
activities of all the private enterprises. In the case of unsatisfactory management ( chronic 
financial lose, instability, violation of national interest or threat of national 
unemployment), the authorities had right to take them over for a few years. The foreign 
owned tea estates which were mainly dominated the tea industry, apprehended 
nationalization and decided to change their ownership to Indian hands 14

• 

The Tea Act of 1953 restricted cultivation of tea in India and export of tea from 
India. The foreign tea companies who were mainly responsible for extending cultivation 
in India and exporting tea from India felt further handicapped on account of this act. 
Some of the tea estates under the ownership of foreign companies began to transfer 
ownership and management. 

Structural changes in the tea industry began to take place rapidly from 1956. 
During the period between 1956 and 1975 important legislations and policies like 
industrial Policy Resolution 1956; Companies Act 1956; Monopoly and Restrictive Trade 
Practices Act 1969; Second Five Year Plan 1956-1961 ; Third Five Year Plan 1962- 1967; 
Fourth Five Year Plan 1969-1974 and Foreign Exchange Regulation Act, 1973 were 
introduced. These had crucial bearing on the course of major industries. Tea being one of 
the major organized industries, the implementation of those legislation and policies led to 
far reaching changes in the structure. 

Apart from Foreign Exchange Regulation Act of 1973 which stated that foreign 
tea companies should be converted into Indian tea companies with Indian participation 
not less than 26 per cent of the equity of the company, the major activities of all those 
legislations and policies were to prevent private monopoly, managing agents and 
concentration of economic powers. As a result, the tea industry where there was a 
monopoly of foreign companies and managing agents controlling a large number of tea 
estates, area, production, buying, broking and distribution of tea had undergone 
significant changes particularly in its ownership and management pattern. The number of 
tea estates under the foreign companies 508 comprising 7 per cent of the total tea estates 
in India and it was reduced to 276 in 1975 accounting for 2 per cent of the total tea 
estates. This indicated the fact that the share of the tea estates under the foreign 
companies had diminished in both absolute and relative terms and the major portion of 
tea estates came under the ownership oflndian company and managements15

• 

This event more than any other shows how these things had changed for the older 
expatriate managing agencies. Most of them were in dire straits. Revenue from their 
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staple product like tea had disappeared. They were actually strapped for cash and working 

capital. They could not establish any cartel like control over prices output, or entry. And 
they were being buffeted not only by unprecedented global events that beyond their 
comprehension and reactive ability but also by Indians who were determined to enter 
their domain directly or via the bourse. Companies like Andrew Yule, Goodricke could 
manage to weather the storm. But other famous firms like Mcleod, Gillanders Arbuthnot, 
Duncan Borthers faced serious takeover threats in many of their concerns. 

The companies that survived the 1930s and 1940s and fought off Indian intrusion 
remained after 1947 and were reasonably prosperous until the mid 1960s when they were 

' . 
finally sold to Marwaris. The ones that packed up did not do so because the Raj had come 
to· an end. They were inefficient, cash - strapped managing agencies that had lost the 
battle in the 1930s and early 1940s in the economic, not the political arena. Deeply in 
debt, these companies were bought up by their old Banias. For examples, we can mention 
that Duncan was bought up by Keshav Prasad Goenka; MacLeod by Radha Kissen 
Kanoria. 

To clarify the scenario some examples are given below 

Longview Tea Estate 

This tea estate was incorporated on I 6th January, I 879 by James Warren and 
Company Ltd. (formerly known as Planter's Stores and Agency Co. Ltd.) who had been 
looking after the management of the company as secretary and treasurers, registered on 
31 st January, 1950. In 1970 the ownership of this tea estate was transferred to Daga and 
Co. Ltd., Jalpaiguri, a private company incorporated under Indian Companies Act 1913. 
The Daga family has also promoted other industrial enterprises including Deepak 
spinners Ltd, Deepak Industries Ltd and continental profiles Ltd16

• 

Bagdogra Tea Estate 

This tea estate was incorporated by E.F.Southern and Others. It was sold to Late 
Maithan Das Agarwala in 1956. He along with his son Sri Ajit Prasad Agarwala formed 
Terai Tea Co. Ltd. This company now possesses 8 tea estates under its management. 
However, all these estates were sold both from the British and Bengali tea companies17

• 

Lohagarh Tea Estate 

This tea estate was incorporated by Octavious Steel Company Ltd. Later its 
ownership was transferred to National Indian Traders Pvt. Ltd in I 960's. Their head 
office was at 49, Steephen House B.B.D. Bag, Kol-1 18

• On 15th April 1976, the ownership 
of this tea estate was further transferred to Maithan Das Agarwala19

• 

Atal and Singhton Tea Estate 

These two estates were incorporated by Andrew Yule and Co. Ltd. It was 
pri~arily a managing agency who made their money in trade or as labour contractor in 
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tea estates. Andrew Yule started in trade and entered the fields of coal and steamships 
before they took up the jute industry. Later they started their venture in tea industry. Their 
first venture in tea industry was the Atal Tea Estate and Singhton Tea Estate in Darjeeling 
district. Later this two estate was purchased by sri N.C.Goenka, a trader from Kurseong 
in 1947.20 

Chuniajhora T.E., Jayanti T.E., Phanskhowa T.E. 

These three estates lying in the border area of Bhutan were incorporated by 
McLeod Russel India Ltd, a group of William Magor and Compan/1

• It had its head 
office in London. Two Englishmen namely Captain J.H. Williamson and Richard Boycott 

Magor based in Calcutta formed a partnership firm namely Williamson Magor and 
Company to service the requirements of tea estates in Assam under the flagship of 
McLeod Russel and Company. The office was originally at 7 new China Bazar Street, 
Calcutta before they moved to Four Mangoe Lane in 1894 where the company is still 
located today. It was renamed as Williamson Magor and Company ltd. When it changed 
its status to a limited company in 1954 Brijmohan Khaitan, an East Indian merchant who 
used to the tea estates of this compan) with fertil izers and tea chests, was asked to join 
the board of the company in I 963 and he became the Managing Director of the Company 
in 196422

. In 1967 the Guthrie family in U.K. sold their all shares in the McLeod Russel 
group which included the Makum and Namdung Tea Companies to the Khaitan family, 
making the Macneill and Magor group23

. In 1992 Macneill and Magor group was 
renamed as Williamson Magor and Company Ltd. It was originally incorporated as Ever 
Ready Company India Pvt. Ltd on 5th May 199824

• The company's tea is marketed under 
the registered Elephant trade mark. The present Managing Director of the company 
including the tea estates is Aditya Khaitan25

• 

It is true that a large number of foreign tea companies after went back to their 

own country a few of them further put their steps in India. For example, we can utter the 
name of Goodricke Tea Company which has its main head quarter in London. After went 
back to England this company further .,1corporated in India on 14th June, 1977 and the 
certificate of commencement of business was obtained on 27th June, 1977. It was formed 
to take over the Indian business and assets of eight sterling tea companies comprising 17 
Tea Estates. in terms of the scheme of amalgamation sanctioned by the Calcutta High 
Court the company acquired the Indian undertakings of the sterling companies as a going 
concern with all their assets and liabilities as at the close of business of 31 st December. 
Now it has eight tea companies like The Assam - Dooars Tea Company Limited, Hope 
Tea Company Limited, Lebong Chulsa Tea Company Limited, The Darjeeling Tea 
Company Limited, Chulsa Tea Company Limited, Leesh River Tea Company Limited, 
Denguajhar Tea Company Limited, Meenglass Tea Company Limited. These are 
amalgamated with the Goodricke tea Company since 3 1st December 1977. However, 
some examples are given belo\\ to help the readers to know that how many tea estates 
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which were worked earlier under Indian management are now being owned and 

controlled by this foreign tea Company26
• 

Question may arise why most of the tea estates owned and controlled by the 
Europeans were sold only to the non - Bengalis not to the Bengalis whereas a large 
number of Bengali tea planters were still there. The answer of the question is that though 
a large number of Beng~li tea planters were'_there but they were not in a position to buy 
another tea estate on account of their weak financial conditiori, The drastic fall of tea . . 
price in 1970's and 198P's hit their tea estates badly. They haq po reserve fund at all to 
survive their tea estates from this jeopardy. Under the circumstances it was really 

I • 

impossible to them to ouy another tea estate owned by the ,Europeans rather surviving 
their own tea estates. Moreover, their (Marwaris) relation with the European firms as 
managing agents or as a broker brought to them the opportunity of buying the tea estates 
from the European companies. The European tea companies often appointed a guaranteed 
broker, colloquially "Banian", usually remunerated with a one percent commission on 
sales, who had to guarantee the trustworthiness than other Indian businessmen who dealt 
with the firm. Sometime the relation between the guaranteed broker and the European 
firm were far closer than the simple relationship. For examples, Goenka group were 
closely related with the Duncans; Tarachand Ghanshyamdas itself became banian to 
Wallace Tea Company; Radha Kissen Kanoria was closely related with the McLeod and 
Co. from 1887. Tim berg observes that where opportunities were less or competition 
potent, they moved less rapidly. Their migration were rapid to those fields which formed, 
in the words of Tim berg, a "commercial vacuum" and where the indigenous population 
were neither well organized nor provided with the other requisites to exploit the new 
trading opportunities opened up by the British27

. This type of privilege was available in 
the tea industry of North Bengal since independence but the Bengalis, the pioneer tea 
planters among the Indians after the British could not grab the opportunity due to their 
financial weakness. In addition to that the long - absence of any Indian merchant except 
the Marwaris in the tea industry of North Bengal actually helped them to buy the tea 
estates from the foreign tea compani~s. Lastly, the most notable feature about this 
community is that they always present themselves as a closed - knit community 
anywhere in this vast country. They used to take good care of each other, provided food 
and shelter to those who would come later to try their luck. Sometimes they would even 
collectively contribute a small amount of money so that one newly arrived could start a 
business of one's own28

• Due to this attitude this community now stands as the major 
owner of tea estates not even in North Bengal but across the all over India. 

However, after illustrating how the ownership of the tea estates controlled by the 
white tea planters were transferred to the non - Bengalis now I am trying to highlight 
how the tea estates run by the Bengali tea planters were owned by the non - Bengalis 

under below. 
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Till the second generation of the Jalpaiguri Bengali entrepreneurs the tea industry 

did not require any serious effort to run the estates. But since their third or fourth 
generation the scenario began to change. The price of tea continued to fall over the years 
until it reached the rock-bottom. The financial liabilities of the weak tea-estates began to 
mount on a large scale. Financial institutions lent out their funds to the tea companies 
which failed to repay the loans. In such a changing environment the system of direction 
and control was required to be changed. But the entrepreneurial behavior remains 
unchanged. They faltered, failing to keep pass with the tempo of change. Therefore the 
entrepreneurial function of the Bengalis came to an end. Even the directors attended the 
meeting once in a month that is when they could disengage themselves from their parent 
occupation. Inspection was made very infrequently. Never the less, opportunity for 
profession and services had begun to multiply with the passage of time. Professions 

ranged from independent practice to salaried job. Thus when the first generation of the 
promoter entrepreneurs had retired from the scene their places were filled up by their 
successors who unhesitatingly pursued the policy of partial environment. They occupied 
the position of their father in the board of directors but did not show greater interest in 
investment than their forebears had done in their regime. One of the fundamental 
drawbacks of the Bengali planters was their excessive reliance on the local financiers. 
This, no doubt, set a limit to their capacity to raise adequate funds. The savings of middle 
class, however, were attracted very much by these financial institutions run by local 
bankers. On the other hand, the high rate of dividends declared by the tea-companies 
made debentures in their fixed income. To prove their efficiency and keep the share
holders satisfied, the entrepreneurs distributed most of the revenue. Therefore, no reserve 
was set aside at all. This dividend policy, as a result, posed an ulcer in the way of running 
their tea- gardens. As a matter of fact, the companies, even when profit was very high, 
had to rely to a large extent on external finance to run the estate from one year end to 
another. The part-time directors actually did not know what to do under such 
circumstances. Their complete reliance on external finance for the annual working of the 
estate made them vulnerable to the financial crisis. A number of gardens were either 
abandoned or liquidated. In some cases the private financiers or public financial 
institutions purchased the estates in order to salvage the money which they lent out to the 
garden in the form of loan29

• 

The tea industry has been suffering from low productivity. Bushes of more than 
30 years of age comprise 55.30% and finance is an impediment towards replanting that 
leads to lower yield. This also has enforced many planters towards a "crop based 
production policy rather than a quality based one". Therefore the demand of Indian tea in 
international tea market has began to reduced which took its optimum shape in the year 
1990. There are other reasons which reduced the amount of Indian tea export business. 
The terror attack in the United States of America (U.S.A.) on sept. 11 followed by 
bombing in Afghanistan (which used to import 36 million Kg. yearly) has further 

dwindled prospect of Indian export. More over the separation of Russia in 1990 into 13 
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states and their refusal to take Indian tea due to its bad quality was also a prime cause 
behind it. In betwe~n 1997-2002 the tea industry also faced a new crisis when the tea rate 
fell drastically. Though the tea production in India had increased 1n between 1951- 1996 
by more than 2.5 times, its share to total World production came down from 40.96 
percent in 1951 to 29.64 percent in 1996. In s;ontrast, other countries like China, Kenya, 

· Sri Lanka's production :and percentage share of tea to totat'..World had increased in 
. d w . varymg egrees . 

The share oflndian tea in the Wqrld export market wais gradually on the decline. 
The shares of other countries namely China, Kenya, Sri Lanka are on the increase 
whereas India's volume' wise share in tea export market slashed considerably in between 
1961-1996 from ' a hoping 3 8.15 percent to a lowly 10.93 per?ent. Moreover, in this 
respect, India has been overtaken by Sri Lanka. Even China was coming up sharply with 
a market share of 17.55 percent in 1991 Ind in 1996 it was gone ahead of India. Kenya 
with a market share of 0 .22 percent . in 1961 was also in a position to force into the market 
for Indian tea, which was evident .from the fact that it enjoyed a share of 16.2 percent of 
the World market in 199) and kept India behind in 1996 by snatching a share of 21.47 
percent of the World export market (volume wise). It is further important to mention here 
that in terms of value share, India .enjoyed a slender edge over rivals even up to 199 I with 
a market share of 24.38 percent in 1991 compared to 21.76 percent for Sri Lanka, 20.51 
percent for China and 13.98 percent for Kenya. But by 1996 all the countries namely 
China, Kenya, Sri Lanka gained an edge over India. Incidentally this phenomenon also 
marked a rapid decli~e · in terms of market share for India and a simultaneous 
improvement for Kenya, China in between 1961 and 1996. Although India and Sri Lanka 
both faced a decline in their share of export market in value terms over this period, the 
fall was more drastic for India than that of Sri Lanka31 • 

In terms of prices, tea from Kenya and Sri Lanka were emerging as tough 
competitors for Indian tea in the World export market. In between 1993-95 India enjoyed 
better price than Sri Lanka and Kenya in the London auction but the price offered by .the 
tw.o other countries was more competitive. It was one of the main reaspns for reduction. of 
lndi~ share in the World export market'2. 

The rate of production and export of tea of various countries in 2002 

Country Production (m.kg) Export (m.kg) Export in percentage 

India 826 198 24 
Sri Lanka 310 286 92 
Indonesia 157 102 65 ' 
China 715 252 35 
Vietnam 84 75 89 
Kenya 287 268 93 

(Source: Tea Board of India, Kolkata) 
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This crisis period hit the Bengali entrepreneurs strongly as they had no reserve 
fund at all. As a result, they extended their hands to the banks for receiving loan. It is 
important to be mentioned here that RBI have formed some committees like Dutta 
Committee, Chaube Committee, Tendon Committee, Ghosh Committee to draw loans to 
the financially weakened gardens. But where lies the main problem was that these 
gardens could not drew loans up to their need and thus they were bound to draw loan 
from the external financers. These external financers were the Marwaris, Biharis who 
usually charged heavy rate of interest. In the nineteenth and twentieth century, the tea 
industry was finance from Calcutta but it also needed local movement of funds for the 
smooth working of the industry. This was supplied both by the commercial bank and tea 
garden Kayahs that is the Marwaris33 . This capital was provided by these banks owned by 
these groups under the money lending act (1940). In hill areas the names of some 
importa t Marwari Bankers transacted banking service were namely Lachman Das 
Ramchandra, Puruk Chand Lakshmi Chand, Koramal Jetmal, Siram Mulchand and so on. 
It was said that loan would be lend to them in lien of bond or mortgage of their land. If 
the owner failed to repay the loan within the stipulated period of time, then the ownership 
over land would automatically be transferred to the money lenders as soon. To repay the 
loan what was most important to do, firstly to make inspection regularly on their gardens 
and secondly, to enhance the rate of production. But these extravagant Bengali 
entrepre eurs had no time to do it and thus the money lenders especially the commodity 
supplier of the tea estates became the owner of the gardens owned by the Bengali 
entrepre eurs. 

A list of transferred tea estates changed from the hand of Bengali entrepreneurs 
to the Non - Bengali's are given below 34-

Name of Tea Earlier owner Present owner 
Estates 

1 Chamurchi T.E Nawab Mushrauf R.S.Kajriwal (Kolkata) 
Hossain 

2 Ambari T.E Saha Group Sanjib Singhania Group (Kolkata) 

3 Kalahari T .E. S.P.Ray R .S.Bachwat (Kolkata) 

4 Needam T.E. S.P.Ray Matilal Singh (Jalpaiguri) 

5 R~ja T.E. B.C.Ghosh R.D.Agawala (Kolkata) 

6 Anandpur T.E. Rahut Family Mr.Sarat Bajoria (Kolkata) 

7 Ramjhora T.E. S.P. Ray Mr.S. Bagla (Kolkata) 

8 Altadanga T.E. Habibur Rahaman A.K. Agarwl (Siliguri) 

9 Mujnai T.E. G.S.Kalyani G.S.Kanoi (Kolkata) 

10 Chuniajhora T.E. Nawab of Jalpaiguri G.S.Agarwal (Kolkata) 

11 Madhu T.E. T.P.Ray KM.Patel (Kolkata) 

12 Saraswatipur T.E. P.D.Raikot Kalyani Group 

123 



13 New Glanko Abu Sheikh S.K.Saria (Siliguri) 

14 Kamala T.E. S.P.Ray S.P.Agarwala (Siliguri) 

15 Merryview T.E. M.Rahman C.K.Dhanuka (Kolkata) 

16 Sahabad T .E. K.Saha and Co. Ajit agarwala (Siliguri) 

17 Nischintapur T.E. · Sen and Co. Paban Garg (Siliguri) 

18 Thanjora T.E. . ' Ghosh and Co. Roshanlal Agarwala (Siliguri) 

19 Simulbari T.E. ' Banerjee and Co .. Bansal and .Co. (Siliguri) -... 

20 Sannyasithan T.E. 1 •• Rabi Mitra and ,Co. C.P. Kanoi (Kolkata) 

(Source: fndian Tea Planters Associaiton, Jalpaiguri; Terai Indian Planters Associaiton, -Matigara, 
Darjeeling Branch Indian Tea Association, Darjeeling; Dooars Branch Indian Tea Association, 

Binnaguri). · 

Thus we may conclude our discussion that the frequent changes in the ownership 

since independence has severely affected the tea industry as well. The profit oriented 

outlook of the new comers has resulted in the increase of crop at a low cost but the 

quality of tea has deteriorated to a great extent. Strike, lock - out become a nominal 

feature of the tea industry. They systematically stripped off the gardens of their as~ets, 

drained the surplus and siphoned it off to other industries situated in Bombay, Delhi and 

Rajasthan. The commercial approach of quick back return of the new traders has been the 

fundamental spot of weakness in the tea industry of North Bengal. 
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The proxy citizens of North Bengal 
A Study on the present condition of the people of Indian enclaves in 

Bangladesh* 

Dr. Rup Kumar Barman 

I 

Existence of enclave in different parts of the world is an important aspect of 
history of the modern world. Being isolated from the ' home country', people of enclaves 
are facing the question of their national identity in the 'host country'. Their political, civil 
and cultural rights are being threatened frequently. In this context, South Asia is no 
exception. At present two South Asian countries like India and Bangladesh. (erstwhile 
East Pakistan) have their defacto stateless citizens in their enclaves or chhitfflahals in 
their common border at North Bengal. 

At present 95 Bangladeshi chhitmahals are situated in four subdivisions (viz. 

Tufanganj, Dinhata, Mathabhanga and Mekhliganj) of Cooch Behar district of West 
Bengal comprising with 711 I 0.02 acres of land. On the other hand, 126 Indian 
chhitmahals are situated in Panchagarh, Nilphamari, Lalmonirhat and Kurigram districts 
of Bangladesh which collectively constitute 17158.13 acres of land. Except a few tracts, 
most of the chhitmahals have their people of plural characters (in terms of class or 
income parameters, religion, language, educational attainment). Theoretically they are the 
citizens of either India or Bangladesh. But in practice they are being deprived from the 

basic amenities and rights of citizens including civil, cultural and political rights, rights of 
the children and women, right to citizenship, right to protection from the persecution by 

any state or non-state actors, etc. However, field survey data show that most of the 
chhitmahal-dwellers have acquired the citizenship of host country with fake address, 
documents, and even with fake fatherhood. So they are dejacto stateless people from the 
point of 'home country' but they are 'proxy citizens' of host country. As 'proxy citizens' 
they are beyond the preview of law of host country. Lack of law and order has 
transformed the enclaves into chaotic land tracts. A few of them, however, have 
developed their own administration with mini-statehood. In this paper I'll highlight all 
these aspects of present condition of the Indian enclave-dwellers in northern Bangladesh 
in somewhat objective outlook. 
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II 

Meaning of Chhitmahals 

Enclaves (or chhitmahals) are generally referred to those land tracts which are 
detached from the mainland or its 'home' and surrounded by another country or countries 
(host) but politically and mentally attached to.home country. Enoj,.wes are just like islands 
surrounded not by water but by the territory :of other country Qf countries. Geographers 
have conceptualized the enclaves as 'a portion of territory entirely surrounded by foreign 
domination' . I On the other word, an enclave is a 'portion of territory separated from the 
country to which it politically belongs and entirely surrounded by alien domination' . 2 It 
means the enclaves are situated beyond the main land of a country and for maintaining 
relations with the ' home' they require assistance and permission of the ' host country' . If 
the people of the enclaves are not allowed to enter into the boundary of the 'host country' 
they wiH not be able to survive. If they are not allowed to visit the ' home country' they 
will not be able to enjoy the taste and rights of citizenship. Enclaves and enclave-dwellers 
thus have drawn wide attention of the geographers, historians, social scientists, human 
rights' activists and politicians all across the world particularly after the Second World 
War (1939-1945) because of their wide-ranging phenomena. There are several countries 
of Europe such as Germany, Switzerland, Spain, Italy, etc; which have enclaves in their 
neigbouring country (countries). Among the Asian counties, United Arab Emirate, the 
states of former Soviet Union, India Bangladesh have also their enclaves. 

The detached ll\t1d tracts or the enclaves of European and Asian countries have 
been originated for variqus reasons such as war, military expedition, partition of country, 
de-colonization, intemation_al agreements, etc. All these factors are equally applicable for 
the origin of 200 enclaves and present existence of 162 enclaveff of India Bangladesh 
which are popularly called chhitmahal.3 These chhitmahals of India and Bangladesh are 
associated with the historical development of a small kingdom of British India called · 
'Cooch Behar State'. Cooch Behar was/is main 'host' and 'home' of the chhitmahals. 

In the pre-colonial period, Cooch Behar had several detach land ·tracts in the 
territory of Bengal called Rajwara or Kuchwara or Chhits. On the other hand, Bengal had 
a few detached tracts called Moghlan or Chhitmahals. Cooch Behar came un~er the 
British control in 1773 and transformed into a 'Native State' having internal sovereignty. 
So the chhitmahals of Cooch Behar and Bengal was a matter of 'Cooch Behar State -
British India relations' . ·People of chhitrnahals were the subjects of either British India or 
Cooch Behar State. Because of close and friendly relationship between Cooch Behar and 
British Bengal, management of the chhitmahal tracts and movement of people of 
chhitmahals did not face any trouble. But after the birth of East Pakistan through the 
partition of Bengal in 1947, 'chhitmahal issue' was appeared as a subject of tripartite 
relations between ' India and Cooch Behar' and 'Cooch Behar and Pakistan' and ' India 
and Pakistan '. Chhitmahal issue was transformed into a matter of true international affair 
with the merger of Cooch Behar State with India in 1949. Hence, the Cooch Behari 
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chhitmahals in Pakistan were transformed into Indian enclaves. Similarly the chhitmahals 
of former Bengal have been transformed into East Pakistani enclaves (and later 
Bangladeshi enclaves) in Cooch Behar. Condition of people of the enclaves of both India 
and Bangladesh are full with miseries and atrocities. They are living in the lands of 
absolute statelessness. In the subsequent section of the paper I'll discuss about the 

condition of Indian enclaves-dwellers in Bangladesh. 

m 
Condition of Indian Chhitmahal-Dwellers 

Condition and nature of statelessness and violation of human rights of the Indian 
chhitmahal-dwellers in Bangladesh is a complicated matter. Atrocities of multiple 
characters on the people of isolated Indian land tracts have transformed them into a land 
of absolute lawlessness. In 1991 Shri Amar Pradhan, a Member of Parliament of India 
(elected from Cooch Behar); had published a monograph about the condition of the 
Indian Chhitmahal where he illustrated a picture of chaotic condition of the Indians. In 

his own words: 

"About one lakh fifty thousand Indian citizens living in Indian enclaves 
surrounded by Bangladesh (previously by East Pakistan) are denied of 

minimum necessities of life, food, clothing, health-care, education and 
life security for the last 44 years. There is no law and order. Hundred of 
Indian citizens were butchered and enclaves were treated as 
slaughterhouses. There is nobody to look after them. Bangladesh 
Government is having no difficulty in maintaining a link with their 
enclaves with the help of India, it is a mystery why the Indian 
Government is apathetic to maintain the minimum civic norms in these 
Indian enclaves and uphold its territorial sovereignty. It is deplorable that 
the Indian citizens of Indian enclaves have neither the constitutional 

rights nor are they under the purview of general Human rights',4 

This comment of Amar Roy Prodhan signifies that the people of Indian enclaves 
in Bangladesh are living in a slaughter house where human flesh is avai lable not for the 
cannibals. This condition has been developed for evicting the Indians from their land and 

; property with whom they are emotionally and economically attached since the time 
i immemorial. In the subsequent part of this article I' II discuss about the practical scenario 

about the present condition of people of the Indian enclaves. 

III.I 

Indian Enclaves in Kurigram District 

Let us start with the Indian enclaves situated in Kurigram district. Bhurungamari 

and Phulbari police station areas of this district are hosting 22 Indian enclaves out of 
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which Dashiarchhara (area 1643.44 acres, J.L.No.150, Thak no of Cooch Behar State -
150), Gaochulka (Bara Gaoachulka, Gaochulka 1+2 ),5 Dighaltara, Sahebganj, Kalmati, 
etc, are significant. Kurigram district is also the host of an Indian chhitmahal called 
Dakurhat Dakinirkuthi (J.L. No. I 56, area 14.27 acres). Total area of Indians enclaves in 
Kurigram district is 1718.75 acres areas where Dashiarchhara alone is 1643.44 acres. 
Rest 21 chhits collec~vely constitute only 135.31 acres. Naturally condition of 
Dashiarchhara is quite different that other enclaves situated in Kurigram. 

The Indian eookves situated in Kurigram district are attached to Dinhata 
subdivision of Cooch Behar district. Dashiarchhara (the biggest enclave of this cluster) is 
situated in Phulbari police station of Kurigram which is just 3 kilometers from the Indian 
village called Sukarukuthi,. There is a Bangladeshi counter enclave called Chandrakona or 
Chandrakanta (area 34.64' acres, J.L. No. 20). The Nilkumar River (a narrow channel) is 
still flowing through this land tract. Both the Cooch Behar State and Rangpur district of 
British Bengal had claimed the Nilkumar River an'd its dried bed as the integral part of 
their authority. According to the survey map of 1870-75, the Nilkumar River was beyond 
the boundary of Dashiarehhara. But during.the survey of 1927, it was noticed that the said . 
river had entered into the land boundary of'Dashiarchhara. However, the dispute between 
the Cooch Behar State and Rangpur District was resolved during the survey of 1931-38 
for demarcation of boundary of their enclaves.6 Dashiarchhara was brought under 
Purbabha Pargana (situated in Rangpur district) of Cooch Behar. Responsibility of 
management of revenue and law and order of Dashiarchharra was entrusted to the 
manager of the Chaklajat Estate of the Cooch Behar State.7 Aft~r the merger of Cooch 
Behar State with India, Dashiarchhara was bro~ght under Dinhata Subdivision. 

' 
According to the census of 1951, total population in Dashiarchhara was 1750. 

But no census was conducted in the subsequent period. However, Shri Pratap Chandra 
Barman (50), an Indian inhabitant of Dashiarchhara; has informed us that at present total 
population of this enclave is in between 7000 and 8000.8 But most of the people of this 
enclave are immigrants of the neighbouring Bangladeshi villages. The original 
inhabitants of this enclave (mostly Rajbanshi Hindus) were forced to migrate to the 

mainland of India or to the Bangladeshi soil. 

A handful of the original inhabitants have maintained their occupation and lives 
in this chhit. Around 70% of the population of Dashiarchhara, have posses documents of 
their Bangladeshi identity in other (fake) addresses. They take the help of their fake 
identity or proxy citizenship to enjoy medical, educational and economic facilities. A 
handful of them, however, enjoy political rights as Bangladeshi citizens.

9 

Main problem in Dashiarchhara is non-existence of law and order. There is no 
security of the ordinary people, children and women. Brutal force determines the fate of 
the weaker people of this chhit. However, the chhit-dwellers have set up their own 
administrative system for maintaining peace, law and order, judiciary and defense. Head 
of Dashiarchhara enclave is called chairman (Pradhan). There are Vice President (Upa-
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Pradhan) and village security force (Gram Rakhhi Bahini) too. This administrative unit is 
no way connected with the Indian village administration. In the recent year, a factional 
dispute has been germinated in this enclave particularly after the formation of 'India
Bangladesh Enclave Exchange Coordination Committee (Bharat Bangladesh Chhitmahal 
Binimay Samanyay Committee).' This internal dispute was started in 2010 with question 
of hoisting of Bangladeshi National Flag at Dashiarchhara. The pro-Bangladeshi people 
or the Bangladeshi proxy citizens of Dashiarchhara had forced the pro-Indian original 

) inhabitants to participate in their movement to draw the attention of Bangladesh and India 
to expedite the process of exchange of enclaves. The original inhabitants, who are 
practically stateless citizens (or defacto stateless Indians); do not want the exchange of 

> enclaves. They want "right to passage" or right to enter into the Indian mainland for their 
official works. They are opposing the process of exchange of enclaves because they 
apprehend that by exchange only the illegal land owners or squatters would get legal 
stamp as the owner of land. 10 

Although small in size, other Indian enclaves in Kurigram, are not less-important 

in terms of violation of human rights. According to government and media reports 
Dakurhat Dakinir Kuthi (J.L. No. 156, sizel4.27 acres) is basically a dry-riverbed without 
population. It was depopulated in 1882 because of erosion of banks of the Dharalariver.11 

Boundary of this chhit was demarcated jointly by the Cooch Behar State and the authority 
of Rangpur district in 1934. Although there was the existence of human settlement before 
1947 but at present it is totally unpopulated because of soil erosion. People of this chhit 
were forced to migrate in safer place as environment-induced-displaced persons. No 
country knows their present condition. 

Among other smaller Indian enclaves at Kurigram, Seutikursha (J.L. No. 142, 
Thak No. 142, size 45.63 acres) is situated very near to the Indian mainland. It is only 5.4 
meter (19 feet) away from the Indo-Bangladesh border. A few families have been living 
in this chhitmahal since generation. A few smaller Indian enclaves are situated near the 
Nazirhat-Saldanga Road of Dinhata. Three isolated parts of Gaochulka village (at 
Nazirhat) are situated in Bhurangamari police station area of Bangladesh. These are Baro 
Gaochulaka (J.L. No. 143, area 39.99 acres), Gaochulka I (J.L. No. 146, area 12.31 acre) 
and Gaochulka 2 (J.L. No. 147, area 0.90 acres). During the survey of 1931-38, there was 
a died river at Gaochulka I and 2 and the land was full with jungles. So the boundary of 
Gaochulka 2 was not demarcated. People of Boro Gaochulka and Gaochulka I were 
earlier allowed to visit Nazirhat market for their economic purposes. But now they cannot 
enter into Indian mainland. However, they do not want to join Bangladesh through the 
process of exchange of enclaves. They want the 'right to passage' or unique identity card 
by which they can enter into India as Indian citizens.12 

A part of Kalmati village of Dinhata is exists in Bhurungamari as Kalmati 
chhitmahal (J.L. No. 141 , Thak no 691, area 21.21 acres). The survey of the 1930s had 
recorded this enclave without people comprising swampy land, beef (floodplain lake) and 
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jungle. Even today it is uninhabited. However, pighaltari (Thak No. 952) and Dighaltary 
2 (J.L.No.145, area 8.81 acres) were full with men. They were mainly Rajbanshis. Almost 
all of them have migrated to the mainland of Cooch Behar. A few of them have taken 
shelter at Purba Masaldanga (a Bangladeshi Chhitmahal). People, those who have 
occupied the land at Dighaltari and Dighaltari 2 are basically Bangladeshi citizens. They 
are enjoying Indian land· and also got recognition as Bangladeshi in other addresses. A 
significant change in po~µlation composition has taken place in Chhoto Garaljhara 2 (J.L. 
No. 149, area 17.85 acr~), an Indian enclave. Original inhabitants were forced to migrate ._ 
to other places. 
' 

ID.II 

Indian Cbbitmahals,at Lal"!onirbat District 

We'll now look at the condition oflndian enclave situated in Lalmonirhat district 
of Bangladesh. There are a total 58 Indian enclaves out of which 54 are situated at 
Patgram. Lalmonirhat and Hatibandha police station areas of this district are the hosts of 
4 Indian chhitmahals (2 each). Two lndian enclaves at Lalmonirhat are Banspachai (Thak 
No. 151 , area 217.29 acres) and Banspachai Bhitarkuthi (Thak No. 152, J.L No. 152, area 
81.71 acres). Although big in size, but Banspachai at present is not suitable for human 
habitation. During the survey of 1932-193 8, A. C. Hartly recorded that "The chhit has 
been entirely diluviated and has reformed as low lying uncultivated sandy char."13 

However, Banspachai Bhitarkuthi was full with Rajbanshi agriculturists. There were 
around 50 families in the I 930s. According to the census of I 95 I, total population figure 
of this chhit was 273. But the original agricu,Jturist families have mpstly migrated to India 
or to the mainland of Bangladesh. At present, the people of Banspachai Bhitarkuthi are 
mostly landless agriculturist living in a chaotic Jarid without minfmum facility of a citizen 
of any country. 

Two Indian enclaves at Hatibandha are Gotamari I (Thak No. 135, J.L. No. 135, 
area 126.59 acres) and Gotamari 2 (Thak No. 136, J.L. No. 136, area 20.02 acres). These 
chhits are attached to Mathabhanga subdivision. According to the census of 1951, total 
p9pulation at Gotamari (1+2) was 239. They were mostly Rajbanshis. They had close 
.economic and emotional attachment with the Cooch Behar State. But with the beginning 
of Pakistani rule in East Bengal (1947), the people of Gotamari, being afraid of 
persecution; left their ancestral home. They mostly took shelter in Indian mainland 
particularly in Cooch :f3ehar district. 

Indian enclaves at Patgram (of Lalmonirhat District) are divided into 54 tracts. 
Home of 22 tracts of this area is Mathabhanga Subdivision while 32 are the detached 
fragments of Mekhliganj Subdivision. Again 2 I fragments of Mathabhanga at Patgram 
are merely the isolated parts of 'Banskata enclave cluster' of Cooch Behar. An.other 
Indian chhit of Mathabhanga Subdivision at Patgram is Bhogramguri (JL No. 133, area 
1.44 acres). There was no man in that chhit. In 1951, it was recorded as uninhibited. So 
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statelessness is perhaps not applicable in case of the Bhogramguri. So this chhit does not 
have any country, any man, and any claimant.14 

21 fragments of Banskanta Chhitmahal collectively constitute I 043 .11 acres of 
land ( ch hit No. 112-132). 15 Here Ch hit No 112 ( area 3 I 5 .04 acres) and Ch hit No I 19 
Banskanta (area 4 I 3 .81 acres) are comparatively bigger in size. These two chhit 
collectively constitute 728.85 acres. Hence rest 19 parts of Banskanta cluster has only 
314.26 acres of land. So the condition of each fragment of Banskanta cluster is not 
identical. 

Before the merger of Cooch Behar State with India ( 1949), people of Banskanta 
had close relations with the Cooch Behar State. There was no difficulty in connection 
with the management of their lives and property. Till 1958, land of Banskanta used to be 
managed by Cooch Behar district without any problem. But from 1958, right to 

citizenship and normal rights as citizens of India became a matter of utopian dream for 
the Rajbanshi inhabitants of Banskanta. Till 2006, they had the right to visit Indian 
offices at Mathabhanga and Maynaguri for registration of land. But at present they have 
been deprived from all kinds of facilities as Indian citizens. On the other hand, land of 
Banskanta is being used by Bangladesh for its economic and administrative purposes. 
Around 1km long metal road has been constructed at 115 No Banskanta by Bangladesh. 
Bangladesh has also constructed around 4 km long dam at the Dharla River at 119 No 
Banskan1a.16 But the chhit-dwellers of Banskanta are not allowed to enjoy the dam and 
road. It is a noticeable fact that the distance of Indian mainland from 11 2 No Banskanta is 
only one foot and from 119 No Banskanta it is on ly I 00 feet. So these chits could be 
connected with India through a narrow passage. India could have claimed the ' right to 
passage' at Banskanta when 'Tinbigha negotiation' was going on. But India did not do. 
So the people of Banskanta are at present defacto stateless Indian people. The Hindu 
Rajbanshis (original inhabitants) of Banskanta are being forced by the Bangladeshi 
majority community to migrate elsewhere. Rape of the Hindu housewives and girls, 
torture, eviction, murder, religious persecution etc; are quite common atrocities as faced 
by the people of Banskanta. So most of the original land-owners of 'Banskanta 
Chhitmahal tracts' have migrated to Mathabhanga, Haldibari, Siliguri and other places of 
Jalpaiguri and Cooch Behar districts. They took shelter in India only with their lives 
without minimum provision of survival. During our field survey we met with Shri 
Balaram Barman (60 male) who migrated from 130 Banskanta. Shri Barman at present is 
living at Shivmandir near North Bengal Un iversity, Darjeeling District. He describes: 

I had my home at Banskanta with 26 bighas (8.66 acres) of land. The 
Pakistanis had evicted our family from our land. We tried to repossess 
our land after the emergence of Bangladesh. But we could not get 
success. There are a few Rajbanshis families at Banskanta those who 
think their lives and property are totally unsafe. The Bangladeshi goons 
often come to Banskanta. They destroy our papers and houses. Robbery, 
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theft, rape, murder, religious persecution, physical tortures are routine 
matters for the Rajbanshi families. In order to restore _my property, I tried 
to acquire assistance from Bangladesh in 2010. But the goons have 
tortured on my w,ife and on my son. Even they forced my son to eat beef. 
I was too persecuted. 'So I left for Siliguri in December ~0 I 0.17 

Such inhuman exp~rience of the Indian citizens at Banskanta is quite common. 
The forced migrants from -1:}anskanta are ~lso not getting proper treatment in Indian 
mainland. Inspite of being persecuted, the chhit-dwellers of B.anskanta are not in favom 
of exchange of chhit. They think only the squatters would legalize their property by 
exchanging the chhitmahals. The forced migrants would lost all claims on their ancestral· 
home. 18 

We shall now proceed to other 32 Indian enclaves situated at Patgram which are 
the detached parts of Mekhliganj Subdivision of Cooch Behar district. From the point of 

area Lotamari (J.L. No. 14, area 110.92 acres, J.L. No. 20 area 243 .53 acres, J.L. No. 22, 
area 98.85 acres) with 3 parts and total 453.30 acres of land; Panishala (J.L. No. 17, area 
137.66 acres), Bhotbari (J.L. No. 17, area 205.46 acres, J.L. No. 8. 36.83 acres) in two 
parts w ith 292.88 acres of land; Barakhangir in two parts with 137.93 acres of land (J.L, 
No. 4 area 50.51 acres, JL. No. 9 area 87.42 acres), Kharkharia in two parts with 112.36 
acres (JL.No. 15, area 60.74 acres, JL.No. 5, area 51.62 acres), Kamat Changrabandha in 
two parts with 58.51 acres (JL. No. 16A area 42.80 acres and JL No. 17 A area 16.01 
acres) and Dwarikamari (JL. No. 23 and 25 area 138.29 acres) are ·c·omparatively bigger 
in size. Total area of these 32 chhitmahals is 1742.64 acres .what is equivalent to 
Dashiarchhara alone. Because of scattered and isolated distribution people of this cluster 
are facing trouble lik~ the Banskanta-dwellers. Because of close ·and emotional relations 
with Cooch Behar, they consider India is their real home. But at present they are not 
allowed to enter into India by crossing the border fencing. Like the people of Banskanta 
cluster, Hindu Rajbanshi people of Dwarikamari, Bhotbari, Panishala, Lotamari and 
Kharkharia are migrating to Indian mainland only for survival with proper dignity.19 

ill.III 

Indian Chhitmahals at Nilphamari District 

Nilphamari is one of notable districts of Bangladesh having Indian enclaves. 
There are four Indian chhits of Haldibari Block of Mekhliganj Subdivision of Cooch 
Behar in Nilphamari. These are Barakhanki Kharija Gitaldah in two parts (JL. No. 30, 
area 7.71 acres and JL No. 29, area 36.83 acres), Nagar Jikabari (JL.No. 31 , area 33.41 
acres) and Barokhangir (JL No 28, area 30.41 acres). Total area of these four chhits is · 
only I 08.36 acres. These chits were recorded in 1951 as unpopulated. Practically, these 
chits were owned by people having their residence in other places. According to a record 
of Cooch Behar State of 1932 four chhitmahals of Nilphamari were owned by Bhairabdan 
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Bathera.20At present people of this cluster of chhitmahals are living in the mainland of 
Bangladesh as Bangladeshi citizens. 

ID.IV 

Indian Enclaves in Panchagarh District 

Main host of Indian chhitmahals in Bangladesh at present is Panchagarh district. 
Three police stations of this district (such as Panchgarh, Boda and Debiganj) are currently 
hosting 32 Indian enclaves with 15696.86 acres of landed area. Total area of Indian 
enclaves in Panchagarh police station is 31 I 5.39 acres. Total land area at Boda and 
Debiganj is 6085.53 acres and 6415.54 acres respectively. 

There are total 21 Indian chhitmahals within the jurisdiction of Panchangarh 
Police Station of which Garati (6 parts JL. Nos 75-80, total area 1121.17 acres), Sakati 
(JL.No. area 130.85 acres) and Binnaguri (JL No.61, area 763.30 acres) are very much 
significant. According to the land records of Cooch Behar State of I 932, major jotedars 
at Sakat1 were Puma Chandra Mitra, Charukamal Barmani, Ajimuddin Sarkar, Safiruddin 
Muhammad, Raibahadur Sarju Prasad Singha Ray, and Sarbati Bewa.21 In 1951 total 
population of Garati was 352. Population composition of this enclave has been changed 
considerably after the birth of Bangladesh. Most of the original habitants of Garati have 
been migrated to Indian mainland because of atrocities committed on them. We can get 
an idea about the population at Garati from the population of Bangladeshi counter 
enclaves called Teldhar (1+2) situated at Garati. Here 70 heads live in 14 acres land. So 
the population at Garati at present would be around 2000. There is an administrative 
council at Garati. It deals with the internal administration of the Chhit. However, chhit
dwellers of Garati have been deprived from all kinds of opportunities and rights as 
citizens of either India or Bangladesh. 

Condition of Sakati and Binnaguri is not different. From 1932 to 1947 jotedars of 
Sakati were Puma Chandra Mitra, Akshyay Narayan Bakshi, Hemanta Kumar Naha, 
Babedali Muhammed, Tajlimuddin Pradhan, and Amirulla Pramanik. On the other hand, 
Sibendra Narayan Nandi, Brajendra Narayan Nandi and Gopal Prasad Chakraborty were 
thejotedars ofBinnaguri.12 In 1951, population of Sakati and Binnaguri was 300 and 307 
respectively. At present population has been increased considerably in these two 
chhitmahals of India. 

There are 28 Indian chits within the jurisdiction of Boda of Panchagarh district of 
Bangladesh. Total area of these 28 chhits is 6085.53 acres. Here Daikhata (area 2108.59 
acres.), Najirganj (358 acres), Kajaldighi (area 11 88.93 acres), Nataktaka (area 933.7 
acres), Bculadanga (area 862.86 acres) and Salbari (area 499.29 acres) are considerably 
big. Fertility of land had drawn large number of agriculturist in these chhitmahals. Before 
the merger of Cooch Behar State to India (in I 949), main jotedars of Daikhata were -
Shyammohun Biswas, Samiruddin Pramanik, Gamiruddin Pramanik, Guruprasad 
Chakraborty and Mahunimohun Dutta. Cultivators were basically Rajbanshi Hindus. Till 
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1960 people of Daikhata had maintained close relations with Indian mainland. They had 
access to Indian offices. But with the outbreak of Indo-Pak war in 1965 (and after the 
birth of Bangladesh) people of Daikhata lost their pre-merger status. 

According to census of 1951 population of Kajaldighi .. was 789. They were 
mostly Rajbanshi Hindus. Jotedars of this chhit were Thakur Shew Mangal Prasad 
Singha, Saryu Prasad Singha, Krishnamohun· Das, Mathura D~s, Chitramohun Roy, 
Bhagwan Ray, Dhaneswar Paul, Dharendra Narayan Barman. Dacoity, theft, physical 
torture and pressure of Bangladeshi goons and-,)and mongers have transformed Kajaldighi 
into a slaughterhouse without any law and order. So the original cultivators and 
landholders of this enclave were forced to migrate to the Indian mainland. In an interview 
Shri Biren Roy (50) a dwellers of Kajaldighi; has described the miserable condition the 
Indian people at Kajaldighi.23 According to· Him ·"murder, torture, destruction of houses 
and properties, rape and eviction have become common phenomena at Kajaldighi". 
Condition of Beuladanga is almost identical. Thus experience of Shri Hriday Nath Ray 
(50), a farmer dweller of Beuladanga, is no way better than the people of Kajaldighi. In 
an interview Shri Ray told us that, ' mental, physical, political and religious atrocities are 
compelling the chhit-dwellers to migrate from their land of enchestars.24 Condition of 
Salbari is more acute. 67 persons were murdered only in I 995. Around 3000 persons took 
shelter in Indian mainland from Salbari.25 

Most significant cluster oflndian enclaves is situated at Debiganj of Panchagarh. 
It is comprises with Balapara Khagrabari (1765.44 acres), Kotbhajani (2012.27 acres), 
and Dahala Khagrabari (2650 acres). They collectively (64 I 4. 71) constitute one-third 
area of Indian enclaves in Bangladesh. According to the census of 1951 , population of 
Balapara Khagrabari Kotbhajani and Dahala Khagrabari was ,363, 864 and 1446 
respectively. Howe'ver, it is a significant fact that the successors ?f jotedars of Balapara 
Khagrabari like Shibmohini Debya, Bipradas Chakroborty, Dhainidhar Chakraborty, 
Motilal Chakraborty, and Monmohun Singha, could not maintain their hold in these 
tracts. The cultivators (mostly the Rajbanshis) were not agreed to migrate to Indian 
mainland. But they lost their hope and dreams of happy days. 

Being a big chhitmahal of Cooch Behar, Kotbhajani had drawn wide attention in 
the early twentieth century. There was a police outpost of Cooch Behar State at 
Kotbhajani. Except Bibi Tarimunnesha, Gayesuddin Patwari and Tasilmamud, all other 
jotedars of this enclaves were Hindu Brahm in. But the cultivators were Rajbanshis and 
local Muslims. The Rajbanshis however, have been evicted from their ancestral home. So 
a trend of forced migration has developed at Balapara Khagrabari, Dahala Khagrabari and 
Kotbhajani. During our field survey we met several people those who migrated to 
Haldibari and Siliguri from their horns in Indian enclaves.26 
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IV 

Conclusion 

Formation of enclaves in the India-Bangladesh border has a long historical 
background. In the pre-colonial and colonial period, enclaves of this reign ( called 
chhitmahals) were not considered as a problem for Bengal and Cooch Behar. Rather, 
under the colonial rule, a proper administrative tradition was developed regarding the 
demarcation of boundaries, revenue collection, maintenance of law and order and general 
administration in the chhitmahals. But the birth of India and Pakistan in 1947 (as two 
separate 'Nation State') had radically changed the colonial setup of the chhitmahals. The 
pro-Indian attitude of Cooch Behar State and its merger to India in 1949 had transformed 
the chhitmahals and their people as the matter of international and bilateral relations 
between India and Pakistan. 

The post-partition 'forced-migration' of people from both sides of the border and 
' border disputes' forced India and Pakistan to think about the possibility of resolution of 
the problems of enclaves of North Bengal. During the period between 1950 and 1971, 
inspite of positive gesture of India and Pakistan, the people of chhitmahals did not see 
any positive outcome. Rather, the Nehru-Noon Agreement of 1958 had generated s 
serious problem at Jalpaiguri-East Pakistan border with the adjustment of territory at 
Berubari where a few chhitmahals are located. After the birth of Bangladesh, people of 
only two Bangladeshi chhitmahals (Dahagram and Angarpota) got relief from the course 
of statelessness when the Tinbigha Corridor was opened for them in 1992. But the people 
of other chhitmahals are still defacto stateless people from the perspective home country. 
However, in the host country, most of the chhitmahal-dwellers have acquired citizenship 
of host country with the help of corruption and falsehood. So they are proxy citizens of 
both 'home' and ' host' countries. Inspite of it, they are still facing question in enjoying 
educational, medical, political and administrative facilities. They are being deprived from 
enjoying welfare policies of both home and host countries. 

Although before the partition of Bengal ( 194 7), the land-holders and cultivators 
of the Chhitmahals of Cooch Behar were mostly Rajbanshis, but post-partition changes 
had forced them to migrate to Indian mainland. The Rajbanshi cultivators those who did 
not have option of migration, they tried to live there. But being failed to tolerate physical, 
mental, and religious torture, they are also migrating to India. They are being evicted 
from their land and homes by the goons. But in India they are not being recognized as 
Indian citizens. So inspite of being natural citizens of India they are not citizens. They are 
being considered as infiltrators as Bangladeshi proxy-citizens. 
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