
CONCLUSION

Generally speaking even before the advent of the British, forests were respected by 

the people in India. Not only the Indians, the Lepchas, Sikkimese and the Bhutias did not 

unnecessarily destroy forests. To do any harm to trees was considered as a sin in Bhutan. The 

superstition that forest is the habitat of the demons also helped to preserve forests. The 

Jamatia tribes of Tripura traditionally conserved the forests as defence measure. Similar idea 

prevailed in modern Arunachal Pradesh. The sacred groves of Meghalaya and Manipur 

represented a long tradition of forest conservation in their own way. In Mizoram there existed 

a long tradition of managing village forests by classifying them under two different 

functional classes. Such classification by the village council concerned was based on the 

fiinctions that the particular forest performed. A forest patch situated on the crest hill slope 

was kept for particular purpose. Generally no extraction of products was made from this area, 

which was managed mainly for protecting water resources and maintaining the quality of 

water. These forests were usually home to a number of native plant species. The remainders 

of the village forests were the supply reserves, and provided the villagers with day-to-day 

fire-wood, fodder and small timber needs. Management of both the forest types was regulated 

by the village council. In Nagaland also forest was respected and forests were never 

destroyed indiscriminately. A forest patch was cleared for jhum  cultivation and fire-wood 

was collected from the forests for bare necessity. Ancient Indian ruler hke Asoka had full 

respect for flora and fauna.

The Sultans and the Mughals were not aware of the importance of forests. But the 

Amirs of Sind were perhaps exceptional in the extent to which they took up afforestation 

along the banks of the Indus.

The British entered the Indian forests with commercial as well as ecological outlook. 

But the pragmatic sense of making money prevailed over ecology or environment. However, 

due to their ignorance they for a considerable period could not do well in realizing their aims. 

The forest administration was in a fog, and the wind of experiments, for a long time, could 

not dispel the fog -  the fog of loss, despite continued efforts. Trafford’s plan of natural 

regeneration was replaced by Shebbeare’s method of artificial plantation. In the matter of 

new plantations not very satisfactory work was done upto the beginning of the 20^ century. 

Extraction was poor and although the forests were some of the richest that one could wish for
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India, there was lack of supervision and much theft. As a result forest revenues dropped 

steadily upto about 1910. The alarming way in which revenues fell upto this period has been 

described by both D.H.E. Sunder and J.A. Milligan in their settlement reports of 1895 and 

1919 respectively. However, after 1911 a succession of a very energetic Divisional Forest 

Officers, commencing with E.O. Shebbeare fi-om November 1913, made a great effort to put 

matters right. Since 1913 there was a series of very well thought out Working Plans, the fifth 

for the Jalpaiguri Forest Division being planned for 1942-56 and for the Buxa Forest 

Division for 1945-1964. These Working Plans took account of every detail of the 

preservation, growth, increase of the forest, and evolved skilful plans designed to improve the 

forest revenue. Clear-felling was followed by new plantations, preceded by carefiil selection 

of the species to be planted. Only as much area was clear-felled as it was possible to plant 

them anew in the next year or years. Otherwise mature timber was extracted individually and 

sold. In fact, by 1920 the scene was one of hope, with the initial despair gradually fading.

As a policy the British did not stop forest fire. To protect the larger trees fi-om harmful 

insects and to remove the dense undergrowth tended to interfere with the growth of young 

plants, the work of fire-protection was carried out carefiilly. It meant controlled burning; and 

to contain fire-hazards forest-fire-fighting management system was improved. There were 

regular programmes for cUmber-cutting and thinning. There were separate rules for the 

supply of fire-wood to tea estates, and others for permission to graze cattle in the Reserved 

Forests. All these things were going to be done for making profits out of forests and to keep 

the people dependant on forests in good humour.

But the realm of environment was not properly addressed. No planning was taken to 

make the work toward it. The machinery was still ill-equipped to stop illegal felling. The 

government could not provide the forest-dwellers with the means of subsistence. The forest- 

dwellers often said that the forest department made thieves out of them in their own 

backyard. It is now often said that the appointment of the local people can provide invaluable 

service in keeping the poachers and smugglers off. But this experiment with the local people 

failed as early as 1871 since the local employees as forest guards had a collusion with the 

smugglers and as a result the forest revenue fell. If this problem at all to be solved, should be 

tackled at the root by considering immense pressure of human population and connected 

unemployment of the young people, and not by tiying to prune the branches at the top. 

However, the British did not address the problem on this line. Moreover, the forced
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relocation of the Lepchas, Meches and Garos drove them in difficulty of making a new life in 

new place. And the encouragement of the Nepalese in place of the forest-dwellers and local 

people to work as labourers in forest and tea gardens would create complicated problems in 

future. The forest inhabitants of Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri accepted the forest rights- 

restriction without any vigorous protest but that was not the picture all over India. The agony 

of this people found a vent through the ‘Forest Satyagraha’ which coincided with the Non- 

Cooperation and Civil Disobedience movements. The ‘Forest Satyagraha’ was often termed 

as ‘primitive nationalism’.

Taking a stock of the whole process of the forest settlement and management it seems 

that the British were lacking in imagination. The alarm bells sending warning against the 

depletion of forests fell on deaf ears and commercialization of forests continued causing 

landslide and floods. The Himalayas and the Mechi, Balason, Mahananda, Tista, Torsha, 

Raidak, Diana, Jayanti, Kaljani, Jaldhaka, Murti, Dimai, Nona and Sankosh rivers witnessed 

so many topsy-turvy in natural forests. The scientific forestry of Germany was introduced in 

Darjeeling and Duars on the method devised by Brandis and Schlich. They trained the British 

for scientific forestry. The kingdoms of Sikkim, Cooch Behar and Bhutan shrank; the 

territory of the East India Company and later British empire expanded. Economically the 

forest divisions failed to earn a regular profit even in the first two decades of the twentieth 

century, but they made a sign of profit in fiiture. Forests and wild-life were provided with a 

rest assured environment and ecology. Shifting cultivation was stopped; protection was taken 

against large-scale forest-fire. Timber-price hiked; some local people got employment as 

forest chowkidar; plantation of valuable trees and mixed cultivation in selected tracts were 

given importance; creepers were cut fi-om valuable trees to keep them green till their 

maturity.(Jalpaiguri Division was the major supplier of sleepers for Bengal Duars Railway. 

By supplying timber for tea-boxes, house-building, fiiel, furniture, bridges and country-boats 

the forest department hoped to make forests a regular source of revenue. Rattan, reed and 

fodder were considered new avenues of income. Bamboo trade was also commercialized. 

Timber traders of East and South Bengal were attracted to the timber-trade of Eastern and 

Western Duars as well as Baikunthapur. A demographic change was visible since the 

immigration of the muslim labourers in this area, specially at Baikunthapur, from South 

Bengal. Area of cultivation was extended in Western Duars. The bulk of the Garos went 

away in a fit of pique. The Meches and Lepchas were driven out of the Reserves. Timber 

thieves were bom. ‘Shahibs’ wearing coat pantaloon and hat infested the area. New roads
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were constructed to facilitate forest management. To make the trade of timber, tea and sleeper 

easy new Rail Stations were erected between Siliguri and Darjeeling and also at Lataguri 

Ramshai, Chalsa,.BanarhM, Binnaguri and Odlabari on the Bengal Diiars Railway. All this 

change was observed by the old trees and mute animals with their eyes down cast.
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