
CHAPTER - VIII 

EPILOGUE 



CHAPTER - VIII 

EPILOGUE 

In the present study entitled "Industries, Trade and Trading 

Communities of North Bengal (West Bengal), 1833 A.D. - 1933 A.D. : A 

Study of Economic History." The researcher has presented an analysis of the 

economic evolution of North Bengal during the concerned time period. The 

study primarily focuses on a hundred years economic changes and 

development during the Colonial rule since the passing of the charter Act of 

1833. The study begins with the geo-historical profile of North Bengal. This 

geo-historical profile has been confined to the present atlas of North Bengal 

i.e. the districts within Jalpaiguri Division of West Bengal State, popularly 

known as North Bengal which was once under the Colonial rule from 1833 

to 1933. The Charter Act of 1833 was a watershed both in political and 

economic fields. This Charter Act not only completely abolished East India 

Company's monopoly in trade and commerce but also opened a new trend 

i.e. free trade policy. The study analyses this new trend and its impact in 

this region. Due to free trade policy, economic changes started through tea 

plantation industry, inauguration and development of railways, development 

of roads and riverine transportation, cultivation and trade of different 

commercial crops like jute, tobacco, rice, cardamom, orange, cinchona etc. 

with the emergence of these new trade and industries different merchants, 

capitalists, entered in this region and also a new group of traders emerged 

in the trading atlas of this region. The effects of these also have been 

analysed. The study finally strives to explore the issues of the forces and 

factors of the declining phase of the Bengalee entrepreneurs in this region. 

It is found that every district of North Bengal coming into its present 

shape has a history behind its creation. This region has distinct contrasting 

geographical features of land, river, soil and climate. The southern portion of 

the region i.e. Maida and Dinajpur (Indian portion) contained a flat area of 

very fertile soil with numerous navigable rivers. While the other parts of 

North Bengal i.e. northern North Bengal consisted of hills, downslopes and 
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foothills split by several streams and rivers. This tract was mostly covered 

with dense forests and the climate of the greater parts of this area was full of 

moisture. However, major portion of Cooch Behar was plains and open with 

very fertile soil. Except Cooch Behar, major portion of the northern North 

Bengal was commercially barren and agriculturally infertile. However, there 

were abundant of natural resources in this area and had a great scope to 

use the area suitable for different commercial cash crops. The district of 

Maida was formed in 1813. However, in the modern sense of the term of the 

district, Dinajpur (undivided) was formed in 1786. This southern section of 

North Bengal came under direct British administration after the Grant of 

Diwani. However, the northern part of North Bengal was brought under the 

purview of the Bengal presidency only after the conclusion of the second 

Anglo-Bhutan War (1864-65). Except Cooch Behar, this part was known to 

the contemporary Bengalees as new Bengal. Before the British tutelage, the 

basic feature of the economy of this region was subsistence economy. 

Agriculturally, this area was infertile. So, the British Government was very 

much anxious to make the region economically viable one. With this notion, 

the British East India Company adopted various economic measures to 

make the region commercially developed. Regarding Cooch Behar, one finds 

a little different picture. Prior to the contact with the British through Royal 

patronage, there was quite little trade of rice and tobacco in Cooch Behar 

State. However, the southern part of North Bengal had already been 

developed in trade and industries like silk, indigo, cotton and brasso under 

the tutelage of several European and indigenous merchants. 

The historic Charter Act ( 1833) was a watershed in the sense that it 

opened our country for free trade. Consequently, it made easy for the 

entrance of the traders, merchants and capitalists with different habits, 

different ideas, and different principles to regulate British business in India. 

This trend was also found in this region. Thus new commercial avenues 

were opened and process of economic transformation started in this region. 

The Colonial Government was aware for the reed of the economic 

development. So, through the policy of laissez faire process, the economic 

activities started in this region and this region gradually got connected to 
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the world trade. This new trend in economy also inspired the indigenous 

traders and merchants. Consequently, a new type of Industrial development 

started in this region. However, the comments and observations of the 

Nationalists and Marxists historians in the post 1833 period is not wholely 

applicable here because the industries which were developed in this region 

in the post 1833 period were mostly either agro-based or non-mechanical 

industries. These agro-based industries can not be called in true sense an 

industrial venture. Apart from this, the plantation industry was absolutely 

new, not only in this region, but also all over India. This plantation industry 

was the most expanding industry of this region. At the outset, the plantation 

industry was financed, managed and developed by the British 

entrepreneurs. Following the British footsteps, a good number of highly 

educated Bengalees engaged themselves in plantation industry. With the 

entry of the Bengalees in the plantation industry, a new situation emerged 

in the economic atlas of Bengal. Tea plantation was so rapidly extended in 

this region that probably in no district in India, cultivation extended faster 

than this region. The rapid growth of tea plantation industry changed the 

demography of this region. Thus the development of the tea plantation had 

changed the scenario of socio-economic atlas of this region. In this 

connection we can not overlook the development of the Colonial town 

Jalpaiguri. Though Jalpaiguri was the youngest town during the concerned 

period, it became the head quarters of the Rajshahi division. This 

administrative change made Jalpaiguri town as the most vibrant centre of 

the entire North Bengal including the North Eastern part of India. In 

addition to this administrative change, the new land revenue system also 

provided an opportunity to the Bengalee settlers of Jalpaiguri. Many of them 

purchased joteland, involved in timber business and earned enormous 

money. This accumulation of capital had induced them to invest in tea 

plantation. This resulted in the birth of a prosperous class in this region 

particularly in Colonial town of Jalpaiguri in the beginning of the twentieth 

century. This prosperity of the Bengalee settlers of Jalpaiguri saw the 

establishment of large number of commercial Banks at Jalpaiguri. No other 
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mofussil district or town of undivided Bengal had been such huge number of 

Banks like Jalpaiguri. 

The inauguration of railways opened this region to new economic life. 

With the opening of a station at Haldibari (now situated in the present 

Cooch Behar district) in 1876, North Bengal got for the first time, a modern 

and swift transport system. Within the first decade of the twentieth century, 

most of the important areas of North Bengal came under the purview of 

railway facility. This railway network brought a remarkable change in the 

atlas of this region. This cheapest and swift system of transport greatly 

prompted the state of trade and commerce and changed the pattern of the 

economy of this region. It transmitted commercial crops like tea, jute, 

tobacco, foodgrains and other agricultural produces as well as natural 

resource timber. Thus, through railways the markets of this region widened 

and this region was connected with world trade cycles. Traders and 

merchants both regional and non-regional and even the foreigners took up 

courage to spread their business sphere in this region. Different trading and 

merchant communities established their main business centres in the 

district headquarters like Jalpaiguri, Malda, Raiganj, Darjeeling, Kalimpong 

and so on. 

The construction and development of road routes further brightened 

the economic prospects of this region. Through road routes interiors of this 

region linked up with the main stream of the economy and broaden the 

business sphere. Further, transfrontier trade gradually increased. As the 

value of transfrontier trade increased the Colonial Government paid more 

attention to open new roads and took initiative for reconstruction and 

repairment of the existing roads. Though railway and road transportation 

got development, the importance of the riverine transportation did not loose 

its importance. Even after the opening of railway, maximum quantity of rice 

exported through river route from Malda. A considerable quantity of rice also 

exported from Dinajpur (undivided) through river routes. Steamer services 

were introduced in Malda. Timber floated down through the rivers of 

Jalpaiguri and Cooch Behar. By these ways road transportation and riverine 
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communication brought about a change in the socio-economic structure of 

this region. 

The gradual progress of railway in this regwn obviously stimulated 

different agricultural crops and this sign of stimulation could be seen in 

jute, tobacco, rice etc. However, the greatest achievement of the introduction 

of railway was the rapid expansion of the tea industry in Darjeeling and 

Jalpaiguri districts. The participation of British and indigenous investors in 

trade and agriculture a remarkable growth of trade and agricultural cash 

crops had been seen and much more private capital had been invested in 

this region. Jute trade became doubled in Cooch Behar and the area under 

jute land became doubled in Jalpaiguri. Further, jute cultivation extensively 

expanded in undivided Dinajpur and Maida districts. For Colonial needs i.e. 

demand of jute in European markets and to compete with the jute of Java, 

French Indo-China and West Africa, the Colonial masters were eager to 

extend jute land in this region. The suitable soil and climate encouraged 

them to take initiative for the cultivation of this cash crop. Consequently, 

jute became the single most agricultural non foodgrain crop of North Bengal. 

The jute of this region, specifically from Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri and 

Dinajpur exported to foreign countries through Calcutta Port and also 

supplied to the jute mills of Calcutta and its surrounding areas. However, 

during the Great economic depression, the cultivators were severely 

victimized for its low prices which greatly affected jute cultivation and jute 

trade in this region. At this juncture the Government was indifferent on jute 

question or to protect the interest of the cultivators. Rather, the Colonial 

Government and Bengal provincial Government imposed rule for compulsory 

restriction of jute cultivation. In spite of major jute produced region lack of 

infrastructure facilities jute industry did not emerge in this region. 

Like jute, as a profitable cash crop tobacco was extensively cultivated 

in this region in post 1833 period and became an instrument of very high 

importance in the economy of North Bengal. Besides the colonial 

encouragement, the royal families of Cooch Behar took great initiative for 

the production and development of this cash crop. They established tobacco 
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farms and tried their best for scientific method of tobacco cultivation in 

Cooch Behar. Besides, the scions families, the prosperous jotedars also took 

part in tobacco cultivation in Cooch Behar. Burma was the main consumer 

of the tobacco of this region and this produce was also exported in 

considerable amount to Rangpur, Dacca and other eastern markets. The 

abundant exportation of this crop expanded tobacco land in this region 

which ultimately flourished the economy of North Bengal. Though Colonial 

Government encouraged for its production but on the question of 

establishing a tobacco industry, no significant role of the Government could 

be seen. Thus, based upon tobacco, no industry emerged in this region. The 

gradual progress and influx of population, rice became a commercial 

produce of North Bengal. Vast lands of Maida, undivided Dinajpur as well as 

Cooch Behar commercially produced rice. The demand of rice in Jalpaiguri 

which was a rice deficient district due to the increase of jute land and influx 

of cooli population, Bengalee settlers was fulfilled by the surplus rice 

produced in the districts of Dinajpur and Maida. Maida and Dinajpur were 

surplus rice produced districts and considerable quantities of rice were also 

exported to Bihar, up country and North Western provinces. Though 

commercial cultivation of rice started, but due to geographical and other 

factors except undivided Dinajpur rice milling industry could not emerge in 

great number in this region. The Colonial masters also commercialized the 

natural resources, particularly the timber of this region. The Forest Act of 

1865 provided the opportunity to make it a legal trade. Primarily the 

Government conducted the timber trade indirectly through both European 

and indigenous contractors. Later on to make the trade more profitable, it 

changed the method and started departmental operations. The timber of this 

region was mostly used for sleepers of the railroads. Besides the supply of 

timber for railway sleepers, timber of this region also used for making tea 

chests, plywood making, firewood, constructing works, charcoal etc. 

Utilization of timber as commercial venture and the commercial outlook of 

the Colonial Government opened a new field in the economy of this region. 

Needless to say, that all the mentioned industries were not found in other 

parts of India. It was concentrated in North Bengal and neighbouring 
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regions of Eastern Bengal and Assam. One could not find the jute industry 

i.e. jute production and jute trade, tobacco production and trade or tea 

plantation elsewhere in India in the last decade of the nineteenth century. 

Naturally, the condition of trade and industry of this region was different 

from the rest of India. What is more interesting is that such kind of industry 

did not exist before the advent of the Colonial rule in India or Bengal, 

particularly in North Bengal. 

With the emergence of these new industries, there emerged different 

classes and groups of traders and merchants in the trading atlas of this 

region. Besides the European and non-regional traders and merchants, a 

new group of traders emerged in this region. Before the advent of the 

Muslims and the Europeans Indian trade was normally conducted by the 

Vaisya (Bania) community. Specially the social system of Bengal did not 

permit the other caste to enter the trading profession. This trend and 

custom changed during the Colonial rule. Thus the trading groups were not 

necessarily coming from the traditional Vaisya community. The traditional 

traders like Baisbania, Vaisya, Gandha Banik, Subarna Banik, Saha, 

Kundu, Tili etc. occupied a significant position in Colonial economy as 

dealers, stockists and whole sellers. On the other hand, industries and big 

trade wrested in the hands of Europeans and non Bengalee traders and 

merchants. The local people of this region were in no way involved in trade 

and commerce particularly in the northern parts of North Bengal. Though 

the predominant vaisyas were there but non vaisyas also showed their 

presence. So, a kind of social mobility started in this region. Naturally the 

non Vaisyas on many occasions could not follow the traditional rules or 

system of caste rituals. This was found specially in the colonial town of 

Jalpaiguri. Here many upper caste Hindus entered into the trade of timber, 

jute etc. What is noticeable is that a lion's share of the new tea 

entrepreneurs of Duars and Terai belonged to the Hindu Society. The 

Colonial town of Darjeeling showed the same picture. Here one does not find 

any traditional trading communities except in Kalimpong. In the early phase 

one does not find any Nepali traders or planters. But in the beginning of the 

twentieth century, one finds the presence of Nepalis in the field of timber, 
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Cardamom and Chinchona trade. In Kalimpong one finds a traditional 

Tibeto-Bhutia trader. They controlled the trade of the entire Eastern 

Himalayas including the foothills. In fact, Kalimpong was regarded as the 

most important trading centre till the invasion of India by China in 1962. 

But the situation of Darjeeling and Kurseong was totally different from that 

of Kalimpong. The trade and grocery of the areas was controlled by the non

Bengalees, chiefly the Marwaris. The Marwaris also controlled the trade of 

wool in Kalimpong. Dr. Narayan Chandra Saha had given a vivid description 

of this trading community in Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri and Cooch Behar upto 

twentieth century. In addition to Dr. Saha's observation one finds that in the 

economy of Maida and Dinajpur (undivided) the Marwaris also played a vital 

role and grew to be the prime indigenous traders and merchants in this 

region. The Colonial Government provided material support to the Marwari 

migrations and allowed them to establish their business even at different 

remote centres of this region. In spite of the European dominance, the 

Marwaris had an important role in controlling the jute trade of this region. 

What is noticeable is that though the Marwaris controlled most of the trade 

of this region, they had no participation in timber trade. This trade was the 

monopoly of the Bengalees and even now the Bengalees monopolise timber 

trade in this region. The Maharajas of Cooch Behar also had allowed the 

Marwaris in their kingdom to take part in trade and commerce. Besides 

Marwaris, many scions of Royal family were indirectly engaged with trade, 

commerce and industry. The case of Malda and Dinajpur (undivided) was 

totally different from Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri and Cooch Behar. Besides the 

European and Marwaris, one finds here a traditional trading community like 

Kangsha Banik, Tili, Teli and Saha of the Bengalee Community. Here the 

presence of the migrant or settler traders were very few. However, it is to be 

mentioned that since the time of the Sultanate period, a good number of 

Jain Marwaris and Kangsha Banik had settled in Gour, the Capital of 

medieval Bengal. Due to the development of silk industries and Silk trade, 

the Marwaris and traditional trading communities got connected with it. The 

Giris also played an important role in the trade of Maida and Dinajpur 

(undivided). Here one thing is noticeable that although the traditional 
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tradesmen of this region had built considerable capital from trade but they 

had lack of interest to invest in bigger ventures. But following the 

nationalistic swadeshi inspiration, industrial and trading activities of the 

Bengalees could be seen in this region also. Besides weaving mills, a good 

number of cottage industries emerged in this region. However, they did not 

last long. 

The only industry of North Bengal i.e. the tea plantation industry 

became an established enterprise in the northern parts of North Bengal. 

During the world wide economic depression this industry faced a severe 

crisis. There came an economic blow upon the Indian planters (Bengalees). 

During this period price of tea rapidly declined. Lack of capital, reserve fund, 

distribution of high dividend to the shareholders and above all 

discriminating policy of the Colonial Government with regards to financial 

assistance, the Bengalee planters were unable to protect their gardens for a 

long time period. From this time, the beginning phases of the transfer or slip 

out of the tea garden from the hands of the Bengalees started. Despite this 

single trading and industrial declination, though not in a large scale, as a 

whole one finds a hundred years of economic development in this region. 


