


CHAPTER II 

MEDIEVAL ASSAM 

THE AHOM RULE: ITS ZENITH AND DECLINE 

The Ahom rule in Assam which began in the early part of the 13th century 

and continued till the early part of the 19th centuty, marked an era of change and 
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development. This period has great significance with far-reaching political, 

economic and social implications in the historical development of the North

East. The historical documents, extant records, chronicles and the available 

sources, reveals a kaleidoscope of events that points to the evolution of a distinct 

system and the establishment of a hegemony that was never seen or heard of in 

a region of variegated ethnic differences. 

Advent of the Ahoms 

The advent of the Ahoms, a branch of the Shan group of the most widespread 

Tai population of South-East Asia, 1 to the Brahmaputra valley is an important 

event in the process of historical development of the North-Eastern region. The 

other Tai groups, scattered over a vast region between Lat 7o to 26° north and 

94 o - 11 oo East, are known by different national appellation as Shan in Myanmar, 

Thai in Thailand, Lao in Laos, Dai and Zhuang in China and Tay-Thai in Vietnam. 2 

Their inhabited area, covered several thousand square kilometres, intersected 

by several mighty rivers like the Yantze-Kiang, Red River, Menam, Mekong, 

Irawaddy, Salwin and the Brahmaputra. 
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In the early part of the 13th century , the Ahoms under Siu-ka-pha, 

established a new kingdom in the South-Eastern comer of the Brahmaputra valley. 

According to the Ahom chronicles, Siu-ka-pha came from Mong-Mao, a Tai 

state in South-Western Yunnan, in 1215 A.D. with a following computed at 

9,000,3 along with nobles and chiefs from several provinces (mong) with their 

armies and officers. He also brought with him two elephants - a male and a 

female, three hundred horses, and the idol of the tutelary deity of the royal 

family. In 1228 A.D., Siu-ka-pha entered the Naga country, near Khamjang in 

the Patkai region, and after subjugating a number ofNaga villages he organised 

a province there. 4 Then he followed the Burhi Dihing river and crossing the pass 

(Pangshu pass) he entered the valley of the Brahmaputra. In the valley, he 

established several provinces (mong), and finally in 1263 A.D., settled at Cha

rai-deo, which he made the capital of his newly established kingdom. This Tai 

kingdom was bounded by the Patkai, the Burhi Dihing, the Brahmaputra, the 

Dikhow and the Naga hills, presently covering the districts of Dibrugarh and 

Sibsagar, which remained the centres of the kingdom throughout the Ahom rule. 5 

The occupation of the Brahmaputra valley by the Ahoms was not an invasion, 

but a gradual and peaceful penetration, without displacement of the local 

inhabitants of the area. 6 Siu-ka-pha adopted a policy of tact and diplomacy, 

combined with assimilation and intermarriage with the chiefly families of the 

Morans and the Borahis. After Siu-ka-pha's death in 1268 A.D., his policy was 

continued by his successors. This enabled the establishment of a kingdom which 

expanded and encompassed the Brahmaputra Valley, well over a period of six 

hundred years. 

The rise of the Ahom power under the successors ofSiu-ka-pha saw a period 
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of expansion and seizure of power by the Tai governing class from the rulers 

long ruling the areas west and south of the valley. The first extension of territory 

ofthe Ahomkingdom occurred during the rule ofSiu-hum-mong (1497- 1539). 

However, an extension of political influence in the west led to a conflict with 

the kingdom ofKamata during the reign of Siu-khang-pha (1293 - 1332) who 

brought them to terms. 7 East of the river Burhi Dihing, the Ahoms came into 

conflict with the Chutiyas, a tribe of the Bodo-Kachari race, and whose kingdom 

extended to the Subansiri, with their capital at Sadiya. 8 The first conflict is noted 

during the rule ofSiu-hum-mong in 1512 A.D. The ensuing conflict ended with 

the conquest of the Chutiya territory, and the appointment of Phra-sen-mong 

Bargohain as the Governor of Sadiya, (Sadiya Khowa Gohain). 9 The Ahom 

territory was now extended beyond Sadiya upto the limit of the hills. 

The reign of Siu-hum-mong also witnessed the Ahom expansion into the 

Kachari kingdom on the south bank of the Brahmaputra from the Dikhow to the 

Kallang including the valleys of the Dhansiri and the Doyang. However, earlier 

during the reign of Siu-teu-pha (1268- 81) the Ahoms occupied the territory 

upto the Namdang, a tributary of the river Dikhow. 10 During the reign of Siu

hum-mong, the conflict was settled in favour of the Ahoms, the Kacharis 

withdrew to the west of the Dhansiri, as far as Maibong in the present North 

Cachar Hills. The Ahoms henceforth termed the Kacharis as Thapita- Sanchita 

(established and preserved). 11 An officer styled the Marangi- Khowa- Gohain 

was appointed to administer the acquired territory. The Ahoms thus, became the 

masters of the Dikhow and Dhansiri valley. 

The steady expansion of the Ahom power brought them into a contact in 

the west, with another expanding power, the Koches, who und~r Biswa Singha 
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made themselves masters of the country west of the Bamadi. Under the astute 

rule of Naranarayan and the military generalship of commander Chilarai, the 

Koches attempted to overthrow the Ahom power. The initial reverses during the 

reign of Siu-klen-mung, ended in the decisive victory of the Ahoms at the 

'Pichalapariya ran' .12 The ensuing conflict was one of mixed results, and by 

1565 A.D., the Ahoms recovered their paramount position. The division of the 

Koch kingdom in 15 81 A.D. into Koch Bihar, west of the Sankosh, and Koch 

Hajo to its east, greatly weakened the Koches. While Koch Bihar later came to 

be a vassal state of the Mughals, Koch Hajo came under Ahom domination, until 

it was finally annexed in 1682 A.D. 

During the reign ofPratap Singha ( 1603 - 41 ), the Ahom political hegemony 

expanded upto the Jayantia kingdom, which lay further south of the Kachari 

kingdom. Political relations were established at the initiative of the Jayantia 

king, who offered a Jayantia princess in marriage to the Ahom king, and thus 

virtually became a subordinate . The political relations during the reign of the 

same king, further extended to the establishment of commercial relations 

between the two kingdoms. Markets were established at the frontier under the 

superintendence of the Ahom officers appointed for the purpose. Relations thus 

established continued with minor ruptures under the successive Ahom 

monarchs, 13 during the whole century, until the reign of King Rudra Singha. 

In the seventeenth century, a serious danger to the Ahom state came to be 

posed by the eastward expansion of the Mughals, whose sway had by then extended 

over the entire sub-continent except for the north-east which remained outside 

their political control. The westward movement of the Ahoms also became more 

vigorous from the time ofPratap Singha (1604- 1641 ) and this made a conflict 
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with the Mughals inevitable. The Ahoms successfully resisted the advance of 

the Mughals and the Barnadi on the north bank and the Asurar Ali on the south 

bank of the Brahmaputra became the boundary between the two dominions. The 

eastward expansion of the Mughals however continued almost throughout the 

whole century leading to several armed engagements between the two. In 1662 

- 63 , the Ahoms suffered a temporary setback in the expedition of Mir Jumla 

and had to come to terms at Ghiladharighat (Jan.1663 A.D.). By the terms of the 

treaty, the Ahom king, Jayadhvaj Singha ( 1648- 63 ) agreed to send his daughter 
'C 

to the Mughal harem, pay a war indemnity and also cede Kamrup and part of 

Central Assam. In 1663 - 70 , under the efficient generalship of Lachit 

Barphukan, the Ahoms inflicted a crushing defeat on the Mughals in the famous 

battle of Saraighat in 1671. The last of the Mughals were driven out from 

Guwahati by Gadadhar Singha in 1682. Henceforth, the river Manas came to be 

the western boundary of the Ahom kingdom. 

The eastward advance of the Mughals was accompanied by a penetration of 

new ideas into the Brahmaputra valley. It afforded the Ahoms an opportunity to 

witness the pomp and grandeur, as well as made them acquainted with the high 

standard of the Mughal civilization. A cultural wave from the west gradually 

touched the country. In the course of the Mughal sojourn at Garhgaon, several 

members of the troops were left behind as war prisoners, who settled near 

Sibsagar. Thus, a new group of people settled in Assam. These men along with 

the people who accompanied the armies were responsible for the percolation 

of new faith and ideas into the region. These influences became more pronounced 

during the reign of King Rudra Singha ( 1696 - 1714 ) when foreign priests, 

physicians, musicians, influential persons, artisans and craftsmen, were allowed 

and some of them sent back with gifts, 14 and all these opened up the province to 
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outside influence. The Tripura envoy mentions the celebrations of the Durga 

Puja with all the paraphernalia at Rangpur, the new capital. 15 Craftsmen like 

jewellers, weavers, potters and tailors were welcomed to the region. The king 

himself contributed to the cultural progress by patronising learning and 

education, music and dance, games and sports and art and architecture. 16 The 

royal palace at Rangpur was constructed by employing up-country or Bengal 

architects. 17 Another palace, the Talatal-Ghar with a few stories underground 

was also constructed at Tengabari. Temples were also built, where festivals like 

holi were celebrated. These palaces and temples reveal the architectural 

characteristics of Bengal and the bricks used were made by Ghanasauddin, a 

Muhammedan architect from Bengal, indicative of the cultural influence that 

came in the wake of the Mughal conflict. Change in the dress patterns of the 

King was noticeable for the first time, in the adoption of the cloak, turban and 

shoes after the Mughal style. The same presented to the Patra Mantris was 

refused, except by the Buragohain who later accepted. From that time the custom 

of making presents consisting of turbans, cloak and shoes was introduced. 18 The 

same influence was discernable in the admission of entertainers from Bengal 

and Mughal Rajput paintings adorning the pages of the puthis ofbark depicting 

the life story ofKrishna. 18 These had its effects and gradual changes in the society 

had become apparent. 

Economic changes were also evident. Traders and merchants too entered 

the region in the wave that followed. Agar wood, elephant's tusk and other 

precious articles were very much in demand in India, while salt was the main 

item of export from Bengal. Coins came into circulation, and the Ahom king 

also began to issue coins. Rudra Singha was not averse to the opening of regular 

commercial intercourse between the Shah Mahajans and the Bar Mudois. 20 
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The changes that came thus necessitated an open-door policy. The province was 

opened to influence from outside. 

Rudra Singha's reign was devoid of any territorial expansion. The king, 

however, had to subjugate the Kacharis and the Jayantias, who had become 

virtually independent during the period of the Mughal wars. Rudra Singha also 

established friendly relations with the independent state of Khyrim or Khairam. 

In pursuance of his larger programme of extending influence through Bengal 

and eastern India, Rudra Singha established diplomatic relations with Suvamsa 

Rai of Dacca, and the Raja ofTripura through one Anandiram Medhi, a musician 

and acquaintance of the Raja. 21 The last great enterprise of his reign was a 

preparation for the conquest of Bengal. The two main objectives were to oust 

the Mughals from eastern India and to expand the western limit of the Ahom 

kingdom as far as the Karatoya river. To achieve this Rudra Singha attempted to 

organise a confederacy of the Hindu Rajas and Zamindars ofTripura, Koch Behar, 

Panga, Rangpur, Nadia, Burdhwan, Maurang, and Barnagar of Bengal. 22 The Raja 

of Amber appeared as the mouthpiece of the Hindu Rajas. 23 Inspired by the Pan

Hindu ideal, it appears that Rudra Singha sought to capitalize on the growing 

unpopularity of Mughals and appealed to the Hindu rulers to conquer the 

Muslims. He mobilized a large army, and personally marched to Guwahati in 

1714 A.D. 24 But the enterprise was aborted by the untimely death of King on 

29th August, 1 714 A.D. 

Rudra Singha's reign is memorable for the royal patronage of Hinduism, 

not only with a view to using it as a weapon against the growing power of 

Vaishnavism, but also to increase relations with the neighbouring Hindu kingdoms 

of Bengal. He thus brought in a Sakta priest Krishnaram Nyayavagish, a Brahmin 
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from Navadwip in West Bengal, to give him initiation. The priest was also 

promised charge of the Temple of Kamakhya on the Nilachal Hill, Guwahati. 

But as he himself could not accomplish the objective, he instructed his sons to 

accept the Bengali priest as their preceptor. 25 

Rudra Singha's rule of eighteen years, considering his achievements, can 

rightly be said to mark the climacteric of the Ahom rule. Apart from the material 

progress, art, architecture, improvements in communication, and encouragement 

to trade and commerce, the idea of a Pan-Hindu union conceived by the king 

was not only unprecedented but unique in the inter-state relations of those times. 

He became renowned as a statesman under whom the Ahoms and Assam absorbed 

the best elements of civilization with which they came into contact in the 18th 

century. 

Decline and fall 

The successors of Rudra Singha continued to patronise religion and 

literature. It was during their reign that most of the Hindu temples now in 

existence were constructed by making large endowments to Brahmans. The royal 

court teemed with learned men, poets and artists. The gorgeously illustrated 

works like Hasti-Vidyarnava, Sankachura-vadh, Gita-Govinda and 

Dharmapuran were compiled during this period. As such this age may be called 

the 'Augustan Age of Assamese literature'. 26 Thus, until the middle of the 

eighteenth century, strong and powerful monarchs on the throne ensured internal 

order and an accompanying prosperity. 

However, the later half of the eighteenth century saw the process of decline 
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set in. The reduction of the martial spirit among the successors ofRudra Singha, 

marked the first signs of decay, in the vigour of the divine race. 

Profound impact on the social and economic life came with the neo

Vaishnavite movement sponsored by Shankardeva and his disciple Madhav-deva 

in the 16th century. 27 Revolutionising the very face of the society of the 

Brahmaputra Valley, the movement led to large-scale detribalisation, broke 

grounds for the growth of feudalism, fostered community feeling and human 
.,. 

equality. Such ideologies favoured a comparatively free peasant community and 

encouraged trade specially in Lower Assam. These were diametrically opposed 

to the principles of the Ahom government which had been rigidly controlling 

the individual subjects and maximally exploiting their labour in the interests of 

the ruling class. 28 Realising the strength which the movement and the preceptors 

wielded over the population, and apprehending a threat, the royalty pursued 

policies of peace, patronage and persecution. 29 Gadadhar Singha also attributed 

the decay of the martial spirit of the Ahoms to the advocacy of vegetarianism by 

the vaishanavas. 30 But Rudra Singha reversed his father's drastic policy, 

rehabilitated the displaced pontiffs at their headquarters at Majuli, established 

Satras, granted scholarships and himselfbecame a disciple ofHaridev Adhikari 

Bapu of Auniati Satra in 1696_31 In order to check the growing power and 

influence of the Sudra Mahantas, he however, made an investigation into their 

claims to initiate Brahmans. 32 By 17 66, the loss of the martial spirit was evident 

when for the first time the Ahom nobles declined the proffered command of a 

military expedition. The change was disastrous, it involved the loss of the old 

martial spirit and the pride of race with which the Ahoms had till then been 

animated; their patriotic feelings thenceforth became more subordinated to 

sectarian animosities, and internal dissensions and intrigues and their power 
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soon began to decay. "33 

The Ahom kingdom by the mid-eighteenth centwy was an over-burdened 

hierarchical structure, supported a weak institutional base and meagre economic 

surplus. It had no standing army of professional soldiers. The entire administrative 

- military machinery and socio-economic organization rested on the paik or 

khel system. This system worked well in the heydays of the Ahom rule. But 

from the reign of Rajeswar Singha (1751 - 69), signs of a breakdown of the 

system had become apparent. The parks began to evade registration, owing partly 

due to the entrance into the Satras as bhakats, and due to commutation of 

obligations for money tax which became possible with the infiltration of a 

monetized economy into the natural economy of the region. Thus paik 

mobilisation in full strength had become difficult. 

The Ahom system of surplus extraction for the maintenance of the state 

and the nobility exhibited a degree of centralization. The state control and 

redistribution of the lands among the elements of the ruled created conflicts 

and contradictions. The policy of granting the state lands and paiks to the 

religious establishments, were disfavoured by the nobility as it affected the 

supply of paiks for public and personal purposes. Thus the crisis of the 18th 

centwy Assam, centered around the inadequate supply of paiks and the infighting 

within the Ahom nobility. 34 

The decadence of the Ahom monarchy can be traced to the successors of 

Rudra Singha. Sib Singha's reign saw the predominance of Saktism. Queen 

Phuleswari's fanatical zeal perpetrated a series of offensive religious activities 

that perpetuated the decline of the already weakening monarchy. Under the 
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influence of the Parvatiya Gossain, she launched a drive against the Moamarias 

who were strong monotheists compelling them to offer oblations to Goddess 

Durga, at the puja held at Rangpur. 35 This led to alienation of the Vaishnavite 

monks and the Mahantas who exercised considerable influence over the 

populace. Fresh insults were inflicted on the Mahanta, by the Bar Barua 

Kirtichandra during the reign of Rajeswar Singha ( 1751 - 1769). Popular 

discontent came to the surface during the reign of Lakshmi Singha ( 1769-

1780).36 

In November 1769, the Moamarias long seething with discontent, rose in 

revolt, occupied Rangpur and Garhgaon, deposed the reigning King and placed 

their own nominee on the throne. This success was of great consequence, as 

with the accession of a non-Ahom to the throne for the frrst time since 1228 

A.D., it posed a challenge not only to the concept of the divine right of kingship 

but also to the seven collateral Ahom families forming the core of the Ahom 

bureaucracy and enjoying that right. It thus shook the base of the Ahom kingdom, 

and shattered the myth of invincibility. Though after a brief interlude, the 

Moamarias were suppressed ruthlessly and Lakshmi Singha was reinstalled as 

king in 1770 A.D., the flame of discontent remained simmering beneath the 

apparent stability. 

Gaurinath Singha (1780- 1795 ), Lakshmi Singha's successor, was most 

unsuited to the time. He has been described by Captain Welsh as "a poor debilitated 

man, incapable of transacting business and intoxicated with opium". The 

Moamarias once again revolted which made the King flee to Guwahati. With the 

support of some of the tribes and other anti-royalists in different parts of the 

kingdom, the Moamarias once more occupied the Ahom metropolis. Gaurinath 



Singha was compelled to implore the assistance of the East India Company. 

The Company's government had been in the meantime looking askance at 

the commercial viability of the North-East frontier. Captain Welsh was deputed 

with a detachment of British troops who after routing the rebels, reoccupied the 

capital and reinstated Raja Gaurinath on the throne. This was in 1794. But before 

stability and order could be restored, Sir John Shore, the new Governor-General 

recalled Captain Welsh . He however enacted a commercial treaty in 1793 for 
~ 

promotion of commerce between Assam and the EIC. The reign ofKamaleswar 

Singha ( 1795 - 1810 ), however, witnessed a delicate restoration of peace and 

order by an understanding with the Moamarias. 

Meanwhile the Burmese government had been pursuing the policy of 

territorial expansion towards the west and with the conquest of Arakan in 1784 

A.D., the Burmese frontier became counterminus with that of the Company's 

possessions in Bengal. The Burmese intervention in Manipur, as well as the 

occupation of the island ofShahpuri, indicated the Burmese intentions. The petty 

states and the tribes in the North-East were now exposed to the Burmese imperial 

ambition. Taking advantage of the intemcii anarchy and dissensions, the Burmese 

immediately responded to the appeal for help made by Ahom king Chandrakanta 

Singha ( 1811 - 17 ) through Badan Chandra Barphukan, and extended armed 

assistance installing Chandrakanta on the throne. He was soon deposed and one 

Jogeswar Singha placed on the throne; the Burmese took on the role of 

kingmakers and the Burmese commander-in-chief, practically ruled Assam. 

During this period they let loose a reign of terror, causing large scale genocide, 

tortures, and carrying off thousands as slaves, remembered even today with 

horror in folk tradition. During this period, between 1817- 1825 , the population 
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of Assam is said to have reduced by half. J? 

In view of the Burmese "threat" to their imperial possessions, the British 

abandoned their policy of non-intervention and declared war against the Burmese 

on 5th March 1824. In the meantime, David Scott entered into agreements with 

the Rajas ofCachar and Jayantia on 6th and lOth March, 1824 respectively. 38 To 

win over the Assamese, the British issued a proclamation that they were not led 

by 'thirst of conquest', and at the end of the war would establish a government 

adapted to their 'wants and calculated to the happiness of the people of all 

classes'. 39 In the ensuing conflict, the Burmese were defeated and peace was 

concluded by the Treaty of Yanda boo (24 Feb. 1826 A.D.). 40 

Thus, the kingdom of Swargadeo, which had once been the abode of green 

orchards and teeming millions, now bleeding and devastated lay prostrate before 

the British. 41 The British appeared in Assam at the worst hour of its peril. Tortured 

by the repeated ravages of the Burmese invasions, the people welcomed their 

rule with 'unbounded joy' and cherished sanguine hopes of peace and prosperity 

under their protection. But their hopes were belied. Political motives apart, it 

was the economic lure of the east, that fmally guided the policy of the conquerors. 

Though haltingly, the last vestiges of the Ahom monarchy passed away. 

The Ahom Administration 

The Ahom political system was not a wholesale importation, nor was it an 

entirely autonomous growth in Assam. Although it did have certain pre-Ahom 

elements, continuity was an important factor in the political changes under the 

Ahom rule. While assimilation to Indo-Aryan ways oflife in the Ahom dominion 
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was slow in the initial three centuries, it reached the turning point by the beginning 

of the 16th century. Thereafter the policy was one of rapid assimilation and 

fusion in respect oflanguage, caste, religion, technology etc., even though the 

Ahom state continued to maintain many of its distinctive features. 42 It may be 

pointed out at the very outset, that functional differentiations did not imply any 

structural or departmental divisions nor any separation of powers in the Ahom 

system of government. The entire structure presented a spectacle of monolithic 

unity, formed by union of the centre and the units, the civil and military, the 

executive and the judiciary. Moreover, the monarchy, the aristocracy and the 

commonality were all linked and even blended institutionally into an indivisible 

whole. An intrinsic merit of the system was that it did not become top-heavy or 

lop-sided. 

The normal form of government was a monarchy, but it contained within it 

certain peculiarities. The Tai state set up in the valley of the Brahmaputra owed 

its strength to the kinRship ideology on which it was based. The Ahom kings 

were believed to have a divine origin whose functions were postulated to be 

ordained by the divinity. This theory constituted as a compound of diverse 

elements imbibed during the centuries and prevalent among the Shans of Upper 

Burma, came with the Tai migrantsY The assumption of the title ofChao-pha 

or heavenly king and later, of the Hinduised Swarganarayan, all accentuated 

the celestial status of the Ahom kings. As such the king was expected to be free 

from any scar or blemish, a system which gave rise to numerous court intrigues 

in the later part of the Ahom rule. Kingship was also regarded continuous, so 

the death of a king was not made public till a new one was selected. 

The monarchy was the monopoly of the descendents of Siu-ka-pha, who in 
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course of time got divided into seven collateral families named after the places 

of their establishment- Charingia, Tipamiy~ Dihingi~ Chamaguriya, Tunkhungia, 

Parvatiya and Namrupiya. The right of succession to the Ahom kingship was 

generally hereditary on the male line, with due regard to the law of primogeniture. 

But in the absence of a legal claimant, the throne was offered to the king's brother 

or his nearest relative, Again in the early Ahom rule, appointment of a king 

depended on the concurrence of the three Gohains (officers), as Welsh had 

stated that monarchy was partly hereditary and partly elective. 44 

y 

The king was the head of every department of the state and distributed 

honours, titles and offices "without the concurrence and not without the counsel 

of the aristocracy". 45 In theory, he was also the lord ofthe soil and alienated land 

among the officers in order of hierarchy. He could declare war and conclude 

peace, but with the concurrence of the nobility. 46 As the highest court of appeal, 

he could execute death sentence and sanction any bloodshed. 47 He could mint 

coins only in his name. 

As a mark of divinity, the coronation ceremony was highly elaborate and 

celebrated with pomp and grandeur for seven days. The final seal of establishment 

as king was put only after ascending the Singarighar, after which the king 

became privileged to issue coins, getting the Bardhak and the Singha. 48 

The nobles played a very important role in the Ahom polity. The two original 

counsellors were the Buragohain49 and the Bargohain, 50 who accompanied Siu

ka-pha. A third, the Barpatra Gohain was added by Siu-hum-mong. Pratap Singha 

created the offices of the Barbarua and the Barphukan. 51 These together 

constituted the council of five, called the patra-mantris. However the three 
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Gohains, represented the permanent and hereditary councillors of the state, 

and were filled only from the descendents of the nobles who accompanied Siu

ka-pha to Assam. They were exalted in rank and status, their counsel and 

concurrence were indispensable on all occasion and affairs, and could even select 

or depose a king. The offices of the Barbarua and Barphukan could be filled 

from any member of certain specified families excluding those of the hereditary 

Gohains. The former was the chief executive officer and head of the judiciary, 

and commander ofUpper Assam, administering the territory east ofKaliabor, 

outside the jurisdiction of the three Gohains. 52 Yet he could not act 

independently or execute death sentence. The Barphukan was the viceroy of 

the territory west of Kaliabor, upto Goalpara. He lived at Guwahati, and placed 

as he was at a distance from the capital, exercised executive powers, and could 

execute death sentences, though not accompanied by bloodshed. 53 The 

Barphukan conducted diplomatic relations with Bengal, Bhutan, chieftains of 

the Assam passes, and could also nominate the rajas of vassal states in 

exceptional cases. These officers were allotted paiks for their maintenance. 54 

The rest bound to render service to the king. The office of the Barphukan was 

considered of higher importance than that of the Barbarua. 55 There was no 

separate office of the rajmantri, however, in the reign of Siu-pim-pha, ( 1493 -

97 ), the Burhagohain Khampeng was conferred this rank. 56 Later any one of 

the patra-mantris considered trustworthy was appointed rajmantri, for which 

he received 1000 additional paiks, 57 and had the power of inflicting capital 

punishment, accompanied by bloodshed, though of course, with the king's 

approval. 58 

The princes and the near relatives of the reigning king were appointed as 

governors in certain areas with the title of the' Raja' such as the' Charing Raja' 
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who was usually the heir apparent, 'Tipam Raja', next in order of succession, 

Namrupia Raja and others. They exercised powers similar to that of the 'patra

mantris', in their jurisdictions. With the extension of territory, the frontiers of 

the kingdom were placed under wardens called Datiyaliya Gohains namely the 

Sadiya Khowa Gohain, Marangi-Khowa Gohain, Kajali-mukhiya Gohain, the 

Jagiya/ Gohain, So/a/-Gohain, administering the newly acquired territories. 

Besides the patra-mantris and the local governors, the nobility included 

other officers like the Phukans, Rajkhowas and Baruas, of various grades and 

responsibilities. These offices were not hereditary or permanent; incompetence 

led to replacement. Till1772, the office of the Phukan was monopolised by the 

descendents of the nobles who accompanied Siu-ka-pha, but later non-Ahom 

Phukans also came to be appointed. 59 The Phukans were at the apex of the official 

posts, and were either civil or military, the military being higher in rank. They 

commanded 6000 paiks, of which ten percent was for their personal use. Six of 

the Phukans formed the council of the Barbarua, known as Charua Phukan, 

and another six formed the council of the Barphukan called Dopolaria 

Phukan, 60 Tamuli Phukan, Naobaicha Phukan, Dhekial Phukan, Khargaria 

Phukan, Chiring Phukan and others with an adequate number of paiks were 

appointed with the extension of territory. 

The Barua was ranked next to the Phukan. They usually looked after the 

royal household and general administration of the state, and were heads of 

departments which had no Phukans, or second officers under Phukans. Thus 

the Bhandari Barua, Duliya Barua, Gandhia Barr.w, Sonadhar Barua, 

Khanikar Banta, Hati Barua, etc. were named after the respective departments 

they administered. 
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The Rajkhowas, were governors of small areas with three thousand paiks. 

They exercised jurisdiction over the territories grouped under twelve divisions, 

outside those under the three Gohains, such as Bassa, Dayang, Sologuri, 

Abhayapur, etc. Besides, there were other officers like the Hazarikas, Saikias, 

Boras, Tekelas (messengers). There were also officers appointed for specific 

duties, like the Bar-Tamuli, supervisor of supply ofbetelnuts, Bartekela, head 

of emissaries, Barpachani, head of the supervisor attendants etc. Other officers 

like the Katakis, Kakatis, Dolo is, Neog and others who performed functions as 

indicated by their names. The offices involving military duties were recruited 

from the Ahoms, but for civil offices, the high classes ofnon-Ahom natives as 

well as persons of foreign descent, provided they had been domiciled in the 

country for three or four generations, were eligible. 61 

The vassal chiefs ofDarrang, Rani, Luki, Beltala, Dimarua, Tapakuchi etc., 

enjoyed complete autonomy in their internal administration. These chiefs with 

the exception of the Raja of Rani had to pay annual tribute was liable to dismissal 

owing to misconduct by the king, 62 and had to furnish the service of paiks or 

commutations money in lieu thereof. 

The Ahom government though monarchical, and vested on the king, 

contained a wide decentralization of power. The appointment of the various 

officers, enabled the monarch to exercise control over the extensive dominions. 

Herein lay the intrinsic merit of the system. The policy in case of the vassal 

chiefs also enabled the monarch in getting lasting obedience from them. By 

virtue of their appointment, and the fact that the officers were paid in terms of 

land and paiks, enabled the nobility to enjoy a position of power, prestige, ease 

and luxury under the Ahom rule. This was to a great extent responsible for the 
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antagonism of the higher orders with the establishment of the colonial rule in 

1826A.D. 

A vety important element in the monolithic unity of the Ahom Government 
- .a 

were the people called parks, on which the entire administrative machinety and 
>W~·--'"'''>~--~---''" ~---·~""--'---·-~-~--·-··•--•- -- •-••• ''' 0' --<-.- ·---~ ~· 

,.,,.'<'----~--...--· 

the socio-economic organisation of the Ahom state rested. The paik or khel 

system63 Wider which the entire adult male population between ages 15 - 60 into 

units or gots of three or four according to convenience was registered as paik 

for state service was not just an aspect of the socio-economic cum military 

organisation of the state. It was a policy aimed at uniting the various elements 

of the kingdom into one united whole. It first grew out of relations, which the 

Ahoms as conquerors and advanced agriculturists established with the subjugated 

tribes of the Morans and Barahis. These peoples still at the stage of tribalism, 

was employed by Siu-ka-pha for the various functions, as fuel suppliers, water 

drawers etc. 64 With the expansion ofterritoty, the system was elaborated to get 

the service of the conquered soldiers cum labourers. The extension of power 

and increase in population necessitated the increase in food production, while 

the increasing threat from the Mughal, and the frequent engagements needed 

ready militia service. Earlier Siu-klen-mong had introduced a system where one 

man from each family·had to give his service to the state. Under the changing 

circumstances it was elaborated and systematised by Momai Tamuli Barbarua at 

the instance of Pratap Singha, to meet the economic as well as the military 

needs of the state. From the initial registering of the adult males as paiks, to 

organizing four paiks into one got, it was later extended to organising the paiks 

on territorial, or occupational groups termed as khels. Although this involved 

the break-up of territorial units in cases of the transfer of the Bhuyans from 

Uttarkul to DakhinkuL and tribal-units ofBassa-Dayang and Marangi under the 
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system, it exhibited the Ahom policy of bringing the numerous peoples into 

one component whole. 

The military organization of the Ahoms was also based on the paik system. 

As remarked by John Peter Wade, the military system of the Ahoms was "founded 

on a feudal tenure with respect to the tributary princes, but on a militia within 

the limits of the kingdom". 65 The paiks had to render service to the extent of 

three paiks from one got in times of emergency. They were mobilised by the 

heads of the respective khels at short notice. Although the paiks were imparted 

some preliminary knowledge, he had to undergo intensive training before be 

proceeded to the battlefield. The Barbarua was usually the commander-in-chief 

of Upper Assam, and the Barphukan of Lower Assam, but in times of emergency, 

the three Gohains and even the king went to the field. 

The Ahom army consisted of the infantry, navy, artillery, elephants, cavalry 

and spies, which were served by the paiks. Infantry received great appreciation 

for their technical skill, courage, general excellence , and specially their guerilla 

tactics of warfare, from the Persian chroniclers, who accompanied the Moghul 

army. The chief weapons of war were swords, spears, bows, arrows, and firearms 

like matchlocks and cannon, as mentioned by Shiabuddin Talish. 66 He also 

mentions that the Ahoms were skilled in artillery and made first rate gunpowder. 67 

Elephants under an officer called the Hati Barua formed an important part of 

the army. Likewise, the Ahom Navy was well equipped, with their war-boats 

called bacharis. Naval engagements at Kaliabor and Saraighat were famous for 

the defeat of the great Moghuls. The Ahoms also excelled in building 

fortifications and had a highly developed espionage system. Inspite of the fact 

that there was no clear distinction between the civil and military departments, 
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the system worked well, as it kept the government constantly prepared with a 

standing militia, which was kept employed otherwise, in times of peace. It thus 

served well to keep the various elements and far-flung territories integrated 

into one political whole. 

In matters of justice, it seems the Ahoms had no written law. But justice 

was dealt according to the customs of the country and their own standards of 

right or wrong. The king, however, remained as the supreme court oflaw. Judicial 

authority was exercised by the patra-mantris, and the governors as well as the 

Phukans, Rajkhowas and Baruas in their own courts over their respective areas 

and paiks for convenience of the king. No written records were kept of the 

criminal cases. Trials for crimes were extremely stern, and in case of political 

offences capital punishment was extended to the offenders family. 68 Only the 

king could give sentence extending to the shedding of blood. 

The Ahom political and administrative system for the first three centuries 

since their advent was marked by a steady penetration and territorial expansion 

into the Brahmaputra valley. The 16th and 17th century was a period of steady 

consolidation under the Ahoms. The extension of Ahom territory as far as the 

Manas, and influence as far as Koch Hajo, led to a rise in population which 

provided the material base for their political and economic expansion. The 

administrative system was based not only on the system imported by Siu-ka

pha, but also adapted to the conditions of the region. The political expansion 

into Koch Hajo, along with the demographic expansion, led to reform and 

reorganisation of the paik and khel system which strengthened the state 

apparatus. It was a centralization of political authority. But by the eighteenth 

century, fissures and cracks began to appear in the system. The answer lay in the 
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symptomatic decay of the monarchy on the whole. The structural weakness of 

the institution, the enervating climate of the Brahmaputra Valley, the conversion 

to Hinduism and the ritualistic duties leading to a physical and mental 

deterioration and weakening of the central authority as evident by the weak 

successors ofRudra Singha, allied to the decline ofthe Ahom kingdom. Thus, 

if the Chinese tradition is to be believed, the divine monarchy lost the 'mandate 

of Heaven'. 
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