


CHAPTERV 

THE BRITISH OCCUPATION OF ASSAM 

AND DISINTEGRATION OF THE OLD ORDER 

The Treaty of Yandabu (24th February, 1826) which marked the conclusion 

of the first Anglo-Burmese war also forms a dividing line between end of one 

age and the beginning of another in the history of Assam. Assam now entered 

into what can be termed as the modem age. Historically, political modernization 

is referred to the totality of changes in the political structure, 1 affected by major 

transformations in all aspects of administration. The advent of the British to 

ushered in radical changes in the entire pre-British political structure. This 

chapter is devoted to an analysis of the British system vis-a-vis that of the Ahom. 

It is, therefore, most relevant to recount Article 2 of the Treaty, which 

runs thus: 

"His Majesty, the King of Ava renounces all claims upon, and 

will abstain from all future interference with, the principalities 

of Assam and its dependencies, and also with the contiguous 

petty states of Cachar and Jyntea. With regard to Manipur it is 

stipulated that, should Gambhir Singh desire to return to that 

country, he shall be recognised by the King of Ava as Raja thereof'. 2 

The above Article does not bear any indirect or oblique recognition of the 

East India Company's right to establish its political control over the principalities 

of Assam, and Manipur. What in fact occured was that the East India Company 
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stepped in to fill the political vacuum created by the Burmese withdrawal. 

The British first settled the question of Manipur as the security in the 

North-East lay to a great extent on the establishment of a strong ruler in Manipur 

to serve as a buffer between the British Indian empire and Burma. In view of the 

important role Gambhir Singh played in driving the Burmese out of Cachar and 

Manipur, the Burmese were forced to recognise him as the Raja of Manipur. 

Soon however, a dispute arose over the claims of the Kubo Valley. 3 The British 

government in a conciliatory approach, decided on the retrocession of the Valley 

to Burma. The transfer took place on Jan. 9, 1834.4 Forthe loss ofKubo Valley 

Gambhir Singh was awarded a recurring stipend of Rs. 500, as a compensation. 5 

He was also recognised as a political and military warden of a vitally, important 

strategic area by an agreement (April 18, 1833). He was further allowed to 

maintain a strong and trained army of 3000, and to assist the British government 

in the event of disturbances. This decision to establish 'an independent 

government in Manipur in alliance' with the East India Company, was hoped to 

prove 'the most powerful and effectual check upon the Burmese government'. 6 

Having ensured the security of their eastern frontier, the East India 

Company now turned to the principality of Assam and the petty states of Cachar 

and Jayantia.Govinda Chandra, the ruler ofCachar, was brought into the East 

India Company's political system, by a treaty, dated March 6, 1824. 7 

Acknowledging allegience, he placed his country under British protection, and 

agreed to pay a tribute of Rs. 10,000 per annum, and consented for the British 

arbitration in the internal administration of his country. Ram Singh, the ruler of 

Jayantia, also by a similar treaty dated, lOth of March, 1824,8 was brought under 

British protection, but no tribute was fixed with him. The Raja also engaged to 
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assist the Company with all forces, in the event of war to the east of the 

Brahmaputra. 9 The inclusion of these petty principalities adjoining the British 

district of Sylhet in the 'general system of defensive arrangements for the 

frontier', was an essential feature of Lord Amherst's policy of resistance to the 

Burmese advance in the Surma valley. 10 

The British administration in the eastern frontier may be said to have begun 

formally from 1822, when by Regulation X of 1822,11 the permanently settled 

area of Goalpara, consisting of the three thanas of Goalpara, Dhubri and 

Karaibari, which then formed a part of the Bengal district of Rangpur, was 

separated from the district of Rangpur, and exempted from the operations of 

the general regulations, and subjected to a special system of government along 

with the Garo Hills. David Scott, who had served as the Judge and Magistrate of 

Rangpur, was appointed, in January 1822, as Civil Commissioner for the north

east of Rangpur, in addition to the office of Commisioner of Cooch Behar. In 

November 1822, he was appointed, in addition to his existing offices, Agent to 

the Governor-General on the North-Eastern Frontier with a general control and 

superintendence over the Company's political relations and intercourse with 

the petty states ofSikkim, Bhotan, Tibet, Cooch Behar, Assam, Cachar, Manipur 

and Jayantia and other independent states' .12 This appointment prepared the 

ground for Scott's assumption of administrative charge of territories conquered 

from the Burmese. 13 

Soon after the commencement of the first Anglo-Burmese war, in March 

1824, Des Kamrup with a division of 26 parganas came under the British 

occupation. The Raja of Darrang and the other petty chiefs placed themselves 

under British protection. Administrative arrangements became necessary for 
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western Assam, from Goal para to Guwahati, pending the final expulsion of the 

Burmese. These arrangements were to be of a provisional nature. 

In October 1824, Scott was entrusted with the general management of the 

occupied territory, and was authorised to exercise revenue, judicial and police 

powers. As Agent to the Governor-general, he remained in charge of political 

relations with the Assamese chiefs as also with the Burmese. Lieutenant Col. 

Richards who was in charge of troops, and matters of purely military in nature, 

had to afford the most cordial and zealous support on all matters. 14 

After the expulsion of the Burmese from Upper Assam in January, 1825, 

the whole of the Brahmaputra valley came under British military 

occupation.Arrangements were then made for the temporary administration, 

pending the final decision regarding the disposal of the country. The supreme 

governments views were clearly stated : 'although by our expulsion of the 

Burmese from the territory of Assam, the country would of right become ours 

by conquest; the Governor-General in Council does not contemplate the 

permanent annexation of any part of it to the British dominion" .15 This was 

followed by an assurance in a proclamation issued by Mr. Scott: "We are not led 

into your country by the thirst of conquest, but are forced in our defence to 

deprive the enemy of the means of annoying us ... " and further that "we will never 

depart until we exclude our foe ... and re-establish ... a government adopted to 

your wants and calculated to the happiness of all classes" .16 This declaration 

which was an indication of a clear commitment for the restoration of monarchy 

in Assam, created no resistance from the local population. Their satisfaction at 

the expulsion of the Burmese and acceptance of the British, was but a natural 

reaction against the atrocious character of the Burmese rule. 
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David Scott and Lieutenant Col. Richards, were appointed Joint 

Commissioners. David Scott, as Senior Commissioner, was to hold civil charge 

of western Assam, with headquarters at Guwahati, and also exclusive charge of 

political relations with the states and tribes of the entire region. Col. Richards, 

as Junior Commissioner, was to exercise civil functions in eastern Assam, with 

headquarters at Rangpur, in addition to his military functions. Eastern Assam, 

particularly the tract east of Rangpur, was in a state of anarchy following the 

Burmese cruelties and required close military supervision. Each Commissioner, 

though independent to perform his civil duties, was expected, through a free and 

constant intercourse with each other, to maintain a uniform system of 

administration throughout the Brahmaputra valley. The Commissioners were 

empowered to decide all civil disputes, administer criminal justice and to 

organise a police system. 17 In December 1825, after the death of Col. Richards, 

Lt. Col. Cooper succeeded him. In 1827 Captain Adam White was appointed 

Scott's assistant at Guwahati. 

Keeping in view of the security of the eastern frontier, the British pursued 

a conciliatory policy with the chiefs of the 'Sadiya country'. An agreement was 

made dated 13 May, 182618 with the Bar Senapati ofMatak, 19 who acknowledged 

the suzeranity of the British, and in lieu of revenue, agreed to furnish 300 paiks 

and provisions in the event of a war. Another agreement concluded in May 1826,20 

with the Sadiya Khowa Gohain, the chief of the Khamtis, 21 who recognised the 

British suzeranity, and agreed to maintain a contingent of 200 men. With the 

Singphos, whose raids had been suppressed by Capt. Neufville, agreements were 

concluded in May 1826, with their16 chiefs, who promised co-operation. 

The administrative measures adopted by the British government in the 
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Brahmaputra valley were devised as a transitional arrangement. The government 

had to initiate a series of measures to solve difficulties- political, military and 

financial as systems hitherto existing varied from region to region - in upper 

Assam there existed the paik system, in lower Assam there existed a system 

which had close similarity to the Mughal system whereas in Darrang, and the 

territories of the chiefs of Luki, Beltola, Bongaon, Pantan, etc., they had their 

own independent administrations. It was thus a difficult task and with the 

introduction of the British system, the change that occured was in some from 

medieval to modern, and in others from semi-medieval to modern as in lower 

Assam. In deciding on the administration of Assam, three issues were involved, 

(i) The question oflower Assam, (ii) the question of upper Assam and restoration 

of an Ahom ruler, (iii) the question of central Assam, Darrang and Nowgong. 

The establishment of temporary civil administration in western Assam in 

1824 and in eastern Assam in 1825, created a situation which was not anticipated 

on the eve of the war. The Ahom administrative machinery had broken down, the 

Burmese had disturbed even the rudimentary system of civil administration. In 

the absence of a capable ruler (Ahom prince) the British could not withdraw 

their forces. 

In view of the assurance, given by the British, 12 David Scott in 1826, 

proposed the restoration of Ahom monarchy in Assam on a tributary basis, and 

alternatively to retain lower Assam as far as Biswanath as a part of the British 

dominions, and making over the rest of the territory, with the exception of the 

areas occupied by the Mataks, Khamtis and Singphos to an Ahom prince.23 

This proposal not being accepted, a revised proposal in 1828,24 was made by 

Scott recommending the annexation of lower Assam permanently to the British 
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dominion, while the assignment of upper Assam, the territory from Biswanath 

to the river Buri Dihing, under an Ahom prince on terms to be specifically laid 

down. Further, he laid down, that the introduction of British rule in upper Assam 

would create resentment and discontent amongst the Ahom official aristocracy, 

and annexation of upper Assam would be uneconomic, as the revenue estimated 

at about one lak:h Raja Mohari rupees (Ahom coins) would be expended for 

providing for the members of the royal house. Lower Assa.m, extending eastward 

to Biswanath, on the other hand, was expected to yield a gross revenue of 300,000 

Narayani rupees (Koch coins). This region administered by the Bar Phukan at 

Guwahati was never amalgamated to the Ahom kingdom, and 'the most influential 

portion of the inhabitants who having been accustomed to be ruled by strangers', 

may not have the same aversion 'to the introduction of a foreign authority that 

would be felt in the upper part of the country'. The British rule may well be 

preferred than the Ahom rule with all its excess and indignities, commented 

Scott. 25 As regards the territory of the Mataks, Singphos and Khamtis, Scott 

proposed the imposition of direct control under an European officer, stationed 

at Biswanath. 26 

In March 1828, the Supreme Government accorded their approval to Scott's 

proposal of permanent annexation ofLower Assam. 27 The grounds put forward 

were (i) the revenue of upwards of 300,000 Narayani rupees and (ii) the 

inhabitants who had little attachment to their erstwhile rulers. In the territory of 

the Mataks, Singphos and Khamtis, it was agreed to station an officer, and in 

1828 Captain Neufville, was appointed Political Agent, Upper Assam, with 

headquarters at Biswanath. The office of the Junior Commissioner was also 

abolished. 28 
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The government was not inclined to surrender the region of Upper Assam 

to an Ahom prince since, 'none of the aspirants afforded to the British any aid 

during the last war which would establish the slightest claim to a remuneration 

of any part of their right by conquest". It was also argued that the revenues of 

Upper Assam were fluctuating. The annexation would have also made the British 

government responsible for the general defence and protection against internal 

commotion or external aggression. 29 Although the question of restoration was 

kept pending till after Scott's death in 183 1, nevertheless the trend was one 

favouring annexation and the introduction of political - cum - administrative 

uniformity throughout the valley. This had become evident in the appointment 

of Captain Neufville, abolition of the post of Junior Commissioner, and lifting 

of martial law in March 1828. 

Scott's policy of conciliating the nobility and royalty by employing the 

leading men in the discharge of the duties of the hereditary officers had failed. 

There was the rebellion of Dhanjoy Bargohain in 1828, Gadadhar Singha in 1829, 

and an uprising on a grandscale in 1829, organised by Dhanjoy, aided by Harakanta 

and Haranath, his sons, and Jeuram Dulia Barua, Peali Barphukan, Boom Singpho, 

Roopchand Konwar, Deuram Dihingia Barna, Krishnanath and others. 30 The 

repeated uprisings were alarm signals. 

Restoration and Annexation of Upper Assam 

Although the proposal for the restoration of Ahom monarchy in Upper 

Assam, did not find favour with the Supreme Government, the repeated 

uprisings,31 and administrative confusion of the period convinced the authorities 

in Calcutta that in spite of best of intentions32 it would not be possible to ensure 
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a government in Upper Assam as would be conducive to the well-being of all 

classes. 33 The administrative confusion demanded above all a change; for 'An 

imperfect British administration' as Scott observed, 'must be worse than a native 

one, which at least possesses a perfect knowledge of the laws, customs and 

prejudices of its subjects ... ". 34 The British Government had some reservation 

about setting up an Ahom government in the intervening region between the 

Company's territories of Lower Assam in the east. Bentinck was not in favour 

of the appeasement policy advocated by Scott, since the expulsion of the Burmese 

had been accomplished without any assistance from any member of the ruling 

family, and as such, no one had any political or moral claim to that territory. He, 

however, favoured restoration and thought that a monarchy which had lasted 

without any break for more than six centuries, might be 'intrinsically good', and 

under the support and advice of the British officer might be conducive to the 

'well-being of the people'. 35 The untimely death of David Scott, along with the 

despatch of Captain Jenkins and Lieutenant Pemberton, to conduct a survey of 

Upper Assam, interrupted the fmal arrangements for the restoration of the Ahom 

Government. 

T.C. Robertson was not in favour of following a middle course, and 

advocated either an administration under European supervision, or according to 

the old system under an Ahom prince. In the event of restoration, Jorhat was to 

be the headquarters of the Political Agent, Upper Assam, as also the main wing 

of the Assam light infantry. It was also suggested that a small area ( 4 sq. miles) 

around Jorhat should be handed over for establishment of a British cantonment. 

Bentinck accepted Robertsons suggestions, and it was decided to assign Upper 

Assam to a member of the Ahom royal family. Robertson was in favour of 

Purandar Singha36 as 'the person best fitted to be at the head of the state' . 

153 



On 2nd March 1833 by a treaty37 concluded between T.C. Robertson, Agent 

to the Governor-General and Purandar Singha, at Guwahati. (i) The Company 

made over to the Raja the portion of Assam lying on the south bank of the 

Brahmaputra to the east of the Dhansiri river and on the north bank to the eastward 

of a nullah immediately east of Bishwanath; (ii) The restored Raja promised to 

pay to the East India Company a tribute of Rs. 50,000, out of an estimated revenue 

of Rs. 1,20,000. In addition the Raja bound himself to abstain from the evil 

practices of the former rulers like cutting of ears, nose and to abolish sati; to 

listen to the advise of the Political Agent, Upper Assam or the Agent to the 

Governor-General; to assist in the passage of troops and furnish supplies; to 

surrender on demand any fugitive taking refuge within his country; to supress 

the opium evil; and to abstain from opening communication with any foreign 

power. These terms were subject to the condition that if he "departed from 

loyalty to the British Government" the company reserved the right either to 

transfer the territory to another ruler or take it into its immediate occupation. 

The Moamaria country remained outside his authority, and the British government 

continued to maintain direct political relations with the Bar Senapati and the 

Sadiya Khowa Gohain. 

On the 24th of April, the civil and revenue administrations of Upper Assam 

were made over to him, and he was formally installed on the 28th of April, as 

the ruler of Upper Assam, with his capital at Jorhat. As Purandhar Singha objected 

to the use of the mere 'Raja', which he felt was not suited to his newly acquired 

rank, it was decided that he should be officially addressed as 'Shree Maharaja 

Poorunder Singh Narindra'. 38 

Soon after this decision of the East India Company, Lord Bentinck began 
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to have doubts as to the wisdom of the decision. He described it 'as one of 

somewhat hazardous policy'. 39 These doubts were provoked in the light of the 

reports of Jenkins and Pemberton, who described the region as 'worth having'. 40 

To make the best of a bad bargain, it was decided to increase British control by 

reducing the status ofPurandar Singha further and to take from him an Ekrarnama 

(an agreement) and to recognise him by Sanad as the ruler of the Jorhat region. 

On 27 June 1833, the treaty was recast in the form of an agreement and Purandar 

was practically reduced to the status of a Jagirdar. 41 This treaty reduced the 
T 

position of the Raja, far inferior than the protected princes of N orthem India. 

Purandhar Singha in accepting the treaty in 1833, and ascending the restored 

throne at Jorhat, also inherited a legacy of nearly half a century of anarchy and 

misrule. The political situation had radically changed and the position of the 

Ahom rulers had altered since the early part of the 18th century. Although 

restoration was intended to fulfil the political aspirations of the Assamese people, 

Purandar Singha's installation did not command universal support. He did not 

enjoy popularity and influence with the nobles as also with the people unlike 

Chandrakanta Singha. And although the latter was removed to Kaliabor and 

pensioned off, the nobles remained behind. The element of discontent with 

Purandar's rule was thus very strong among the supporters of Chandrakanta 

Singha. In addition, Purandar Singha on account ofhis early days spent in Bengal, 

was regarded more a Bengali than an Assamese. And the Assamese experience 

of the corrupt and exacting Omlahs employed in the subordinate posts added to 

the suspicion and contributed to a large extent to his unpopularity. 

The political instability was augmented by more than half a century of 

internal anarchy caused by civil wars and foreign invasions. The khel system, 
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the socio-economic basis of the Ahom state was in dissolution. The khels were 

scattered throughout Upper Assam and instead of reducing the officials, a large 

number had been appointed to look after the khels. These officials, also referred 

to as Kheldars, were unaware of the exact number ofpaiks under them, non

residents as they were in their particular khels. The old aristocracy thus abdicated 

their proper functions, in the manner of the absentee landlords, following the 

Permanent Settlement of 1793, in Bengal, and in France on the eve of the 

Revolution of 1799. Thus there was mismanagement of the state affairs. 

The ruin was aided by the financial bankruptcy of the administration. The 

absentee Kheldars let loose a hoard of unscrupulous collectors whose regular 

exactions reduced the ryots to a state of misery. Collections were heavy, but the 

Government dues were unpaid. In addition, the transfer ofNaduar, yielding a 

revenue of about Rs. 10,000, to Lower Assam, affected the Raja's income. 

Moreover, although the income ofUpper Assam was estimated at Rs. 1,20,000 

per annum, the actual average annual collection during the period of British 

occupation from 1828- 9, with the exception of the year 1832- 3 was on Rs. 

81,897 only.42 The payment ofRs. 50,000 out of the estimated income was heavy 

and doubts were expressed on the Raja's capacity to pay. 

The judicial system was also disorganised. There were as many as five 

courts at Jorhat, but beyond the reach of the rural people. Law and order had 

collapsed and this in turn ruined agriculture, industry, trade and commerce. Thus 

the old Ahom system had broken down, and during the interim period of British 

occupation some features of the new administration had been introduced. What 

resulted was a confusion leading to the end of the traditional constitution of the 

Ahom state. 
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Lacking administrative experience Purandar Singha had to depend on the 

advice of his officers. He restored the old Patra-Mantris.43 He also had to pay 

heed to the advice of Captain White, Political Agent, Upper Assam, stationed at 

Bishwanath. 

The khel system was revived with well-defmed boundaries. The paiks were 

numbered and each was granted two puras of arable land, and a capitation tax of 

rupees three imposed according to the old custom. Settlements were made for 
' 

a period of four years with the Kheldars who were granted a commission on the 

gross collection besides a number of paiks. Regular residence at their particular 

khels was made mandatory on the Kheldars, as also liable to dismissal only 

after a regular trial at the court of the Patra Mantris. This ensured protection 

to the officers against the unjust exactions of the Raja. To protect the ryots 

from oppression by the Kheldars, and prevent desertions, receipts were issued 

against collections, and no remissions were to be granted to the deserters. The 

heads of the khels were required to learn reading and writing and schools were 

set up for the purpose. To meet the judicial requirements the Kheldars were 

vested with judicial powers, to try criminal cases involving a penalty to the extent 

of six months imprisonment, and fines of Rs. 20/-, and in civil cases not 

exceeding Rs.lO/-, and to investigate complaints of irregularities and exactions 

against the amlahs. Four courtsofDistrictjudges were setup at Rangpur, Majuli, 

Uttarpar (N. Lakhimpur), Bassa and Dayang, exercising appelate jurisdiction 

over the Kheldars courts. No written pleadings or depositions were allowed in 

the Kheldars courts or in the district courts, but the trying judges were required 

to submit abstracts of the cases heard by them. This was a compromise between 

the old Ahom system and the new British system.44 
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The Barbarua's court at the capital was vested with the power of awarding 

punishment to the extent of three years imprisonment and of trying civil cases 

to the amount of rupees one thousand. The Supreme Court or the Sadar, presided 

over by the Raja and three judges tried civil cases above rupees one thousand 

and all heinous crimes. Slavery was prohibited by a regulation of fourteen years 

imprisonment if any one enslaved a paik. 

Purandar Singha also offered to his people the prospects of a reformed 

socio-economic order. With a view to promoting agriculture and industry, he 

directed the revenue-officers to assign jungle lands rent-free for a period of 

two years, to be followed by a nominal rent and a commission to the officers at 

the expiry of the period. The Assam Company was also granted an extensive 

area near the Gabharu Hills for tea cultivation, with the hope that the subjects 

would benefit from this new enterprise. 45 In the interest of industry, the officers 

of the khels were to collect articles from the producers in the interiors, in lieu 

of cash, and also abolished a number of custom chokeys on the Brahmaputra to 

facilitate the free passage of goods. 46 

From the outset Purandar Singha was confronted by many difficulties. The 

Muttock country under the Barsenapati where one-third of taxes prevalied, 

proved a source of exodus for the ryots from Upper Assam. 47 Any attempt to 

impose tax on the Barsenapati failed, 48 and after long negotiations agreed49 to 

the payment ofRs. 1800/- in lieu of the services of the paiks to be furnished by 

him under the agreement with Scott. In addition, the Mouzadari settlement 

reducing the number of fiscal units, threw many of the former officials out of 

employment. 
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It was almost a foregone conclusion that Purandar Singha would not be 

able to continue his rule. Within two years of his restoration, he fell into arrears 

with his tribute payments. The rapid fall in revenue was attributed partly to the 

transfer ofNaduar to the Lower Assam and partly to the removal of civil and 

military establishments which had effectively checked recirculation of a 

considerable amount. There was an outbreak of cholera and famine at the same 

time. The abolition in March 1836 and 1837 of the capitation, house and hearth 

tax as well as taxes on one's caste and calling in Lower and Central Assam had 

aggravated the situation. This encouraged emigration specially among the Doms 

(fisherman) and Mariyas (artisans in brass), and also among the weavers and 

gold washers, potters and others who went to the adjoining British districts from 

Upper Assam. Purandar Singha had to lower the taxes on these classes to check 

the exodus, which reduced his revenue. 50 

Meanwhile major administrative changes took place in the north-eastern 

Frontier. In January 1834, Francis Jenkins was appointed as Commissioner and 

Agent to the Governor-General, a newly designated office and was placed under 

the supervision and control of the Sadar Dewani Ada/at and of the Sadar Board 

of Revenue at Calcutta. For effective supervision, the district of Sylhet was 

attached to Dacca, and separate administrative arrangements were made for 

Cachar, Manipur and Khasi Hills. 51 

Jenkin's initial sympathy to the troubles faced by Purandar was of no avail. 

On receipt of complaint from the disgruntled nobles, he decided on an enquiry 

and interference in the state of affairs of Upper Assam. In early 1835, Jenkins 

demanded explanations of the Raja. To the Raja's pleas of a deduction of tribute, 

Captain Adam White was deputed to conduct a survey towards the close of 1835. 
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The Political Agent however recommended a reduction of tribute at Rs. 35,000. 

Captain Jenkins made a visit to Upper Assam. In his report on 3rd April 

1838, Jenkins attributed the emigration of the ryots to the collection of revenue 

due from runaways, from those who remained, the oppresive transit duties, 

exaction of undue services, want of military protection, wholesale corruption, 

and ineffeciency at the courts of justice and maladministration in general in the 

Rajas territory. 52 While making allowances for the difficult circumstances in 

which the Raja was placed, Jenkins admitted that emigration was due to low and 

no taxes in the Muttock country, and in Lower and Central Assam. Jenkins also 

recognised the opposition of upper orders who endeavoured to overthrow the 

Raja. These upper orders who had expected a restoration of their old privileges, 

with the installation of the swargadeo, felt frustrated at some of the regulations 

of the Raja. The requirements of educational qualifications for the office of 

the Kheldar, the resettlement of lands on accurate data reducing sources of 

income, the Mouzadari settlement reducing charges and throwing many out of 

employment, caused hostility to the Raja's rule. In consideration of the fact 

that 'the misrule of the Raja was not entirely without excuse', Jenkins 

recommended partial resumption of Upper Assam, allowing him continued 

possession of a part of territory that would yield a revenue adequate to meet the 

demands of the government. 53 

The Commissioner however changed his mind overnight, and the next 

morning in a demi-o:fficialletter to H. T. Prinsep, Secretary to the Govt. of India, 

in the Political department, proposed immediate resumption of Upper Assam. 54 

Lord Auckland, the Governor-General m Council resolved on the 
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resumption and as per instruction, Adam White assumed charge on 16 September 

1838. Two Principal Assistants were appointed with headquarters at Jorhat and 

Lakhimpur. The Raja's mild protest was in vain. He was granted a pension ofRs. 

1, 000 per month. The experiment with the restoration of monarchy had miserably 

failed. 

Resumptions & Annexations 

As a matter of policy, the British had already annexed the contiguous petty 

state ofCachar, and were preparing grounds for annexation of Jayantia, and the 

territory of the Khamtis and the Mataks. 

Cachar: For Govinda Chandra, the Raja ofCachar, the tribute ofRs. 10,00055 

was too heavy, and despite measures56 to improve finances, he was in arrears. 

Then exactions and heavy transit duties caused discontent. 57 The recruitment of 

officials from Bengal added to the discontent of the people. 

Govinda Chandra's insecurity was increased by the persistent enmity of 

Gambhir Singh, who pursued a policy of slow and steady penetration to the east 

of Cachar, aiming at grabbing the region if an opportunity arose. T ularam, son of 

Kahi Das, a petty servant of the ruling family of Cachar committed repeated 

raids into the plains of Cachar. Although a compromise was affected in 1829, 

by Scott, the authorities feared a scramble for power, after Govinda Chandra's 

death. 

To the British, Cachar formed a very important link in the chain of defence, 

and argued that under proper administration it could be developed into a "granary 
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of the North-eastern frontier". 58 Proposals were therefore made for handing over 

the territory after Govinda Chandra's death, but he refused, 59 and he was without 

any direct male heirs. At this stage Govinda Chandra was murdered, allegedly 

under the orders of Gambhir Singh, on 24th April 1830. Pending final 

arrangements, the territory was placed under the final arrangements of Lieutenant 

Fisher, in June 1830. 

There arose several claimants to the throne, 60 but in the absence of any 
-c 

legitimate or suitable claimant, by a proclamation on 14th August, 1832, the 

principality of Cachar was annexed to the British dominions "in compliance with 

the frequent and earnestly expressed wishes of·the people" as Pemberton 

defended. Henceforth it was placed under a Superintendent under the Agent to 

the Governor-General, North-East Frontier, early 1833. 

Tularam Senapati who had laid his claims to the vacant throne, was allowed 

to retain the hill tracts which were in his possession. But this area was subject 

to raids, by Govind Ram, his cousin, with the support of Govinda Chandra's 

widows. Tularam, himself committed acts of violence in the Dharampur area, 

and though arrested, as an independent hill chief could not be tried by a British 

Magistrate. Tours undertaken by Fisher and Jenkins, in Jan, 1833, proved that 

the hillmen were opposed to Tularam's rule, and preferred British 

administration. 61 

By a treaty on 3rd November 1834, Tularam surrendered the territory 

between the Mahur and the Dayang rivers on one side and the Dayang and the 

Kapili on the other; the eastern portion remained in his possession. He undertook 

to pay a tribute of four pairs of elephants teeth each weighing 35 seers, to obey 
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orders issued by the British official, in return for a pension ofRs. 50 per month, 

and help against enemy in roads into his territory. 62 

In 1844, Tularam, transferred his territory to his sons Nakulram and 

Brajanath. After Tularam's death in 1851, the sons were confrrmed in their fathers 

territory with the conditions of tribute, assistance to British troops, abolition 

of custom exactions and surrender of heinous criminals. Under the weak rule of 

the sons, the territory was subjected to frequent raids by the Angami Nagas . 
..-

Nakulram's retaliation, had an adverse result, the British (Lieut. Bivar)63 accused 

him of raids on the independent N agas, which would lead to reprisals. Jenkins 

recommended resumption of territory. The proposal received support of A.J.M. 

Mills, 64 then judge of the Sadar Diwani Ada/at at Calcutta, on a visit to Assam. 

Lord Dalhousie also favoured annexation, 65 and in 1854, the Cachar Hills were 

brought under direct British administration. Tularam's family was pensioned off. 

Earlier, the Jiri-Barak tract, between the Jiri river and the western bank of 

the Barak, was ceded to the Raja ofManipur, on 5th Nov. 1832, on condition of 

peaceful occupation.66 Thus, a part ofCachar, with a population of 10,000, and 

revenue ofRs. 1,000, was transferred to Manipur permanently. Thus, by 1854, 

the whole of Cachar was brought under direct British administration. 

Jayantia 

The next territory to come under British rule was Jayantia. Disputes also 

arose between Ram Singh, Raja of the Jayantia and the British in connection 

with the high toll duties at the Chokey at Chaparmukh.67 Again in 1832, four 

British subjects were seized by the raja of Gobha, a petty chieftain dependent 
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on Jayantia, three of whom were afterwards sacrificed to Goddess Kali. A similar 

attempt earlier was followed by a warning threatening annexation. Also during 

the unsettled conditions prevailing after the Burmese war, the Raja of Jayantia, 

'had encroached considerably on the southern border ofNowgong.68 

The death of Ram Singh in September 1832, followed by the succession 

of his minor nephew Rajendra Singh, presented an opportunity to the British to 

revise the treaty. Robertson demanded a new treaty with a tribute ofRs. 10,000, 

out of an estimated income of Rs. 30,000, as the price of recognition of the 

new Raja. Rajendra Singh was also asked to deliver, the perpetrators of the earlier 

cnme. 

The enquiry which were subsequently made by Captain Jenkins could not 

conclusively prove the guilt of the Raja, yet the Governor-General in Council 

considered the case as 'sufficiently proved' so as to warrant annexation of the 

country under the warning given by Scott. In 1834, Jenkins reiterated the demand 

for renewal of the treaty and payment of tribute. He also revived the old dispute 

over the Chokey at Chaparmukh. 

Although the Raja surrendered the persons wanted for the sacrifice, 69 in 

August 1835, the British remained silent on the question of tribute. By a 

resolution adopted on 23 February 1835, the Raja's territories in the plains 

were incorporated in the British dominions, the hills being left in his possession. 

On 15 March 1835, a British officer took formal possession of Jayantiapur. 

Gobha was occupied soon after knowing that the resources of the hills70 would 

be totally inadequate for the maintenance of his family and administration, the 

Raja surrendered the hills which passed into the British hands. It was placed 
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under a political officer, of the Khasi hills, with direct management in an 

Assistant stationed in Jowai. Act VI of 1835, provided for judicial control of 

the Khasi and Jayantia hills. The deposed Raja received a pension ofRs. 500.00 

and retired to Sylhet where his personal property valued at Rs one and a half 

lakh of rupees was made over to him. 71 

Khamti & Matak 

Doubts had been raised as to the fidelity of the Khamti Chief, Sadiya 

Khowa Gohain, and Bar Senapati, the Matak Chief.72 The Sadiya Chiefs dispute 

with the Bar Senapati had been a source of constant embarassment to the British. 

Matters came to a head in 1834, when a quarrel occured between the two on 

their rival claims over Saikhowa, a tract opposite Sadiya, occupied by emigrants 

from Raja Purandar Singha's territory. Charlton the officer-in-charge directed 

the matter to be referred for arbitration. But the Khamti chief in defiance took 

forcible possession of Saikhowa, ejecting the subjects of the Bar Senapati. 

The old suspicion of a secret contact with the rebel Singphos influenced the 

final decision. The Sadiya Khowa-Gohain was removed from office, and the 

territory on either side of the river Sadiya and Saikhowa was brought under the 

direct control of the British government. The Khamtis were left undisturbed 

under their own chiefs. The Assamese paiks, were declared free and brought 

under assessment. 73 The Khamtis unable to reconcile themselves burst forth in 

a rebellion in 1839. 

The Matak country since the restoration of the Ahom monarchy, in 1838, 

had constituted a standing menace to the British authorities. The presence of 

the Bar Senapati,a spirited and independent chief was an affront to the British 
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officials. But provocation of unrest in a peaceful and prosperous country was 

not called for by the Government of India. 74 

An opportunity for intervention came in 1838, when the Bar Senapati 

nominated his second son Maju Gohain as successor. The British government 

raised no objection, but Jenkins was directed not to recognise the right of the 

Bar Senapati to disinherit other sons or make any arrangement that would be 

effective after his death. 75 

However after the death of the Bar Senapati in January 1839, dissensions 

occured between the Morans, the inhabitants of upper Matak and the non

Morans of lower Muttock. The Morans who formed the bulk of the population, 

were not willing to reconcile to the rule of Maju Gohain, and preferred British 

rule. 

Meanwhile Captain White arriving at the Matak capital, Rongagora, in 

January 1839, announced recognition of Maju Gohain on his agreeing to enter 

a new treaty with a higher tribute of Rs. 10,000. Maju Gohain opposed, and 

submitted that his subjects were poor to bear the increased taxation. Convinced, 

the Political Agent considered it inexpedient to antagonise the Mataks so long 

as the situation in Sadiya remained satisfactory. 76 

The assassination of Captain White, led to the arrival of Captain Vetch. 

Maju Gohain was suspected throughout and Jenkins feared that 'if he established 

a firm authority, he would be the first to rise against the British at any 

opportunity'. Captain Vetch, also realised the impossibilityofholding the demand 

for Rs. 10,000, without the risk of disaffection. 
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In August 1839, the Political Agent, with the concurrance of the Governor

General-in council, resolved to vest the management of the territory on Maju 

Gohain. 77 The breach between the two groups had widened into a yawning gulf 

and the Morans would not accept the rule of the Matak chief. "Nothing short of 

force would compel them to come under the rule ofMaju Gohain", and were 

prepared to serve the Sarkar by all means. The decision to separate the country 

was also not accepted by the Gohain who also objected to the British control of 

the tea-barees in Matak. Finding no other alternative under orders of the 

Government of India, Vetch formally annexed the territory of the Mataks, and 

placed it under the jurisdiction of the Principal Assistant, Lakhimpur. 78 Suitable 

provisions were made for the large family left by the Bar Senapati. 

With the annexation of Matak, the whole valley of the Brahmaputra was 

now under direct control of the British government. Regular troops were 

withdrawn from Assam in 1838, and the defence of the frontier was entrusted to 

the Assam Light Infantry with headquarters at Biswanath, and the contingents 

supplied by the Khamtis and the Mataks. 

Administration 

The British occupation of the province in 1826led to major changes in the 

administrative system. It was clear from the beginning that the British were not 

guided solely by altruistic tendencies, inspite of the pious intentions declared 

in their proclamations to the people of Assam, that "we are not led into your 

country by thirst of conquest" and in 1824 ... the Governor-general does not 

contemplate the permanent annexations of any part of it to the British dominion". 

If it were the general debacle of the old order would not have followed. The 
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annexation of Lower Assam, and handing over of Upper Assam to a descendant 

of the old Ahom family, served the dual purpose of conciliating the old order, as 

well as strategic and financial reasons. Financially, it was hoped the revenue 

paid by the Ahom king would equal the revenue collected and also save the costs 

of administration. But restoration not only created more problems, but also 

increased the antagonism of the Ahom nobility towards the British rule and its 

policies. The hostility felt against Purandar Singha as a rival to Chandra Kanta 

Singha, was augmented by the regulations which threatened their positions. The 

requirements of educational qualifications, as well as the new land settlements 

threw many out of employment. Without any alternative scope of employment, 

and frustrated at seeing their old privileges which they expected would return 

with the restoration of monarchy, thwarted, they became hostile to the new order. 

The antagonism further increased with the annexation of the entire province. 

Scott was in favour of adapting the new measures as closely to the actual 

wants, prejudices and conditions of the people. He therefore suggested the 

employment of the leading men of the country in the discharge of duties of the 

hereditary officers subject to the supervision of the European officers. This 

principle was to embrace all aspects of the judicial, executive and revenue 

departments. 79 

The old Ahom judicial system presided over by the king, and assisted by 

the three Dangarias, and the heads of the khels and others in their respective 

areas, with capital and inhuman corporal punishment for offences, kept order 

for 600 long years. In the administration of civil justice, in Upper Assam, the 

British appointed Lambodar Barphukan as co-adjuter, with Janardan Barbarua of 

the revenue department. 8° Cases of minor importance were to be decided by 
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surrasuree panchayats and criminal cases were tried by the Junior 

Commissioner, and if necessary by the Political Agent, Upper Assam, or referred 

to the court of the Barphukan. Trial of cases demanding capital punishment or 

long term imprisonment was held before juries presided over by the Barphukan, 

subject to the supervision of the Commissioner. 81 

In Lower Assam, the Commissioner was aided by his Assistant, Adam White 

at Guwahati to decide cases of all native but not involving death sentences. Scott 

allowed unlimited freedom of petitioning, with no tax or restrictions. 82 This 

however led to large arrears of cases, 83 and by the end of 1826, with promptitude, 

the Commissioner set up three native tribunals at Guwahati : 

( i) the first, was under a Rajkhowa with three assessors which tried cases of 

minor importance; 

(ii) the second, under a Barphukan, which tried civil cases to the extent of 

rupees one thousand and heard appeals from the lower courts; and 

(iii) the third, similarly constituted decided criminal cases and appeals from 

the Choudhuries and other revenue officials who were also empowered, 

as before, to exercise judicial authority in their respective jurisdictions. 84 

In order to ease congestion at the headquarters, a number of mofussil 

panchayats were set up in the populated areas ofNowgong, Kaliabor, and 

Chariduar in Central Assam, to which petty cases were referred with a right 

of appeal to the courts at Guwahati. 85 

In Lower Assam, tentative arrangements were made for the disposal of 

civil and petty criminal cases to be tried by the senior commissioner and for 

heinous offences by a tribunal under Col. Richards, who was to act under the 
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special warrant furnished by the Commander-in-Chief oflndia.86 The delay in 

its establishment led to large arrears of cases. There was also an increase in the 

number of common crimes after the British occupation. This according to Scott 

has been attributed to the disuse of capital punishment earlier prevalent and the 

absence of police. 87 A police establishment consisting of a daroga, a jamadar 

and a few constables were maintained at the headquarters, but mofussil police 

was left in the hands of the Choudhuris, Patgiris and other revenue officers. 

Early in 1832, Cracroft, the new Agent after the death of David Scott 

transferred the six western parganas of Bouse, Chake Bouse, Bamagar, Barpeta, 

Bagaribari and Nagarberra, to the jurisdiction of the officer-in-charge of North

East Rangpur. In pursuance of Scotts policy, Haliram Dhekial Phukan, an 

Assamese officer of rank and respectability was appointed as an Assistant 

Magistrate at Guwahati. Two officers Lieutenant Rutherford to Darrang and 

Captain Bogle to the transferred parganas, were appointed as investigating 

officers. 88 

The disuse of the earlier system led not only to the breakdown of the law 

and order but also the multiplication of crimes. The establishment of a number 

of tribunals though initially under native personnel, led to a large arrears of 

cases. But by 1832, the policy of appointing natives were departed from and the 

powers were vested in the British magistrates and personnel from Bengal. On 

the basis of the reports of Bogle and Rutherford, 89 the administrative 

requirements were reframed and Scott's policy of depending "the system of native 

agency" had to be abandoned. It convinced the Govt. that "Assam is not sufficiently 

advanced for its reception". 90 This new system, along with the medium in the 

proceedings caused a displacement of the old order. 
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Under Robertson, modifications were also made in the system of judicial 

administration. In the administration of civil justice a proposal was made for 

the abolition of the Mofussil panchayats and Surasuree panchayats and the 

abrogation of powers vested in the Choudhuries in Lower Assam. A new 

gradation of courts was set up.ln each district there were two lower courts: (1) 

The panchayat decided petty suits upto rupees one hundred; and (2) The munsiffs 

court vested with powers of trying original suits from rupees one to five hundred 

and heard appeals from the panchayats. Above them was the Principal Assistant 

empowered to decide original civil suits ranging from rupees five hundred to 

one thousand, besides hearing appeals from the lower courts. All civil suits in 

excess of rupees one thousand were to be referred to the commissioner. With 

the abolition of the Mofussil panchayats, the cases hitherto tried by these 

tribunals, and also by the revenue officials were to be investigated hereafter by 

the panchayats at Guwahati and the munsiffs' court set up for the purpose at 

Biswanath, Charduar, Naduar and Nowgong.91 

The criminal cases were hitherto tried by the officiating Magistrate, with 

the Commissioner who exercised the functions of the Nizamat Ada/at giving 

the final verdict. In 1833, the Principal Assistant had the same power in criminal 

cases as the Magistrate of Bengal, with the additional duties of investigating 

capital cases with the aid of a jury of three persons. In smaller cases like theft 

and burglary, the P.A. tried and passed sentences of imprisonment not exceeding 

four years. Heinous crimes like murder etc. requiring severe punishment were 

referred to be tried by the court of Circuit. 92 

The Sadar Amin, Munsifand Judicial Amlahs were generally Assamese. 93 

But the dearth of qualified Assamese, led the authorities to recruit personnel 
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from Bengal, to serve in accounts, periodical reports, and returns departments. 

Proceedings of the courts were in English, Persian and occassionally Assamese. 94 

The Chaudhuris, Patgiris and other revenue officials were relieved of 

their police authorities in the detection of crimes and the arrest of criminals in 

their respective jurisdictions. This change led to the gradual extension of the 

thana establishment, hitherto conf"med to the headquarters, to thickly populated 

areas outside.95 Robertson thus laid the foundations of civil and criminal 

administration in Assam, guided by the Spirit of the Bengal Regulation modified 

to suit the local conditions. 

The administrative changes introduced were totally alien to the people of 

the region. On the basis of a minute of Lord William Bentinck (27 March 1833 ), 

made in connection with the recommendations of Robertson, laid the foundation 

of district administration in Assam. The territories on the west of the river 

Dhansiri were divided into five districts : (1) North-east ofRangpur or Goalpara; 

(2) Six parganas of Kamrup, roughly the present district of Barpeta, including 

Nagerberra; (3) Lower Assam with twenty parganas, mostly on the North and 

nine duars on the South; ( 4) Central Assam comprising N aduar, Charduar, and 

Darrang (Desh Darrang) on the north, Nagaon and Raha on the south of the river 

Brahmaputra; (5) Biswanath, from the river Bharali to Biswanath on the north 

together with the territory known as Morung, extending from the Kaliabor to 

the river Dhansiri. In each district, was placed an officer, designated as the 

Principal Assistant (P.A.) to the Commissioner vested with the powers of the 

Judge, Magistrate and Collector, on a consolidated salary of one thousand rupees. 

He was to be aided in his duties by an officer designated as Junior Assistant 

(J.A.) and in some cases Sub-Assistants(SA), on a salary of five hundred rupees.96 
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Some modifications and adjustments in the system were made due to paucity 

of duly qualified officers. The six parganas were placed under a Junior Assistant 

and the district of Lower Assam was placed under Lieutenant Matthie, and 

subsequently placed under a Junior Asistant with headquarters at Barpeta. Central 

Assam was placed under a Principal Assistant with an Assistant at Nowgong. 

Captain Adam White, was to function as the Political Agent, Upper Assam, with 

the command of the Assam Light infantry at Biswanath.97 By 1836 the districts 

were Goalpara (with headquarters at Goal para), Kamrup (with headquarters at 

Guwahati), Darrang (with headquarters at Mangaldoi), and Nagaon (with 

headquarters at Nagaon).98 

Thus, the old Ahom system of a Lower, Central and Upper Assam was 

replaced by centralised system divided into Districts, administered by 

Commissioners. In this new system, the old Ahom aristocracy, due to their lack 

of qualification, played no role at all. They found themselves totally foreign to 

the new system. 

The occupation of the whole of the Brahmaputra valley necessiated proper 

arrangements for administration. As early as 1834, the office of the 

Commissioner and Agent to the Governor-general for Assam and North-East of 

Rangpur was created under Captain Jenkins. In 1839, the office of the Deputy 

Commissioner was created vested with the authority of a District and Sessions 

judge. In each district, the Commissioner assisted by a Principal Assistant had 

the functions of a civil judge, Superintendent of police, an executive engineer, 

an education officer and also of the Post Master in addition to normal duties. 

The Principal Assistant also had to deal with the border problems. 99 
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In 1853, the Brahmaputra valley, was administered by a Commissioner and 

a Deputy Commissioner, both stationed at Guwahati, a Principal Assistant each 

in charge of the six districts, three Junior Assistants and eight Sub-Assistants. 

Four of the Sub-Assistants were stationed at the out-lying sub-divisions of 

Barpeta, Tezpur, North Lakhimpur and Golaghat. 100 

In 1861, there was a change in the designation of officers serving under 

the Commissioner. The Deputy Commissioner with the powers of a District and 
.,-

Sessions judge came to be known as the Judicial Commissioner, the Principal 

Assistant became Deputy Commissioner, the junior Assistants, Assistants 

Commissioners, and the Sub-Assistants, Extra-Assistant Commissioner.101 In 

1872, the separate establishments of Sadar Amins andMunsifs were abolished, 

when some of these officers were made extra-Assistant Commissioners, and 

the offices of the ordinary district staff were invested with civil powers. The 

Deputy Commissioners became sub-judges, and the assistant and extra-Assistant 

Commissioners were invested with the powers of a Munsif. 102 These changes 

marked a change towards a totally colonial system of administration in which 

the old order had no role to play. 

The inconvenience of governing Assam as an appendage of the province of 

Bengal had long been recognised. After due deliberations, by a Proclamation on 

the 6th of February 1874, the province of Assam was entrusted to a Chief 

Commissioner, under immediate authority and control of the Governor-General

in-Council. Colonel R.H. Keatinge assumed charge as the 1st Chief 

Commissioner on 7th February 1874. 103 By resolution of the Government of 

India dated the 12th May and 18th December, 187 4, the new administration was 

provided with a separate staff of Deputy and Assitant Commissioners and other 
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revenue and judicial officers. The six districts of Goal para, Kamrup, Darrang, 

Nowgong, Sibasagar, Lakhimpur, including the Surma valley, the hill districts of 

Khasi, Naga and Garos, were under the Chief Commissioner. Since then the 

term Assam, originally applied to the tract of country ruled by Ahoms, was 

subsequently used with reference to the area under the control of the Chief 

Commissioner. 104 

The formation of the Chief Commissionership led to marked improvements 

in the administration of the province. The Chief Commissioner was to be assisted 

by a Secretary. A Secretariat was constituted with thirty-three officers in 1874, 

and increased to 61 in 1904, and following the constitution of the enlarged 

province of Eastern Bengal and Assam to 95. 105 The Secretariat with its 

headquarters at Shillong, was managed by a Chief Secretary, and two Secretaries, 

the chief being in charge of appointment, judicial and finance departments. 

In 1886, the covenanted and uncovenanted civil service was abolished, and 

the administrative staff was divided into three branches; Indian Civil Service, 

Provincial Civil Service, and Subordinate Civil Service. The members of the 

Assam Commission totalled in 1900 to forty one. 

The unit of administration was the district, under a Deputy Commissioner, 

assisted by Assistant Commissioner and Extra-Assistant Commissioners. In 

Assam, the sub-division was also important, in-charge of Assistant 

Commissioners or Extra-Assistant Commissioners. Each sub-division was 

divided into mouzas, under aMouzadar, who acted as an executant of the orders 

of the Deputy Commissioner. In cachar, the fiscal and executive officers were 

known as Tahsildars. 106 
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In the judiciary, supervision of the administration of justice was left to the 

High Court of the Fort William in Bengal. In Assam proper, the District and 

Sessions judge at Guwahati continued to hold sessions at various districts when 

required. The Deputy Commissioner had civil powers of subordinate judges, 

and under the criminal procedure code of trying offences not punishable with 

death, the Assistant and Extra-Assistant Commissioner, had ordinary powers of 

a magistrate, and civil powers of a Munsiff. 107 

Various administrative departments were also established. In 1882, the 

public works department was established followed by departments of medical, 

education and agriculture. All these were under officials appointed by the 

colonial rulers. 108 These administrative developments were a change towards a 

modern system, in which the old order did not have any part. 

Thus, the introduction of the British administrative policies in lieu of the 

traditional Ahom system was the beginnings of a change towards modernization. 

It was also the gradual breakdown of the old order. By the end of the 19th century 

the new British system was firmly entrenched in the region of the Brahmaputra 

valley. The old Ahom officials and nobility became redundant in the new system 

which was unfamiliar to them. With their incompetence the earlier officials 

were soon overthrown, which in tum brought an end to the entire socio-economic 

system. Having neither expertise nor wealth, to fmd a footing in the new system, 

the Ahom aristocracy was a spent force in the colonial set-up of Assam. 
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