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CHAPTER VII 

ECONOMIC CHANGES UNDER THE BRITISH 

With the advent of the British into the province a new administrative system 

was imposed suddenly on a structure that was considered medieval by historical 

standards. This new administrative system was suitable for a more developed 

economy, which accompanied the introduction of the colonial rule into the 

province. Far-reaching changes in the production organisation -both in the 

agricultural and industrial sectors, culminated in the destruction of the pre

colonial economy of Assam. 

Land Revenue Settlement And Their Effects 

Given the policies and perspectives of British colonization the prevailing 

mode of revenue collection and property structure had to be changed. 1 Although 

in Upper Assam, the khel organisation was retained, the liability of the paiks to 

render personal service was abolished. Each paik was now to pay rupees three 

per head, but was allowed to have two puras of arable land besides garden lands 

as before. The-tax was collected by the officers of each Khel such as- Hazarikas, 

Saikias and Boras, under Janardan Barbarua, in charge of the revenue department. 2 

In this way the very basis of the old Ahom system was demolished. 

In Lower Assam, in 1824- 25, the settlement of26 parganas were made 

with the Choudhuries, on the basis of records of a survey made in the mid

eighteenth century. They were not allowed to have any claim to property in the 
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soil or to produce, and were liable to be removed at the pleasure of the 

government. In this way, they became rootless. They enjoyed assignment of rent

free lands called manmati, and the service of a number of paiks so long they 

were in office. Their subordinate officers like Patwaris (accountants) and 

Thakurias (subordinate collectors), were also remunerated by rent-free grants. 3 

Soon earlier survey records were considered old and inadequate, and fresh 

measurements were undertaken by local surveyors, under an English officer 

named M. Mathews. Similar surveys were undertaken in Upper Assam. 4 This 
' 

was another step towards the demolition of the old revenue system 

In Central Assam, Nagaon and Raha, now constituted into a separate fiscal 

unit was placed in 1824 - 25 in charge of two farmers of revenue On the north 

bank, Raja ofDarrang agreed to pay a revenue ofRs. 42,000 and to supply 1500 

paiks. 5 Voluntary payment was received from the Chiefs of Beltola, Naduar, 

Demorua, Rani, since good behaviour was considered politically more valuable 

than primary gain. 6 In this way, collection of cash became the principle of British 

revenue policy. 

The kharikatana or poll tax levied by the Burmese in Kamrup, was revived 

and extended to N agaon and Darrang, equalising the burden of taxation on all 

classes. It took different forms in different areas, and varied in value. In Kamrup 

it was levied on the number of ploughs, at Re. 1 per plough; in Nagaon it was a 

capitation tax at Re. 1 per head; in Darrang it was levied on the number of charoos 

or mess-pots in each household, varying from eight annas to a rupee. Professional 

tax on braziers, silk weavers, gold washers, fisherman etc. varying from khel to 

khel was levied as under the former government. 7 Similarly, tolls on hats, ghats, 

and fisheries continued. The vast areas of rent free land known as devottar, 

241 



dharmottar and brahmottar, were assessed at the rate of half of the arable land. 8 

However, the receipts of revenue, specially in Lower Assam was not 

unsatisfactory. 9 To augment the low collection, other sources of revenue were 

tapped. Paiks were given a further assignment of three puras asjuniamati at a 

low rate of seven annas (juniadhan) a pura; the remaining were allocated to 

the Chaudhuri to dispose off by another assessment. The kharikatana tax was 

extended to all classes, including slaves and bondsman. The tax levied was Re. 

11- on persons working on one plough, Rs. 2/- on two ploughs and Rs. 3/- on 

persons working on more than two plough. The tax on dharmottar, brahmottar 

and nankar grants, originally, an emergency cess, was continued to be levied, in 

order to "appropriate the entire sum to the purpose of public utility" such as 

education and public works. 1° Finally, to meet the expenses of mofussi/ police 

and other contingencies, a barangani (extra cess) from six to eight annas a 

rupee on the gross collection was levied. 11 

In Central and Upper Assam, settlements were made without consideration 

of the actual resources of the country. Innumerable extra cesses were levied as 

in Lower Assam, when even the stipulated revenue could not be realised. The 

abrupt change from a demand of revenue in kind to an exaction in cash, and the 

introduction of money as a medium of exchange, without a substantial increase 

in the existing currency, thus fell crushingly on the ryots, many of whom deserted 

to the adjoining hills. 12 Thus the demands of a monetised economy and the 

organisation of the semi-tribal order could not go hand in hand. 

T.C. Robertson, after assuming office in 1832 took urgeat measures as a 

remedy. All additional imposts and the barangani was abolished and collection 
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of arrears in several parganas were held in abeyance. Assessment ofland and a 

land tax in lieu of poll-tax was introduced,13 varying between one rupees and six 

annas in Kamrup, one rupee eight annas and four annas in Darrang, one rupee 

and eight annas per hearth in Darrang, and one rupee per head in Nagaon. 14 

In early 1833, the khel system was replaced by a settlement of villages in 

Desh Darrang, Cachari Mahal of Now gong and Barnagar of the six parganas 

since transferred to Goalpara. 15 To protect the cultivators against the extortion 

of the revenue officers, the latter were asked to furnish returns indicating the 

names of the ryots, quality and quantity of land cultivated, and the number of 

hearths and homes assessed. Pattas (title deeds) were issued under the seal and 

signature of the Collector, specifying therein the amount to be paid by each 

ryot. Settlements were thus made directly with the ryots, and the revenue 

officials were remunerated by a commission varying between 7 and 15 percent 

of the gross collection of revenue. 16 A similar policy was adopted in Kamrup. 

In 1834- 35, the parganas were remodelled, 17 and settlements were made with 

the ryots through the agency of the Chaudhuri, assisted by Patwaris, Thakuria 

and Gaon Kakatis. 18 The districts were also divided into mahals and resettled 

annually until 1835. 19 

The government wanted that reorganisation should be extended to the 

remaining divisions. 20 Still the revenue measures were not uniform nor equitably 

distributed. 21 Beneficial result was claimed by the government. In the six 

parganas of Kamrup the deserting ryots returned to their villages and revenues 

were collected with the ease and regularity. In 1832-3, revenue of Lower Assam 

stood at 1,83,196, in 1833-4- Rs. 2,27,128 and in 1837-8 rose to 4,03,968. 

The revenues of Upper Assam showed an increase from Rs. 1,15,573 in 1832-
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33 toRs. 1,90,610, in 1842- 43 and Rs. 4,98, 759 in 1842- 43. 

Even after the restoration of Purandar Singha in April 1833, the reform 

measures continued in Upper Assam. Purandar Singha attempted a compromise 

between the old Ahom system and the British system. The khel system continued, 

but was reorganised and the paiks had to pay a capitation tax for their two puras 

of arable land. The khel officers were paid in addition to remuneration also the 

service of the paiks. Some control was however exercised by insistence on 

regular residence, as well as regular payment of government dues, and also to 

issue receipts on collection. 22 To encourage agriculture and industry, jungle lands 

were assigned rent-free for a period of two years. To benefit producers in the 

remote areas, the kheldars were allowed to take the articles in lieu of cash. 

Further the Assam Company was granted extensive land for tea cultivation in 

the Gabharu Hills. For the promotion of Commerce, custom chokeys were 

abolished on the Brahmaputra. 23 The Raja hoped his subjects would benefit from 

these economic measures. 

As against this expectation, Purandar Singha's attempts at reforming the 

socio-economic order, affected the vested interests of the high order. The 

Mouzadari settlement24 which was gradually introduced, reduced the number 

of the revenue charges and many former officials were out of employment. 25 

Requirement of educational qualifications on the part of Kheldars also closed 

the door upon those who could neither read or write. Thus the nobles who had 

expected a restoration of the privileges of employment with the installation of 

the Raja, found all avenues of employment closing up. These nobles already 

inimical to his succession now became hostile towards the new order. 
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Further, Purandar Singha had gradually fallen in arrears with his tribute 

payments to the government. 26 The visitation of cholera and famine in Upper 

Assam, and abolition of capitation, hearth and house tax in Lower and Central 

Assam in March 1836, led to an exodus of fisherman, braziers, weavers, potters 

etc. from Raja's dominion to the adjacent British territories. This adversely 

affected the former's exchequer. 27 

The Company's Government now decided on reassessment, to secure the 

maximum returns throughout the province. Earlier in 1836 - 3 7 Kamrup had as 

many as six classifications ofland for assessment and Central Assam had only 

two, viz. rupit and other lands. By 1837- 38, these were reduced to four and 

then two, as different rates on different classifications led to harrassment. 28 

In 183 8, after annexation of Upper Assam land tax was introduced in 

Lakhimpur and Sibsagar, but it was unequal for sometime. Inspite of this, the 

assessment oflands were raised in Lakhimpur and Sibsagar, in different categories 

of land, in 1842- 3. In 1844- 5 the assessment of bari lands in Kamrup were 

raised to equalise it with thefaringati and finally toRe. 1 in 1848- 49, to bring 

it at par with all non-rupit lands. In 1849- 50 the assessment ofnon-rupit lands 

in Darrang was increased from 12- 14 annas. 29 By 1852, annual settlements 

were reverted to and lands were divided into, (I) basti or bari-homestead, (2) 

rupit or low-rice land, and (3) faringati or high lands. The rates however 

differed, the highest in Kamrup at 6 annas and an equal rate of 4 annas for all 

other classes. This remained unchanged tilll870. 30 

However, in 1859, in another attempt the rates of non-rupit lands were 

raised in all districts save Kamrup; in Nowgong and Darrang, it was raised from 
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twelve annas to Rs. 1.2 and in Sibsagar and Lakhimpur from fourteen annas to 

Re. l. 31 Yet, again in 1865, Hemy Hopkinson, who succeeded Jenkins proposed 

an increase in the land tax. This was mainly for two reasons : Firstly, to equalise 

the burden in all districts, and secondly, to prevent the migration of the ryots 

from a heavily assessed district to a lower one. As, with the development of the 

tea industry, a situation had arrived when a :ryot earned more by selling his produce 

in the local market than his counterpart in Bengal. 32 Thus with the approval of 

the Government, from 1868 - 69 the rate of non-rupit lands were raised from 

25 to 50 percent in almost all the districts. 33 

After 1867, the Government made settlements with the ryots for all 

occupied and wastelands. A district was divided into mouzas under aMouzadar, 

each mouza being subdivided into village tracts of not less than 200 houses 

under a mandai, on a monthly salary of Rs. 6. 34 The Mouzadar collected the 

revenue receiving a commission of 10 to 15 percent on the total collection. 

The Mouzadar also increased in status acquiring the social position and influence 

held earlier by the officers and nobles under the Ahom rule. 

By 1870, the Assam settlement rules were codified. Settlements were made 

for a term of ten years, and enabled a :ryot to transfer his lands on condition that 

it was registered at the District Collectors Office.35 There was no alteration of 

assessment for the next twenty years. But, in 1883 other changes in settlement 

rulers were introduced regularising the decennial settlement. During 1883 - 93 

the cadestral survey operation was made in several districts of Upper Assam. 

This was followed by the Assam Land and Revenue Regulation I, which came 

into force on the 1st of July 1886, in the plains districts of the Brahmaputra 

valley, and also in Sylhet and Cachar. Under these rules, persons holding land 
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for a period of ten years with regular payment of revenue, before the 

commencement of the regulations, was made eligible to acquire the status of a 

land holder in respect of the land. The rights of the land-holder were declared 

permanent, heritable and transferable of use and occupancy, subject to the 

payment of all revenue, taxes and cesses from time to time, with a further right 

of relinquishing at any time the land under his occupation. 36 These rules, in the 

opinion of Gait, gave a complete legal basis to the whole system ofland revenue 

administration and procedure in the plains districts of the province.37 At the 
"C 

same time it introduced the concept of a land-holder with landed rights, which 

had not existed so far in the agricultural economy of Assam. Earlier with the 

king as the owner and distributor of all land, land rights were neither hereditary, 

nor permanent, or saleable. 

The changes introduced in the land revenue settlement of Assam were not 

only an innovation but also a wide departure from the system in vogue under the 

Ahoms. The abolition of the khe/ and the paik system brought to a final end the 

old socio-economic order. Its demise was further hastened by cash payments 

and collections, thus signifying the introduction of a cash-oriented monetised 

system. This marked the beginning of a crisis in money-short economy. 

Moreover, the prime interest of the British was the extraction of the maximum 

revenue possible. The experiment of the Ahom monarchy with the same hope of 

a large revenue, without the burden of administration had too many failings to 

have any hope of success. With its failure, and the establishment of British rule 

over the entire province, the colonial system of exactions and maximization of 

land revenue followed. Assam was drawn more into the vortex of the British 

Indian system. 
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Waste Land Grants 

The British policy of maximising the land revenue, was soon followed by 

the maximum utilisation of land. They had their eyes on the vast tracts of land 

lying waste when the British took possession in 1826.38 The British authorities 

considered from the very beginning, the prospects of bringing such land under 

tillage "to improve the revenues of the government and improve the resources 

of the people". The earliest plan of granting waste lands on a generous basis was 

envisaged as early as 1827 by David Scott, but was found wanting due to the 

requirement of making a security deposit equivalent to two years revenue. 39 To 

remedy that, Robertson allowed land grants rent free for three years, following 

it with a graduated system of taxation for every three years until the tenth year, 

when at least three-fourths of the area was to be assessed at full rates. Failure to 

bring the land under cultivation led to the land being resumed. These rules did 

not allow any improvements or any permanent projects because of the short 

duration, and thus, led to the land being abandoned at the time of assessment or 

shifting of occupants from place to place. 40 

The Waste Land Grants Rules of 6th March 1838, (known as the 45 years 

lease rules) related to Assam proper provided for the grant to the extent of not 

less than 100 acres, or greater than 10,000 acres, to be brought under cultivation 

by the expiration of the fifth year on the failure of which the grant was liable to 

resumption. One fourth of the grant was to be held revenue free in perpetuity. 

On the remaining 3/4th, no revenue was to be assessed for the first five years if 

under reeds and high grass, and twenty if under forest. On expiry of the term, 

revenue was to be assessed at 9 annas per acre for the next three years, after 

which for the next twenty two years, the rate was Re 1-2 an acre. 41 
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Large quantities of waste lands still existing led to the old Assam Rules of 

October 1854 (also known as 99 years lease rules) under which, no grant was to 

be less than 500 acres in extent, and one-fourth of the grant was exempted from 

assessment; the remaining three-fourth were to be granted rent-free for a period 

of twenty years, assessed thereafter at a graduated rate of one anna and half to 

six annas per acre till the ninety ninth year, after which the grant was subject to 

re-survey and settlement. One-eighth of the grant was to be brought under 

cultivation in five years, one-fourth in ten years, one half in twenty years and 

three-fourths at the expiry of the thirtieth year, on the failure of which the entire 

grant was liable to resumption. 42 

These liberal concessions stimulated a land rush in Assam, and also in the 

districts of Cachar and Sylhet. 43 To facilitate the land-grabbing, the government 

introduced in 1861 the Fee-Simple Rules under which land was sold at rates 

ranging Rs. 2 - 8 to Rs. 5 per acre, with no clearance conditions attached. Leases 

under the former rules were made commutable to fee-simple at 20 yrs purchase 

payable at the time of commutation. Fresh rules were issued in 1862, under 

which lots were put up for auction, and grants to be limited, except under special 

circumstances to an area of 3000 acres. These were revised in Feb. 1874. In 

18 7 6, new rules were issued under which the sale of fee-simple land was stopped 

and a new system of 30 years leases on liberal terms were introduced. 44 The 

total number of grants rose from 115 in 1861 - 62 to 182 in 1862 - 63 and 

further shot up to 418 in 1867- 68. 45 

The British policy of granting waste lands, on liberal terms was to facilitate 

the land-grabbing Europeans who were stimulated by the newly developing tea 

industry. Yet, this was again a novelty in Assam's economy, where a paik in 
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addition to the 2 puras of arable land and the other categories of rent-free land, 

could get as much land as he could manage on a nominal payment, subject to the 

condition that it was not required by the state. In this new system, the peasants 

were cut out, and the benefit was reaped by the Government and the rich planters. 

The traditional agricultural economy was demolished and the commercial 

economy with European capital began to make a headway. 

Commercialization of Agriculture 

As the colonial government was more interested to collect monetary gain, 

every attempt was made to change the agricultural economy, and increase the 

paying capacity of the people, by giving them a commercial and industrial bias. 

They therefore encouraged the cultivation of commercial crops and endeavoured 

to create a class of speculators, local and foreign to exploit the natural resources 

of the province. 46 As early as 1830 David Scott proposed a project of a mulberry 

farm, with improved techniques and technicians imported from Bengal. 47 In 1836, 

Jenkins wanted to convert large bari lands, the "wastes and haunts of wild beasts 

into fruitful fields of sugarcane, mustard, mulberry, lac, tobacco and vegetables". 

Jenkins was of the opinion that "when the people will fmd that they will have to 

pay for them ( bari land, hitherto tax-free), they will consider to what advantage 

they can tum them" .48 The export returns of 1852- 53 exhibited the increased 

production of commodities like mustard, silk, lac and new cash crops like jute 

and tea which were exported to the Presidency. 49 

A scheme for settling Englishmen of capital in the waste lands was taken 

up.50 This was done to attract a class of European planters along with their capital 

who would produce sugarcane, indigo and such other plantation crops. 51 
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Tea Cultivation 

The growth and development of the tea industry added a new dimension to 

the economic changes introduced into the region as a result of British policies. 

Tea indigenous to the North-eastern parts of India, was discovered as early as 

1823, by Robert Bruce, a Scott adventurer, who made agreements with the Singho 

Chief, Beesa Gaum, for a supply of tea seeds and plants. At his premature death 

in 1824, the information was taken up by his younger brother, Charles Alexander 

Bruce, who came to Assam with the Bu~ese invasion. 52 Rightfully called the 

'Father of Indian Tea Industry, he was not only responsible for communicating 

the existence of the indigenous tea plants to the British, but was also instrumental 

in guiding the destiny of the fledgeling industry during the formative years. A 

consignment of the tea seed and plants collected from the Singpho chiefs, was 

sent to Dr. N. Wallich Superintendent of the Calcutta Botanical Gardens. In 

183 3, 53 with the end of the East India Company's monopoly of the Chinese Trade, 

Lord William Bentinck, took up the subject of the cultivation of tea, in 

earnestness. 54 The appointment ofthe Tea-Committee in 1834 and the despatch 

of Mr. Gordon to China to procure plants, seeds and Chinamen (labourers) to 

commence tea cultivation, were positive steps in the right direction. This was 

followed by a scientific mission under Dr. N. Wallich, J. McClelland, a geologist 

and W. Griffith, a botanist, to Sadiya in 1835 for scientific research, initiated 

by Jenkins report on the existence of the tea plant from Sadiya and Bee sa to the 

Chinese frontier province of Yunnan. 55 

Thus, experiments at cultivation of tea were made when the Government 

brought the tea forests in the territory of Singphos, Muttock and Gabharu Hills 

in Upper Assam under its control. The early operations at Sadiya and Jaypur 
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were found "to be equally good with that of China", 56 thus removing doubts that 

hitherto existed, and strengthened the belief that a fair and mercantile article' 

might be obtained from the indigenous plant. 57 It also began the onslaught of the 

government on the vast tracts of available land, for setting up experimental tea 

plantations - at Chabua, Dinjoy, Chota-Tengri, and Hukanpukuri. This also marked 

the beginning of a change in the traditional agricultural economy of Assam. 

Commercial prospects brightened, and in turn encouraged European 

speculators and Indian capitalists to form associations and float companies. The 

Bengal Tea Association in 1838, and a joint stock company in London was 

followed by the Assam Company in 1838 on a capital of £500,000 in 100,000 

of 50£ each. 58 From 1840 when the East India Company handed over their 

plantations except Chabua and Din joy, to 1859, when the Jorehaut Tea Company 

was formed, the Assam Company dominated the tea industry in Assam. Taking 

advantage of the Wasteland Rules of 1838, the Company leased tracts of jungle 

lands containing tea bushes on a twenty years rent-free occupation. Under Bruce 

and J. W. Masters, in charge of Northern and Southern divisions respectively, 

gardens were established at Kahung, Tipam, Nowholea, Jogando and Ningro59 

and in Gabharu Hills in Sibsagar and Nazira on the bank of the Dikhow. The total 

acreage under tea plants, increased from 2, 3 11 acres in 1841 to about 8, 000 

acres by 1859; and the output from 29,267lbs. to more than 1.2 million lbs. In 

1853, a dividend of 3 percent was declared for the share holders and, when 

under the wasteland rules of 1854, the Company expanded its 

operations. 60 It extended to Singri Parvat in the North and to Barsanga and 

Gangurpar in Cachar in 1855.61 In 1858 the Dividend rose to nine percent.62 In 

1859 the Jorehaut Tea Company was incorporated with a capital £60,000 which 

was used in buying Cinnemara, Oating, Kaliabar and Numaligarh from private 
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planters Williamsons. These gardens yielded 1,56,400 lbs. of tea in 1859, and 
& 

the Company dividends increased from 5 percent in 1860 to 36 percent in 1863.63 

Thus, during 1858 - 59 of 59,860 acres occupied, 7,599 acres were under 

cultivation of which the Assam Company held 3381 acres producing 693,249 

lbs. of tea in 18 factories. In 1860, the Jorehaut Tea Company held 716 acres 

yielding 118,946lbs. and in 1865, it rose to 1,931 with a yield of327,050 lbs. 

of tea. 64 The other companies in the field were the East India Company, Lower 

Assam Tea Company, the annual production from Assam rising to 1,250,000 

lbs.65 

Earlier, the 1850s also witnessed the development of gardens owned by 

private planters. The first in the list was James Warren in 1850.66 He was followed 

by Lieutenant-Colonel F.S. Hannay, who opened gardens at Dibrugarh in 

1850-51 and Chawlkhowa, Mothola and Bojalani in 1857.67 The Maijan Company 

opened estates in Lakhimpur District. 68 The biggest effort came from 

Williamsons of the Assam Company, who acquired a lease of seven hundred and 

twenty acres ofland at Cinnemara and also purchased other private properties. 

By 1859 there were fifty-one gardens under private concerns- ten in Lakhimpur, 

fifteen in Sibsagar, three in Darrang and the remainder in Kamrup and Nowgong.69 

The unprecedented success of the tea industry in its early part, has also 

been attributed to the government policies of granting land to the planter. The 

wasteland rules tempted the planters to acquire more than required land. This 

had a dual benefit, firstly as the wastelands provided them with much more 

resources than what land as a factor of production generally denotes, containing 

materials including timber, and secondly, labourers could be settled as tenants 

on the surplus lands of the plantations, providing a bait to allure land-hungry 
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tribal peasants from famine stricken areas outside Assam. The policy also kept 

the prospective competitor from the neighbourhood. By 1870- 71 about 0.7 

million acres of land was settled with the planters but the actual area under tea 

was only 56,000 acres- 8o/o thereof. 70 

Tea cultivation soon turned into a mania. Speculations brought into being 

companies with or without tea lands, overnight; shares rose to fantastic heights, 

lands were cleared without any considerations as to their suitability and 

availability of labour; and highly placed civil servants threw up their posts to 

become planters. 71 During 1862 - 63 in Cachar alone application for tea lands 

rose to 558,078 acres. 72 Ill-considered speculations, grants of lands by the 

government without restraint; shortage of labour, lack of experience regarding 

cultivation and manufacture, food shortage and the burden of supplying food 

stuffs at concessional rates 73 led to the crash in 1866 - 7. Many speculators 

sold off their estates. 

By 1869, however the tide turned. "Dividends, although small were again 

heard of. The quality of manufactured tea had greatly improved, and the prices 

obtained both in the Calcutta market and at home were fully remunerative". By 

1892- 93, the industry was in a better and safer position; the existing gardens 

were well filled with plant, highly cultivated and carefully managed. 74 With the 

introduction oflabour saving machinery, improved methods of cultivation and 

economic working, reduced cost of production, and consequent increase in 

profitability, the position of the industry in general was then assured than a decade 

ago.7s 

Yet, the growth and development of the tea industry, though a major attempt 
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at the commercialisation of Assam's agriculture, was more for the benefit of 

Britain than for Assam. Assam was soon transformed into an exporting house 

for the tea-drinking Britons. Tea became the single major factor in triggering of 

a large number of changes in the regions economy . Ancilliary industries like 

coal, which was essential began to develop. Since tea had to be exported, and the 

existing system of communication was found wanting, steamers and railways 

began to develop. The requirement of labour also encouraged immigration 

facilitated by the developments in communication.But with a decline in rice 

production, it slowly turned a province of plenty into one of scarcity. In these 

developments however the indigenous Assamese population had very little or 

no share at all. They remained in the periphery. 

Other Crops 

After the success of tea, the British began to look for other crops, that 

could become commercially viable. Their eyes fell on silk, cotton, jute and 

other such crops. In the Brahmaputra Valley, silk which was extensively cultivated, 

had been an important article of commerce. Of the three varieties pat or white 

silk (fed on the mulberry tree) was costlier than either muga (fed on Som tree) 

or eri (fed on the Castor oil plant). 

Attempts at developing silk on a commercial basis was made by David Scott 

as early as 1830, as it seemed suitable to the material well being of the people, 

but his proposals did not receive support from the government. 76 Other 

experiments of rearing silk on a commercial basis also failed. The failure of the 

government enterprise however, did not deter others. The Marwaris who had 

entered the trade scenario of Assam made advances to cultivators, when revenue 
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was due and took repayment in thread or cloth which were retailed in markets 

and fairs for articles of daily use from outside. 77 The price of silk however 

remained high. in 1880s white silk cost Rs. 16 toRs. 24 a seer for thread and 

Rs. 3 to Rs. 3 - 8 per square yard of cloth. 78 The cost of muga thread which was 

Rs. 3 - 8 in 183 7, rose to Rs. 5 at the close of the century. 79 The trade and the 

market of eri silk, also did not present a very encouraging picture. From the 

total produce estimated by H.Z. Darrah in 1885, which stood at 35 maunds in 

Kamrup, 242 in Darrang and 205 in Nagaon, it can be concluded that eri did not 
' 

have a large market or regular trade. 80 By the end of the century the discovery of 

new machinery increased the demand, as was evident from the rise in prices 

from Rs. 50 - 60 a maund in 1884, toRs. 100 in 1890; the better and whiter 

variety costing upto Rs. 130. Assam Silk, however remained an important item 

of trade. Britian also had an ever increasing demand for the silk. 

Besides silk, cotton was cultivated in the hilly portions of Bijni and Sidli 

Parganahs in Goal para, in Cachar and the slopes of the Khasi and Garo Hills. In 

Cachar it was cultivated mainly for export, while the Khasi, Syntengs and the 

Lotha and Rengma Nagas brought cotton down to the hats ofNagaon, Sibsagar 

and Kamrup. Since cotton cultivation was scattered and quite insignificant in 

the Brahmaputra Valley, it was difficult to ascertain the total outtum per acre. 

However, Darrah has made an estimate of the yields of cleaned cotton which 

stood at 160 lbs in Cachar, 3 78 to 450 lbs. in Goal para and 202 lbs. in the Garo 

Hills, with an accurate estimate of 150 lbs. per acre in the entire province. 81 

Cotton weaving remained a household occupation, the main weaving centres 

being Sualkuchi, Kamarkuchi, Laskapara and Barpeta in Kamrup. Cotton however 

could not become commercially viable, as there was drastic reduction of exports 
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from 7,000 maunds valued at 35,000 rupees in 1808-9 to the total exports of 

cotton from Kamrup at 300 maunds only, in 1876 as per Hunter's statistics. 

While during the same period Kamrup and Darrang imported European and native 

cotton manufacturers valued at about Rs. 6,800. 82 Homespun cotton cloth was 

brought by the Marwari traders, to be sold out of the province. 

Another commercial crop which increased in production since the 1880s 

was Jute. Since jute can be grown in the ahu rice lands as well, cultivation more 

or less extended to all the plains districts of the province, as well as the plains 

of the Garo Hills. In the districts of Goal para and Sylhet, adjoining the jute 

growing areas of Bengal, it was produced on a commercial scale for exports. 

Table II : The export of jute from Assam as shown in the River-Borne Trade 

/Year Brahmaputra Valley Surma Valley Total 

1880- 1 59,249 9,787 69,036 

1889- 0 225,742 15,480 241,222 
-

1893 - 4 324,911 17,964 342,875 

1896- 7 348,332 49,837 398,169 

From the above table it is apparent that Jute had by 1986 - 7 become an 

important item of export. Since the 1890s, cultivation expanded in the western 

portions of Goalpara, adjacent to North Bengal, while in Kamrup it was at a 

minimum. The government first under B.C. Basu and later under Monahan 

proposed schemes for its improvement but was reluctant to take the entire burden 

and left it to private entrepreneurs. 84 With the increase in exports, as evident, 

jute although confined to Goal para, was made a cash crop. 
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The Indian Rubber obtained from the Rubber Trees (Ficuss Elastica) 

growing wild in Assam was noticed as early as 1810, by Roxburgh, and later by 

Royle in 1840. It was stated that the Assam trees yielded a return of about Rs. 

30 every 3 years or Rs. 10, a year. 85 To start an experimental rubber plantation in 

Kamrup,the first annual lease was made to C.F. Bruce ofTezpur in 1863. The 

industry developed fast and 10,743 maunds were extracted in 1877- 8. In 1879, 

govt. owned Rubber forests were auctioned to the highest bidder. 86 The tapping 

of rubber was destructive and no stringent rule was passed to prevent the 

destruction of natural rubber trees. Although a uniform royalty was introduced 

in 1891 - 2 it did not amount too much. The government thus tried to make it a 

profitable cash crop. 

Mustard seed and lac were two other crops which were in great demand as 

items of export as mentioned by Welsh in 1794 and later Hamilton in his Account 

in 1808-9. Till 1879, a major part of seed was exported to Bengal. In 1852, the 

total quantity exported was 400,000 maunds valued at Rs. 824,000. 87 Towards 

the close of the century, there was a fall in exports, attributed partly to the 

earthquake of 1897, which affected low lying areas ofNagaon and Goalpara, 

and partly to the establishment of a number of oil-mills in western Assam and 

influx of Te/ias or oil-pressers in towns and villagers of Upper Assam. Lac grown 

extensively in Kamrup and parts of the Khasi and Jyantia hills, an important 

item of export since 1808 - 9, 88 in 185 2 the total quantity exported was 7, 000 

maunds, valued at Rs. 36,7 50 at an average price of Rs. 5. 25 per maund. 89 

Potatoes and oranges, grown in the Khasi hills were articles of considerable 

traffic. Potato introduced by David Scott in 1830, was firmly established as a 

new garden crop by 1840, and was exported to Bengal. Oranges which grew 
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abundantly in the hills bordering Sylhet, was also exported totalling at 74,000 

maunds in 1901 - 2, 90 after a temporary set back in 1897. 

Despite these attempts, neither cotton nor silk nor jute, rubber or other 

such crops could make much of a headway like tea. They hardly made any 

noticeable difference to the economy. This may be attributed to the near lack of 

government interest as compared to tea. Even the indigenous population did not 

benefit much from these infant industries. 

Minerals and Industrial development 

From agriculture the British turned to unearthing the rich mineral resources 

of the province. The immediate consequence of these adventures was the decline 

of the indigenous mineral industries like brine, iron and gold. 

Decline of Indigenous Industries 

Innumerable brine springs had been reported by C.A. Bruce, at Borhat and 

Namsanghat, along the slopes of the Naga Hills and south-east ofSibsagar, from 

which salt was extracted during the Ahom rule until the reign of King Purandar 

Singha (1833 - 8).91 Even after the resumption of Upper Assam, T. Brodie, 

Political Assistant, Sibsagar, tried to maintain an establishment at Borhat, but 

due to a fall in revenue in 1839 - 41 it was abolished. Jenkins reported the 

existence of brine springs on the banks of the Dhansiri. Springs also existed at 

Saraspur, and Bhuban hills, in Cachar, and those in the Hailakandi valley, Bansbari 

and Chandipur, down to the early decades of the nineteenth century. However 

the competition with the foreign salt resulted in the closure of the salt-brines.92 
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The local salt industry thus died down. 

Similarly gold-washing which was a well-known industry as testified by 

Shihabuddin Talish (1662- 63), Capt. T. Welsh (1792- 94) and J.P. Wade also 

could not thrive under the colonial regime. Extraction of gold dust from the 

sands of many rivers of Assam was an indigenous industry in the Ahom days 

when the Sonowa/s and Bihias, experts on the profession were engaged. lt 

Hamilton, reported a yield of 15,000 to/as from a "mine" at Pakerguri, and 

Matthie reported that 25 clans of Sonowals raised 2 Y2 to/as each annually. It 

can be concluded that the total output was considerable. The robbing of the 

Sonowals by the tax-collectors following the Burmese invasions, and the decline 

of their former consumers, and introduction of farming to the highest bidder 

after British occupation, hit the Sonowals hard and they abandoned their 

profession. In 1838, the Collector ofDarrang found only a few at Balipara, and 

in 1879 Hunter records the number of gold washers in North-Lakhimpur at 150 

persons. 93 At the close of the century, gold washing dwindled, and the lease was 

sold at Rs. 5 or Rs. 6 a year. 

Iron extracted locally, was found in the Khasi and Jayantia hills and in Naga 

hills. The British found it unprofitable, but with the importation of the superior 

and cheaper varieties,iron extraction came to a close. Limestones were found 

in the Garo, Khasi and Jayantia hills, and also in Sylhet. The quarries were thrown 

open to the public, but a decline in the trade and fall in the revenue led in 1889, to 

the closure of the smaller quarries, the principal ones at Sobjar, Borpunj, Shella, 

Longrin and Nongstein were kept open under lease system. The revenues rose 

from 13,580 in 1889-90 to 17,686 in 1890- 1,94 but were not developed much 

by the British. 
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Rise of New Industry 

The decline in the indigenous industries was followed by the development 

of other new industries like coal, and mineral oil. 

Coal 

The existence of coal in Assam was known since the early times. In April 

1825, Lieutenant Wilcox noticed coal-beds near Borhat, on the Burhidihing and 

south-west of Dimapur. In 1828, C.A. Bruce, under the orders of David Scott 

raised about five thousand maunds of coal on Safrai, a tributary of Disang, for 

export to Calcutta. In 1837, Captain Brodie, Lieutenant Bigge and William 

Griffith, found coal on parts of the Dhansiri and the Burhidihing rivers. 95 followed 

by Jenkins in 1838. In the same year Captain Hannay found coal beds at Jaypur, 

from which about a thousand maunds were sent to Calcutta.96 However, it failed 

to attract speculators, and in 1855, when Mills visited only one speculator was 

working at Jaypur.97 

It was in the 1860's, with the extension of tea-cultivation and introduction 

of commercial navigation on the Brahmaputra, that there evinced a growing 

demand for coal. From 1861 - 64 various contractors made agreements with the 

government to work the coal fields in Assam. In 1864, H. B. Medlicott, conducted 

a survey of the coal-bearing areas of Assam and the lease of the coal beds were 

advertised in February 1866, which encouraged a number of speculators to the 

field. 98 In 1881 with the formation of the Assam Railways and Trading Company 

(ARTC) which leased thirty square miles south of the Burhidihing of the Makum 

and Jaypur coal fields for a term of twenty years, that progress was made in the 
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exploitation of the mineral. 99 

After the initial problems like difficulty in communication and want of 

skilled labour, the Ledo Colliery was commissioned in 1882 and the first coal 

train was flagged off in 1884. Thereafter to meet the growing demand collieries 

came up at Tikak, Namdang, Tirap, New West Ledo, New East Ledo and 

Borgolai. 10° Coal was also found in the Khasi and Jayantia Hills, the largest at 

Cherrapunji and Lakadong. In 1832 coal was mined at Cherrapunji and despatched 

to the Presidency by boat-loads. Again in 1859, on the recommendation of Mills, 

operations were resumed by Khasi miners. In 1887 the best coal was sold at 

Kokilamukh, steamer station at only seven annas a maund. 

Like the other changes introduced by the British the coal industry also had 

many advantages to the British. Until 1880, the freight ofRaniganj (in Bihar) 

coal which was brought from about 1000 miles to Upper Assam was very costly. 101 

But in 188 7, with the availability coal at Kokilamukh, at only 7 annas a maund, 

expenses were reduced. The coal mined met the requirements not only of the 

Brahmaputra and Surma valleys, but also large quantities were exported to 

Calcutta, for consumption in industries and ocean going steamers. The extraction 

of coal thus brought Assam - more into the vortex of the world economy. The 

implication of these developments soon had its impact, when the small towns 

of Ledo and Margherita became busy centres. 

Mineral Oil 

Extraction of mineral oil also developed into an important industry. Oil 

which invariably existed near the coal bearing areas of Upper Assam, was first 
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discovered by Wilcox in 1825, on the bed of the Burhidihing at Supkong, followed 

by Bruce on the bank of the Safrai, and Major White in the N amrup river below 

the coal-bed. In 1838, Jenkins also noticed several small springs near Borhat 

from which oil flowed into pools in the watercourse. Government interest 

stimulated, H. B. Medlicott of the Geological Survey ofindia, after a visit to the 

sites, to suggest experimental borings near Makum. The existence of oil-springs 

at Bapupung, (present Digboi), Makum, Namchick was reported in 1854 by 

Captain Dalton, which were extracted by the natives. 102 However, Mr. 
~ 

Wagentrieber was the first speculator to obtain from the government of Bengal 

in 1854, exclusive rights to operate on a commercial scale the oil springs at 

Makum. 103 Others soon followed Goodenough in 1866, Messers Balmer Lawrie 

and Co. Calcutta in 1878, followed by the Assam Railways. These early efforts 

proved unsuccessful owing to the lack of facilities like storage, transport and 

skill. 

Mr. Townsend of the Assam Oil Syndicate, is credited with the frrst boring 

of oil well at Digboi in early 1888.104 The ARTC had in the meantime erected a 

refinery at Margherita. In 1899, the Assam Oil Company (AOC) was formed in 

London, with the object of taking over the oil concessions and plant of the ARTC 

and the syndicate. The government sanctioned the establishment of the Company 

and transfer of the concessions on the existing terms. The new Company took 

over the petroleum interest including Makum and Digboi, (and Lord Ribblesdale, 

the Chairman of the ARTC became the Chairman of Assam Oil Company), where 

it erected a huge refinery and started production of lubricants and illuminating 

oils, candles and wax. By 1911 the outturn of petroleum amounted to 3 ,565, 163 

gallons. 105 Thus next to tea, coal and mineral oil became the most important 

developments in the economy of the region. And like tea, the benefits were 
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mostly for the outsiders and the indigenous Assamese reaped no benefits from 

the great innovations at their doorstep. 

Trade : Internal & External 

Trade, both internal and external, also witnessed changes under the impact 

of colonial rule. Hitherto, the trade of the province was intra-regional, within 

the limitations of a basically barter and cowrie economy. Trade out of the 

province, was mostly with the frontier tribes, and with Bengal from where salt, 

the most important article was obtained. Hamilton in 1808 - 9 records the total 

value of imports at Rs. 2,28,300, and exports from Assam at Rs. 130,900.106 

The crisis of civil wars and Burmese invasions (1797 - 1826) resulted in a 

reduction of the external trade. 107 This to a large extent affected the economy of 

the region. 

The British made effort to revive trade (the authorities) and to that end set 

up hats and fairs in an around the sadar stations. Fairs were located at several 

places in the districts ofSibsagar, at Tengakhat, Nagaghuli, Chabua, and Dangori 

in Lakhimpur, and also at Sylhet, Cachar and Goalpara. 108 The hats were weekly 

as in the tea gardens, or bi-weekly and daily at the Sadar stations. These hats, 

and later the shops established at the close of the century became the centres 

for the collection of exports and distributions of imports like cotton, muga, 

thread, rice, pulse, turmeric ginger, chillies, tobacco and opium. 

Trade with Bengal was mainly river-borne, and passed through the gateway 

which was the Hadira or Kandahar Chowky opposite to Goalpara on the 
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Brahmaputra. Assam's trade was subjected to duties, levied at Kandahar, under 

the administration of the Duaria Baruas, who enjoyed the monopoly of the 

trade with Bengal.109 After annexation in 1833, (inspite of the proposals ofScott, 

for abolition of the Chowky), the Chowky was brought under direct control of 

the government under an officer at Goalpara. 110 The duties levied were retained 

as before 10 percent ad valorem. 

Following the Charter of 1833 advocating free trade and free competition, 

and pending the introduction of a better system of inland transit duties in 183 5 

it was resolved to abolish Kandahar and all other Chowkies in the neighbourhood 

of Goalpara, and to leave trade to and from Bengal perfectly free 111 and there 

was an increase in the volume of trade since the tariff -walls were removed. 

Tea was the most important commodity exported from the province. The 

volume which stood at 3,03,609 maunds in 1880 - 81 increased to 6,80, 799 

maunds in 1898 - 9. 112 Mustard seed also formed an important article of export, 

exported largely from Assam, with only three percent from the Surma valley. In 

1809 from a total of 15,000 maunds in 1852 it increased to 4,00,000 maunds 

from Goal para alone .113 Trade in cotton was on the increase. Against the 7, 000 

maunds in 1809,114 it increased to 50,000 maunds in 1837- 38 sold by Garos 

alone. About two-third of the total quantity was from Lower Assam, and one

third from the Surma valley. Other articles of export consisted of rubber, lac, 

ivory, timber, and with the introduction of steam navigation, coaP15 and mineral 

oil. 

Imports consisted of foreign textiles, fine rice, salt, 116 grams and pulses, 

opium, and brass and copper wares. The entire trade of Assam was almost entirely 
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with Bengal, with less than one percent with other parts in 1900. The balance of 

trade was in favour of the province. 

The beneficiaries of the increasing trade with Bengal were, however, the 

outsiders and not the indigenous people. The trade of Assam was "almost entirely 

in the hands of Kyah or Marwari merchants" .117 There were also the Be paris 

from Dacca who had settlements in the headquarters of the districts and in 

subdivision and were most numerous in Sylhet. The Marwaris on the other hand 

were scattered throughout the province and monopolised the entire export trade. 

While in 1839 in the five Sadar Stations there were only twenty Marwari shops, 

in 1854, Mills reported that there were eighty-four shops. 118 Through hawkers 

they collected the local produce in exchange for salt, opium, broad-cloths, iron

wares, woolen goods, Bengal rice, mustard oil and other foreign textiles and 

luxuries through the permanent markets in the small towns and the weekly 

markets. The indigenous Assamese population had no share in trade profits. 

Hunters gives figures for 1876_11 9 

Table III : Showin& value of Exports and Imports 

Karnrup 

Total river borne exports 
Oil Seeds 
Total river borne imports 
Salt 

Bengal rice 

Lakhimpur 
Value oflmports 
Exports 

38,462 (maunds) 
34,563 (84% oftotal exports) 
29,967 (maunds) 
16,621 (maunds) 
(55% oftotal imports) 
5, 737 (maunds) 
( 19% of total imports) 

Pounds 1,47,897 
Pounds 62,884 

The statistics of 1880 - 1 to 1904 - 5 also gives the following figures. Total 

value stood as follows :120 
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Table IV :Showing Imports and Exports 

Year Exports Imports 

1880- 1 229.7 79.5 

1899- 1900 699 323 

1904- 05 726 457 

Although there was an excess of exports over imports the profits accrued 

brought nothing to the indigenous population of Assam. On one hand commercial 

gains were taken away from the Assamese people, and on the other as there 

were few manufacturers, there was no possibilities of industrial development. 

Even in 1900, the whole traffic was monopolised by the Marwaris. Although 

some local traders of Kamrup did have a share in the mustard trade, where since 

1876, profits were forthcoming, by 1900, even this trade was falling into the 

hands of Marwaris. The small traders could not compete with their Marwari 

counterparts. Although the Marwaris had agents in different parts of the province, 

which were mostly either Marwaris or immigrants from other states, there are 

no evidences to show that any of these agents were Assamese. The main deterrent 

to this factor was the lack of capital. Thus the situation had arrived when the 

entire profits of trade went out of the province and the local population did not 

benefit commercially. 

Frontier trade with the Bhutias, Mishmis, Nagas, Daflas, and the Manipuris, 

had come to a standstill, after the Burmese wars. In an effort to revive the trade, 

hats and fairs were set up by the local authorities at the foot hills. In 183 1 - 2, 

Jenkins in his survey, found establsihments ofMarwari merchants at Sadiya and 

Beesa where they bartered with the neighbouring tribes broad-cloths, muslin, 

267 



coloured handkerchiefs, salt, opium, glass, gold, ivory, silver, amber, Burmese 

cloths and Chinese wares. 121 Trade with the Bhutias was carried on in the three 

fairs at U dalguri, Ghagrapara and Daimara, and the import of blankets, ponies, 

timber, wax salt rubber, and stick lac steadily increased. Trade with Tawang was 

mostly in ponies at a price of Rs. 50 each. 122 The tribes namely the Abors (A dis), 

Daflas (Nishis), Mishmis, Khamtis and Nagas, further in the North East, resorted 

to the fair at Sadiya, where they sold rubber, wax, musk, amber, ivory, rhinoceros 

hom in return for eri-cloth, broad cloths, opium, iron-pans, brass utensils and 

beads. The Assam - Manipur trade in articles like timber, bamboo, rice, cotton 

twists and yam, piece-goods, betel-nuts, were mainly through Cachar (and 

Kohima) and later to Dimapur on the Assam- Bengal railway. 

The total value offrontier trade in 1881-2 amounted toRs. 9,52,038 as 

against Rs. 8,36,385 in 1880- 81 showing an increase of 13.9 percent. The 

total value of imports nearly doubled in 1903 - 4 at Rs. 13, 86, 691 from Rs. 

7,29,252 in 1902- 3 and over 5 percent in exports from Rs. 4,39,531 in 1902-

3 toRs. 6,65,318 in 1903-4. The rise in trade was mainly due to the opening of 

the Dimapur - Manipur road, augmenting the rice trade between Assam and 

Manipur, timber trade between Manipur and Hill Tepperah and import trade in 

rubber from the Hill tribes ofthe North-east frontier. 123 The development of 

the frontier trade can also be attributed to the abolition of Inland Transit duties. 

These duties levied at the Morung Hat, Garo Hats, and the Naga Khats were a 

source of oppression to the tribesmen and source of perennial administrative 

difficulties for the local officers. A reduction of duty advocated by the Jenkins, 

adversely affected the revenues. 124 In pursuance of the declared policy of the 

government in 1833, 125 the Garos and other hill tribes were allowed to dispose 

off their goods duty free. In 1841, the duty on N aga Khats were abolished and in 
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1842 collections on the Garo hats ceased. 126 Similarly, in the trade with Cachar, 

the Ghats numbering five at Bikrampur, Berkhola, Kalyan, Goomra and 

Oodarband, were abolished in 1825, and duties transferred to the Sialtik Ghat 

which remained the only transit station at Cachar. 127 

Transport & Communication 

Closely associated with the other changes in the economy of the region 

was the development of the transport system. Until the beginning of the present 

century river transport had been mainly used. All traffic between Assam and 

Bengal was water borne. Becuase of the sparse population, uneven topography 

and backward economy, resulting from the civil wars and Burmese invasions, 

overland communication system was not c,0nsidered feasible. 128 Whatever roads 

existed were impassable during the rains and had fallen into disrepair. 129 But 

with the increase in tea acreage, and establishment of coal and petroleum 

industries, the necessity of a speedier and more efficient means of 

communication was more keenly felt and steps were taken to connect the 

industrial centres with the consumption centres. 

Steamer 

The Brahmaputra which was the great highway of traffic was navigable 

from Bugwah, a few miles from Rangpur in Bengal to Dibrugarh, for about 450 

miles. As early as 1825, Col. Richards, the Junior Commissioner of Assam, 

suggested the maintenance of a few steam boats in Assam for towing up supplies, 

stores and troops. 130 Again in 1831, Scott made a proposal for introduction of 

a government steamer service to Assam but the project remained shelved in the 
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marine department. 131 

In the meantime, the Assam Company with the developing tea trade, faced 

the problem of maintaining contacts with Calcutta, a distance of 800 miles. The 

initial attempts to introduce steamer service between Calcutta and Dibrugarh 

proved unsuccessful, and the Company thus, had to depend on its fleet of 

countrymade boats. 132 

A beginning was made in 184 7 when the government began to operate a 

steamer service between Calcutta and Guwahati. 133 As the service was not 

dependable, due to small and ill-equipped vessels and limited space for conveying 

cargoes other than government stores, 134 the Assam Company still had to depend 

on local boats for traffic between Dibrugarh and Guwahati. 

On the representation of the Assam Company, 135 as well as the industrial 

and mercantile communities and the recommendation of Mills, 136 steamer 

services were extended to Guwahati from March 7, 1856. TheMeghna, Jumna, 

and the Thames were placed on these lines. 137 This did not ease the situation, as 

the tea cargo exceeded the carrying capacity of the steamers. This indicates the 

volume of the tea trade, and the fact that almost the entire produce was meant 

for export. 

In 1858, the Indian General Steam Navigation Company (IGSN) was formed 

for establishing a regular steamer service between Calcutta and Upper Assam. 138 

And since 1860, the IGSN Company with their associate River Steam Navigation 

Company (RSN), operated the steam navigation on the Brahmaputra. 139 
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This however, did not solve the problem of passenger service. To remedy 

that, the Chief Commissioner R.H. Keatinge, in 1874 and 1878, proposed a 

Daily Steamer Service, and a separation of passenger and goods traffic. A Daily 

Mail Service between Dibrugarh and Dhubri was introduced in 1884 by IGSN 

and RSN .140 In 1886 a Despatch Service facilitated goods service from Goalundo 

to Upper Assam. By 1887 the IGSN and RSN extended their service upto 

Silchar. 141 The Steamer Service thus greatly aided in the development of the Tea 

industry, which secured a ·firm foothold almost half a century before the 

introduction of railways into Assam. It also facilitated the flow of people to and 

from Bengal and other parts into the country, thus increasing contacts between 

Assam and the rest of India. 

Railways 

Overwhelming odds notwithstanding, extension of tea cultivation apart, the 

exploration and operation of coal beds and oil-springs rendered necessary the 

introduction of railways into Assam in general and Upper Assam in particular. 

In the seventies of the last century, the nearest railway lines from Calcutta 

to Assam were as far away as Goal undo in South-eastern Bengal and Poradaha in 

Central Bengal. In 1879 the approach to Assam by railway from Calcutta was by 

Eastern Bengal railway to Kau\tia on the river Teesta, or to Goalundo on the 

river Padma, 240 km. east of Calcutta and an important transhipment centre. 142 

The opening of tea gardens not only in the Dibrugarh and Jorhat subdivisions, 

which could be served by the ports at Dibrugarh and Kokilamukh respectively, 

but those on the either side of the Sadiya road ( 1865) and far beyond the 
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riverways, made communication difficult. The requirement of food stuff of 

numerous labourers and export of tea was met by the cart road and steamer 

traffic. The difficulties of working of the newly discovered coal bed and oil 

fields in the Makum area drew the attention to the improvement of 

communication. 

In January 1882, work began on the railway under B. Piercy at Dibrugarh 

and Chevalier Roberto Paganini, at Burhidihing, and in May the first engine passed 

over the line from Dibrugarh Steamer Ghat to Jaypur, which extended upto Chabua 

in Dec. 1882. In December 1883, the line was joined to Margherita and Makum. 

In 1882, the Chief Commissioner started construction of a 2" gauge tramway 

Jorhat- Kokilamukh at an estimated cost ofRs. 1,11,320143 and extended from 

Jorhat to Titabar with a branch line to Mariani in 1883 known as the Kokilamukh 

State Railway, it was opened to traffic in 1885. 144 The management of this line 

known as the Jorhat Provincial Railway was made over in 1927 to the agents of 

the RSN and IGSN. 

In April 1892, the Assam-Bengal Railway Company was formed, and work 

on the lines started in Nov. 1892. The first line from Chittagong to Silchar, with 

a branch line from Laksam to Chandpur a total of 303 miles long, was completed 

in 1896.145 This was the first connecting line with the rest of India. The second 

line from Badarpur to Lumding, through North Cachar Hills, a distance of 118 

miles was begun in 1892, and opened to commercial traffic in 1904. The third 

line from Guwahati to Makum junction, a distance of 320 miles long, could 

only be opened from Guwahati to Jamunamukh, but due to the earthquake of 

1897 could not be opened to traffic until 1899. It was only in 1903, that the 

Assam Bengal Railway was extended to Tinsukia and access to the sea in 1904. 146 
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Tramways were devised as feeders to the main lines and river banks. In 

1893 - 4 the Tezpur - Balipara Tramway was constructed to connect tea areas of 

the interior ofDarrang with steam navigation on the Brahmaputra at Tezpur, and 

opened to traffic in 1894. In 1895-6, Cherra or Theira- Companyganj line was 

constructed to carry limestones by the provincial government. The extension of 

the Dhubri line of the Eastern Bengal State Railway, connected Golokganj to 

Guwahati. And in 1911, Assam Valley had direct rail communication with 

Calcutta. 

The railways provided the easiest and the cheapest mode of transport for 

goods and passengers. The tea, coal and petroleum industries were much 

benefitted. Like steamers, but more so, railways aided in the movement of people 

from this region and out of it. It also became an important factor to encourage 

immigration into the province. In 1892 - 93, railway carried 2,13,030 tons of 

goods and 1,06,157 no. of passengers, and generated an income ofRs. 4,0 1,179 

to the government. 147 

Roadways 

Under the Ahom government, the entire valley of the Brahmaputra was 

intersected with roads of great height and breadth, connected by pathways with 

the villages and fields. The country was provided with a "splendid system of 

highways uninterruptedly from Goalpara to Sadiya from either banks of the 

river" .148 With the civil wars and Burmese invasions, the roads were neglected 

and fallen into disrepair. With the British occupation, attention was drawn to the 

state of roads. As early as 1827 the construction of a road connecting Sylhet 

with Guwahati via Cherrapunji and Nungklow was undertaken, which had to be 
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subsequently abandoned due to the rebellion ofTirut Singh in 1829. 149 In 1828 

the road from Jayantiapur to Raha, was explored and repaired. In 1842 the 

construction of the Cachar Manipur road, Banskandy to Bishenpur was completed 

under Captain Guthrie but could not be extended. 150 

Development in roadways came during 1842 - 43, when the South -Trunk 

Road, from Guwahati to Nowgong was gradually extended to Dibrugarh via Jorhat 

and Sibsagar and, on the other side to Goalpara. 151 By 1845, North Lakhimpur 

was linked up with Dhakuakhana, wherefrom the road approached Naduar in 

Darrang. In 1845, the Assam Company also claimed to have opened or repaired 

some 800 miles of public roads and 266 bridges. 152 

The roadways in Assam however, remained unsatisfactory as observed by 

Anandaram Dhekial Phukan. The creation of the Public Works Department in 

1868 opened a new phase in the development of road communication in Assam. 

The old routes were connected into a continous road, for cart traffic, widened, 

bridged and raised above flood level. 153 In 1874- 75, the Guwahati- Shillong 

cart road was begun first up to N ongpoh and in 18 77 the road to Shillong was 

opened, taking two days to reach Shillong by tonga. 154 

To tighten up the grip over the hill areas after the Jayantia rebellion ( 1860 

- 62) cart-roads were opened from Shillong to Maflong, and to Jayantiapur in 

Sylhet via Jowai and Muktapur. Another route was to the Garo Hills via Shillong, 

Kynchi and Nongstoin. 155 In 1872- 3, the most important was across the hills 

from Tura to Dahu in Mymensing, extended for wheeled traffic by 1875. 

Samuguting in the Naga Hills was linked to Golaghat and Dimapur. Kohima was 

also linked with the plains by a cart-road through the Nambar forests to 
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N ichuguard, and in 1891, link roads were made with Imp hal. By 1900 the total 

of bridle paths numbered- 600 miles. 156 

The improvements in communication not only aided in the British economic 

policies, and the development of the new industries, but became the most 

important single factor in aiding immigration into the province. Likewise it also 

facilitated an easy passage to many Assamese, who wished to go out of the region 

to Bengal for education, etc. Assam was thus opened to the rest of the sub

continent and brought within the folds of the world economic order. 

Inflow of Immigrants 

The British rule and the economic changes that followed their occupation 

triggered a large-scale immigration into the province from different parts of 

India and even outside the country. The immigrants may be broadly divided into 

two groups : those who came from the Presidency of Bengal to take up wasteland 

for cultivation, and those who came from the distant areas for trade and meeting 

the growing demands of the tea-gardens as well as general public and industrial 

undertakings. 

The early wasteland grants rules157 were such that only the rich and European 

capitalists could occupy these grants. The indigenous cultivators could hardly 

furnish the wealth capital. This and the colonisation scheme of Jenkins, 158 

attracted a class of European planters along with their capital who would produce 

sugarcane, indigo and such other plantation crops. This led to a steady influx of 

foreigners into the Province, termed by the Assamese as Bangals. With the 

growth of tea-cultivation, this immigration further increased. The 1871 census 
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report stated that there were 7 4 Europeans ( 46 Englishmen, 11 Irish, 15 Scots 

and 2 Welsh) in Assam. Considering the number of Europeans who descended 

into Assam during the Tea Mania, this seems to be an unrealistically low figure .159 

In May 1856, realising belatedly, the injustice done to indigenous 

speculators, on the recommendation of the Board of revenue, the Governor of 

Bengal approved grant of wastelands in future to Europeans, Assamese, Bengali 

and others without any distinction and the cultivation of whatever the grantee 

might think proper. 160 

Endeavours had been made from time to time by the local authorities to 

encourage immigrants into the valleys of the Brahmaputra and the Surma. As 

early as 1832, circular letters were issued inviting settlers through respective 

collectors, to populous districts of Bengal, viz. Dacca, Tipperah, and Mymensing 

offering wastelands rent-free for a term of years after which settlement would 

be made for the portion brought under cultivation to which holders would acquire 

proprietory rights as a Talukdar and Zamindar. 161 Likewise a large body of 

Nepalis in the Regiment and frontier police immigrated from Siliguri and moved 

to the districts ofDarrang, Lakhimpur and Kamrup. Besides grants of wastelands 

on favourable terms, the Nepalese were reported to have been given pecuniary 

assistance for their onward journey to Upper Assam. Some of them were migrants 

rubber cutters, dealers in buffaloes, but many bonafide settlers carried on large 

scale sugar-cane cultivation and diary farming. 162 The British later recruited them 

into the Gurkha Regiment, and also as chowkidars, bodyguards, peons and 

labourers. The percentage of labourers working in the tea gardens was however 

only .1 percent in 1896 - 97. 163 In 1901 the total number of Nepalese were 

21,000. 164 Santhals were also encouraged under orders of Steuart Bayley to 
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colonise in the district of Goal para defraying their expenses of travel from home, 

besides advances of free interest until they could reap a crop of their own. 165 

Another class of immigrants were the traders from distant areas, the Marwaris 

or the Keyas from Marwar, who besides trade acted as money-changers, bankers 

and agents of the tea garden managers. Allen has pointed out that "the principal 

men of business were the Kyahs, the astute Marwari merchants, whose shops 

were to be found on every tea-garden, at every headquarter town and where ever 

else there was money to be made". 166 They had trading establishments at 

Jogighopa, Goal para and Guwahati, and within a few years of British occupation 

extended their activities even beyond the frontier. 167 In latter times these 

Marwaris occupied land and came to occupy distinct positions in the society. 168 

The tea industry, with its ancilliary coal and petroleum industries remained 

the biggest factor responsible for immigration. The scarcity of labour was the 

most outstanding problem in the whole history of tea planting in Assam. 169 The 

other major problem was that of communication. Both these problems were 

largely responsible for the immigration into the province. 

In the Assam Valley, the supply oflocallabour was negligible. An abortive 

attempt was made to import Chinese labour, but they were dispensed with in 

1843 .170 Till 1859, the Tea Planters Association adopted an organised system of 

recruitment that was pursued by the planters of Mauritius. 171 Two other Acts of 

the government, Workmen's Breach of Contract Act, 1859, and the Transport of 

Native Labours Act, 1863, aided the planters. 172 The Bengal Act III of 1863, 

however required that the recruiters should be licensed, the emigrants produced 

before the district Magistrate, his medical fitness examined, and the contract 

not to exceed four years. The steamers or boats conveying the labourers were 
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also to be licensed. 173 The planters thus imported large number of labourers 

from the densely populated areas of Bihar, Orissa, Bengal, Chotanagpur and 

Santhal Parganas, Central provinces, United Provinces, North Western provinces 

and Madras, Bombay and Nepal. 174 In 1890 the total number of immigrants to 

the tea gardens were estimated approximately at 36,080 or nearly eighty three 

percent of the immigrants and forming seven percent of the total population of 

the province. In the year 1896 the total stood at 81, 115 and in 1897 the provincial 

figures stood at 95,93 1, an increase of 18.2 percent. 175 There was an increase of 

recruitment into the Assam valley. 

The improvement of conditions under which the labourer worked, increase 

in wages and better living conditions, was evident from the fact that an increasing 

number of immigrants did not return home at the expiration of their contract 

and settled down permanently in the tea districts. The time-expired labourers 

settled near the tea-garden as ordinary cultivator and supplement their earning 

when regular labour was insufficient for plucking and hoeing. A segment of them 

took to cultivation on their own account and villages sprung up in the 

neighbourhood of the tea-gardens. The area under cultivation also increased under 

these time-expired labourers in the districts of Kamrup, Nagaon, Darrang, 

Sibsagar and Lakhimpur. 176 

Improvement of communication and the extension of rail communication 

with Bengal and other parts of the country facilitated importation of labour. 

With the development of railways, not only were the planters enabled to import 

labourers at lesser cost and risk, but the inflow of migrant were increased from 

Bengal and other provinces. In the period from 1891 - 190 1 the number of 

immigrants increased by 50. 85o/o. 177 
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The immigration of the people was also associated with the different 

professions. With the economic development, it was as if the British had opened 

the flood-gates to the outsiders. The immigrants from the districts of Dacca, 

Mymensing and Rangpur were amlohs, traders, boat-men, khalasis of mail and 

cargo steamers. Majority of the domestic workers, masons, earth-cutters, 

carters, cobblers, fishermen, and boatmen hailed from Bihar and the United 

Provinces. The Marwaris, monopolised trade besides acting as money-changers, 

bankers, and usurers. The Punjabis, a small community were the principal 

contractors, carpenters and skilled mechanics in railways and tea-gardens in 

Upper Assam. 178 

At the close of the century, only a few migrants from East Bengal crossed 

the boundary and settled down in the Sylhet and char lands of the district of 

Goal para. With the tum of the century the pressure on the soil, availability of 

cheap, plentiful and fertile land on easy terms in Assam in place of expensive 

and uncomfortable holding in Bengal, drove the immigrants, particularly of 

Mymensing to move up the valley. The migration of these land-hungry 

immigrants, covertly and obvertly remained unabated and as the years rolled 

on, brought about far-reaching consequences on the economic, social and 

political life of the province. 

Monetization 

The economic changes that followed the British occupation of the province, 

resulted in one important change : the conversion of the barter oriented - money 

-short economy into a cash economy. In 1840 with the introduction of the British 

administration uniformly in all the districts of the Brahmaputra valley, the old 
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khel system of revenue and/or in kind payment was gradually replaced during 

these years by a new proprietory system involving payment of ryots dues to the 

government in cash. 179 Mills in 1853, reported that the paiks were generally 

assessed at Rs. 9 per got, each retaining his garden and rice-land as before. 180 As 

money was not readily available, desertions and migration to tax free areas 

became common. 

On acquisition of the province, the British government found a variety of 

coins current in Assam. They were the Rajamohari, Narayani or Coochbehari 

rupee, the Companys sicca rupees, the Debmohari of Bhutan and the Arcot 

rupee, 181 besides the half and quarters, two annas and even one anna pieces. In 

1840, the mint of the Assam Raja was put out of operation and it was considered 

practical to introduce the New Furrackabad rupee into the province. Earlier on 

(1834) the Rajamohari and Narayani rupees had been received at the 

government treasuries in Assam and North-east Rungpore treasury in payment 

of government dues. 182 

The Government's revenue collection in local currency was annually 

remitted to Calcutta for recoinage. But there was practically no flow back as the 

remittance represented a surplus of revenue over local disbursements. Moreover 

in cases of recoinage of the Narayani and Rajamohari rupees received at the 

government and North-east Rungpore treasuries, the out tum involved losses to 

government arising seemingly from the deprecated quality of those descriptions 

of coins. 183 It was however recommended that the Assam coins, whether 

fractional or otherwise was henceforward to be received as bullion subject to a 

duty of two percent for recoinage. 184 This part of traffic which went on for at 

least a decade involved the withdrawal of a considerable quantity of circulating 
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media. In Lower Assam in 1824- 25, the receipts stood at Rs. 118, 723 (Sicca), 

disbursements Rs. (sicca) 29,538, and a surplus ofRs. 89, 185; while in 1832-

26 the receipts were Rs. 28,058, disbursements Rs. 27,834, and a surplus of 

Rs. 224, while in 1832 - 33, the receipts were Rs. 99,928, with no 

disbursements. 185 Thus the economy was caught into a situation of acute money 

shortage. 

The resultant money-crisis made it difficult for the peasant to pay his dues 

to the government. The multiplicity of currency in circulation - Rajamohari, 

Narayani, sicca and Feraccabad coins with their fluctuating and conflicting 

rates further aggravated the crisis. It was in this situation that the fortunes of the 

Marwaris were invested in usury at high rates of interest. In the absence of money, 

revenue dues were paid in kind and non-perishables like gold, ivory, muga, silk, 

munjit and cotton cloth which were later put on sale to traders. Cloths of certain 

fixed dimensions, salt, iron-hoes and other articles in general use circulated as 

money and were accepted in settlement of land revenue demand. 186 

As a remedy to the money-crisis, Scott and later Col. Jenkins porposed 

resource based schemes and introduction of cash-oriented plantation economy. 

Their attempts were successful but not to the indigenous people. Land grant 

rules encouraged foreign speculators, tea, and the ancilliary coal and petroleum 

industries led to an inflow of British capital. With the development of railways, 

employment opportunities and wage-earnings increased. The increased demand 

for rice, bamboo etc. enhanced the farmers cash incomes. 

But the crux of the situation was that the gap between the gross-earnings 

of the economy and locally disbursed income originating therefrom increasingly 
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widened. The surplus was remitted abroad in the form of high dividends, 

transferred savings from high salaries and also as wages of the migrant workers. 187 

Thus in the closing years of the century, the economy of Assam proper 

developed the characteristics of a dual economy with a cleavage between the 

traditional subsistence sector and a capital-intensive highly monetized modern 

sector. The changes in the entire land revenue system and the introduction of 

cash payment did not bring benefit to the Assamese ryots, unused to the concept 
' 

of paying any land revenue. The economic backwardness, augmented by the crisis 

of the civil wars, and Burmese invasions, had created an acute shortage of money 

in Assam. Therefore enhancements of revenue, new settlements, equalisations 

of the rates, etc. as had mentioned did not lead to any progress of the peasantry 

or development of the agrarian sector. The commercialisation of agriculture, 

tea, silk, cotton and others also did not bring any profits to the agrarian sector; 

tea which wa~rimarilyfur expQrt was a foreign owned enterprise and benefitted 
,.., .. - -~·--

o~ly the Britis~~-~itali§~_:_ Yet, tea triggered a whole lot of developments which f 
affected the economy of the province. Coal and mineral oil, also motivated by j 

the British interests, was responsible for the speedy development of steamers i 

and railways. This in turn aided the wholesale immigration into the province. 

This resulted on one hand the speedy development of tea, coal and other industries 

worked by immigrant labour, while on the other hand, with the stagnation of the 

indigenous population growth, the agrarian sector also began to stagnate. Thus, 

one can conclude that the economic changes introduced into the province by 

the British did not bring about much changes in the traditional subsistence sector. 

The Assamese farme~~!eaped no benefits from the great innovations at their 

doorsteps. Even when rice had to be imported to feed the immigrant population, 
.-~---

as the Assamese ryots produced only for their own consumption and the price 
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of rice rose from 19 seers a rupee in 1873 to 10 seers a rupee in 190Il88
, the 

Assamese cultivator was little benefitted. Moreover, as mentioned, the entire 

trade was in the hands of outsiders. Therefore, in the beginning of the twentieth 

century, after seventy-five years of the British rule, and the changes introduced, 

Assam was still preponderantly rural and dependent on agriculture. 
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