


CHAPTER VIII 

REPURCUSSIONS, REACTIONS AND READJUSTMENTS 

The British rule in Assam, accompanied as it was by many changes, in polity, 

economy and society disturbed the placid currents of the Assamese life, and led 

to upheavals among the indigenous people. The British first appeared in the guise 

of saviours of the people suffering from a chaotic situation of lawlessness 

beginning with the Moamaria civil war and culminating in the Burmese occupation 

of the Assam plains (1817- 1824). But their promise, 1 which gave a fillip to the 

hopes and aspirations of the royalty, nobility and the common people was not 

kept, and they stayed on. Their purpose was to tum Assam into an agricultural 

estate of tea-drinking Britons and to tum local traditional institutions in such a 

manner as to suit the colonial pattern of exploitation. 2 The people soon realised 

that the immediate concern of the new rulers was the extortion of land-revenue, 

to the detriment of the welfare of their subjects. They thus began to respond 

variously and react differently to the changes brought about by the colonial rule. 

The immediate reactions of the people was to the economic changes 

introduced in the early years of the British rule. 

Scott's extravagant hopes of a revenue of upwards of three lakhs of rupees 

in Lower Assam, were belied by the early estimates of demands and receipts. 

As mentioned earlier, the commutation of services offered, proved 

unsatisfactory both to the government or the people. To the government it did 

not produce any adequate pecuniary collection, while on the other hand the paiks 
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freed from forced labour, finding the new burden of taxation oppressive, 

emigrated to the neighbouring areas, or concealed themselves as slaves, to escape 

the tax burden. 3 Surveys revealed that with land remaining fallow and frequent 

remissions, Scot had to look for other means to increase the revenue. What 

followed were lands granted to paiks on additional tax, tax on dharmottar, 

brahmottar and nankar grants, and the extension of the kharikatana to all 

classes of people. Even a barangani or extra cess on gross collection was levied 

to meet the contingencies. 

These taxes formed a heavy demand on the ryots. Besides there was no 

uniformity in the mode of collection. The evils of extortion were aggravated by 

the defective organisation from the top to the bottom. The pargana system and 

the institution of the Chaudhuri was one of corruption and oppression. 4 No 

effective check was taken to protect the ryots from the unjust demands, no 

accurate account of the collection made, and no record of receipts for the 

payments made by the ryots. 

The condition of Central Assam, in the districts of N owgong and Raha 

were equally deplorable. The earlier agreement with Raja Bijaynarayan ofDarrang 

to pay Rs. 42,000 to1500 paiks was raised to 54,000 after a rough survey in 

1826. 5 He soon fell into arrears, whence his property was confiscated and 

Darrang was placed in charge of a Tahsi/dar. The piyal of measurements of land 

made in 1826 in Nagaon and Raha by Aradhan Roy, the Tahsildarofthe district, 

was not only erroneous, but equally exacting. 6 Finding their resources drained 

by exactions the ryots fled in hundreds, and those remained had to mortgage 

themselves as slaves and bondsmen. H. Rutherford reported that "a dreadful 

extortion had beggared the ryots and rendered a large portion of Assam waste in 
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which upto our conquest such a thing as jungle was hardly to be seen".7 

Thus, in different parts of central Assam, trouble arose out of the evils of 

over-assessment. Innumerable levy of extra-cesses, no grant of remissions, and 

the abrupt change from the demands in kind to an exaction in cash, in a money

short barter-oriented system, where no trade existed by which the ryots could 

dispose off their commodities, aggravated the situation. The introduction of 

money, without a substantial increase in the existing medium, fell pressingly on 

the ryots, unused to so many payments in cash. 8 

In Upper Assam the situation was equally alarming in Upper Assam. Scott 

who had his finger on the pulse of the nation apprehending trouble, tried to 

soothe the ruffled feelings of the nobility by allowing them to rule at least the 

upper part of the province. The Calcutta Council decided otherwise and tried to 

placate the nobility by employment in the posts in the revenue and judicial 

departments. These men of rank proved themselves wholly incompetent to 

discharge the duties of revenue and judicial administration entrusted to them, 

and 'their very presence caused great labour and trouble to the European 

functionaries'. 9 Cases of embezzlement, extortion and oppression10 were 

reported. As such Captain Neufville, "Owing to the indolent and incapable conduct 

of the nobility, and the impossibility of exacting money without duress, resorted 

to the employment of men of ability and business mostly from Bengal". 11 

Those who had a vested right to office were now elbowed out by a number 

of interlopers from below. Scott provided some of them with jobs under the 

government, a few others with pensions, gratuities, and rent-free grants, but the 

number of beneficiaries was extremely small. The change in the policy of the 
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government, and the disappointment produced irritation and resentment of the 

upper classes who instinctively felt that their future was extremely bleak under 

the alien government. The overthrow of the paik system which struck at their 

wealth and power, as well as social position made them hostile to the new regime. 

From the above it had become apparent that the early grievances of the 

people lay in their economic situation following the early administrative policies 

of the government. To the inhabitants prosperity did not return to the land as 
y 

was expected. For many years following the introduction of the British rule the 

country remained in a deplorable state, the period being one of 

maladministration. In tracing the causes of this failure, it can be remarked that 

Assam was subjected to halting experimental schemes during the early period 

of British administration. After asswning charge of Assam from his predecessor 

in 183 2, Robertson found " .. .its inhabitants emigrating, its villages decaying 

and its revenue annually declining" .12 Realising that they neither had the expertise 

to run the new British administration, nor the wealth that would make them of 

some economic or social consequence, the nobility pinned their hopes on 

restoration. 

The old aristocracy seeing the miseries of the inhabitants following the 

British rule and a feeling of unrest among the inhabitants, they capitalised on 

the situation. This manifested itself in the early phase of rebellions against the 

alien rule. 

Peoples Resistance : The Early Phase 

Thus. the old aristocracy that had lost its offices of profit were the first to 
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react violently to the alien rule. The rebellions ofGomdhar Konwar and Rupchand 

as also the insurrection of the Khasis and the Singphos, were anti - British 

movements representing the early phase of the Assamese nobles and tribals 

reactions and resistance to the imposition of foreign rule. 

Towards the end of 1828, a group of nobles, led by Dhanjoy Pealia 

Borgohain, and other ex-nobles of the Ahom court, 13 took up the cause of 

Gomdhar Konwar, a scion of the Ahom royal family, with a view to installing 

him as Raja of Assam. At a time when restoration of an Ahom prince was under 

consideration by the Government, Gomdhar Konwar decided to present his own 

claims. 14 Although he had the ambitions of a tributary chief while on his way to 

Jorhat to plead personally before the British authorities, nobles with anti-British 

intentions prevailed upon him to join them, because of his royal blood. 15 The 

time was highly opportune, the Singphos and the Bhutias were restive and 

committing aggression in the north, and the Khasis under Teerut Singh were 

maturing plans to expel the British from the hills. 

Gomdhar Konwar with the declared mission to protect 'the alters and 

hearths" of his native country and vested with royal power procured the allegiance 

of the neighbouring villages and launched a 'no-tax' campaign. 16 Preparations, 

made, the insurgents advanced towards Mariani, twelve miles from Jorhat, where 

they were intercepted by a detachment under Lieutenant Rutherford. After a 

feeble resistance, Gomdhar fled to the Naga hills, while most of his followers 

including Dhanjoy and his son Haranath, whose complicity was proved in the 

secret documents, were apprehended. 18 

Gomdhar after roaming in the jungles and abandoned by his adherents, 
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surrendered to Lt. Rutherford in Nov. 1828. Although Gomdhar strongly denied 

his wish to wage war against the British Government, he was found guilty of 

rebellion and sentenced to death. Captain Neufville, in consideration of his 

immature age, and of him being a tool at the hands of the designing people, 

commuted the sentence to an imprisonment without labour for seven years, 19 at 

the Rangpur jail in Bengal. Dhanjoy, found guilty of aiding and abetting the 

rebellion, was awarded capital punishment. He however contrived to escape to 

the Naga hills. 20 

Captain N evfville did not view the rebellion seriously. Scott however was 

apprehensive of the future; he was of the view that the inhabitants of Upper 

Assam, had not reconciled to the British rule, and "the high classes in that country 

will long engage in schemes for the establishment of the ancient form of 

government under a native prince". The future outbreaks proved he was right 

Dhanjoy, though awarded capital punishment in the earlier rebellion, was 

acquitted for want of evidence. He in coalition with the followers of Gomdhar 

organised an anti-British rising on a 'grand scale'. His sons Harakanta and 

Hemanath, his son-in-law, Jeuram Dihingia Barua, Peali Barphukan, son ofBadan 

Barphukan, came to his aid. The Chiefs of the Moamarias, Khamptis, Singphos, 

Khasis, Garos and the Nagas, were asked to aid with troops, for the expulsion of 

the English and the restoration of the Swargadeo. 21 Rupchand Konwar, a person 

of unknown antecedents was the candidate for the throne. The rebels, after 

performing the Deo-Puja, advanced to Rangpur. 

At the same time, the Singphos on either side of the Patkai, under Wookum 

Khoomyan, a chief of Hukwang, raised the banner of revolt, in concert with the 
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nobles in Assam. On the arrival of Captain Neufville with a detachment, the 

Singphos retreated beyond the hills. 

The failure of the Singpho revolt and inadequate response from the 

neighbouring chiefs dampened the situation. The betrayal of the Sadiya Khowa 

Gohain in seizing and surrendering Haranath, to the Political Agent, Upper 

Assam, spelled disaster to the cause. A desperate attack on Rangpur was repulsed 

and pursued. By the middle of 1830, the principal leaders were captured. 
-r 

Roopchand, Haranath, Jeuram, Peali and Boom Singpho, tried by the panchayat 
. 

at Jorhat, were found guilty of high treason and sentenced to death. The final 

verdict was confirmed by Scott, and Peali and Jeuram were hanged, while the 

others were transported for a term of fourteen years with confiscation of 

property. 22 Such punishment was intended as a deterrent, against fresh 

insurrections. 

The British occupation of Lower Assam, was viewed with suspicion by the 

Khasi Chiefs who held the lowlands, the Naduar (Nine Duars) north of the hills. 

The Khasi War of Liberation (1829 -33) was led by U. Teerut Singh, the Chief 

ofNungklow, who had earlier entered into an agreement of protection with David 

Scott, and also the opening of a road to Sylhet, via the Khasi hills. 23 The 

construction of the road, the erection of a police post, and convalescence camp 

at Nungklow, was viewed as the establishment of British authority in the hills, 

and incurred the displeasure of the Khasi Hills. The result was an alliance of the 

Khasi chiefs under Teerut Singh, aimed at the expulsion of the English from the 

hills. Teerut Singh also envisaged a political combination of the tribes - the 

Singphos, Bhots, as well as the Assamese nobles. 24 
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Despite the severing of communications and other odds, Captain Lister of 

the Sylhet Light Infantry, attacked the insurgents. The rebellion broke down and 

on 9th Jan, 1833, Teerut Singh surrendered.25 The Chiefs were allowed to retain 

a large measure of independence, but under the control of the Political Agent. 

The Khasis agreed to the construction of roads, bridges and bun glows, as might 

be considered necessary. 26 The British pacified the Khasi Hills by bringing the 

Siems under subsidiary alliance. 27 

A third attempt at an anti-British coup was made, a year later, by Eyang 

Goomendao alias Gadadhar Singha, claimed to be a kinsmen of Raja Jogeswar 

Singha. 28 Gadadhar Singha whose sister A tan Meengh Barkuwari, was the queen 

of the king of Burma; supposedly was a tool of the Court of Ava. His attempt to 

secure the support of the sepoys at Sadiya failed, and he was arrested and sent to 

Guwahati. The abortive attempt made by Gadadhar Singha, and the conviction 

that the king of Ava was 'privy to the plan', made necessary immediate 

precautionary measures to repel any attack in the frontier. The forts of Sadiya 

and Borhat were strengthened, and the Raja of Manipur was asked to be ready 

with troops. 

The early phase of the anti-British rebellions, were ill-organised, with very 

little political capacity, and scant military and financial resources. The nobility 

failed in offering a united front, some nobles remained indifferent, and some 

even betrayed the cause. 29 The common people in general, too were indifferent 

to the cause of the nobles, and rather evinced a feeling of distrust and suspicion. 

The memories of the anarchy, along with the oppression and injustice inflicted 

by the nobles, still fresh in their minds, they were unprepared as yet for any 

change of government which would endanger their security oflife and property. 
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The masses were unprepared for weak Rajas and tyrannical nobles. It is thus 

evident, that during the early years of the British rule, the people were not so 

much against the British rule. There was a feeling of acceptance among the 

people. Their only point of grievance was the deteriorating economic condition 

with the beginning of the colonial rule. They could not adjust to the cash oriented 

economy. Yet as Captain Neufville wrote, the rebels' created the most pernicious 

effect in unsettling the minds of the natives throughout Assam', and tending 

much to throw them into that state of anarchy and confusion from which ... ' they 

were so lately relieved.30 

Peoples Resistance : The Later Phase 

The termination of the Burmese war in 1826, found the Supreme 

Government a prisoner of indecision. It showed a reluctance to assume direct 

responsibility for the administration of the territories of the Brahmaputra valley; 

as also a reluctance to fulfil its promise of 1824 by restoring the Ahom 

monarchy. The early phase of rebellions that took place led however to a change 

in policy and was responsible for the decision to attempt the restoration of the 

Ahom monarchy under Purandar Singha on 24 April 1833.31 The halting 

experiment of a 'native monarchy' in Upper Assam had failed. 32 Purandar Singha's 

failure stemmed from the fact that the tract was not economically viable and he 

soon fell into arrears with his tribute payments, as also from the fact that the 

people accepted the change with 'mixed feelings'. He failed to see that the people 

had gradually been losing faith in the monarchy. Purandar Singha's perpetuation 

of the antiquated institutions, to conciliate the vested interests, deepened the 

breach with his subjects. The result was the resumption of the territory, extending 

the Company's control over the whole of the valley. It was technically justified 
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in so far as Purandar Singha's failure to pay his tribute was concerned. But the 

failure was inevitable, and it is difficult to believe that the shrewd British officers 

did not anticipate it. The resumption of Purandhar Singha's territory was the 

beginning of a new phase in the British consolidation of the Brahmaputra Valley. 

Jenkins believed, that this territory would form the most valuable appendage to 

the British dominions in the recent future. 33 The resumption of Cachar which 

was not only justifiable but also unavoidable, for there was no heir to whom the 

principality could be entrusted. The resumption of Jayantia and the North Cachar 
.,. 

Hills (Tularam's territory) had no technical justification; the urge was provided 

by the requirement of defence. Defence was also the justification for the 

annexation ofMuttock and Sadiya. The allurement of economic resources was a 

minor factor in the case of the North Cachar Hills and a major factor in case of 

the Muttock. 34 

The newly appointed, Principal Assistant, Brodie, directed his attention to 

immediate solution of various problems, following resumption. The abolition 

of the paik system and replacement of it, thereof by a liberal assessment of 

land, and provisions of means of livelihood for the upper classes who were in 

dire straits demanded his immediate attention. Continuing the existing system 

for the remaining few months of the years, Brodie, abolished forthwith the odious 

duties on hats, ghats and markets except on the Naga frontier. The following 

year he abolished the capitation tax, and introduced land tax (annas eight to 

rupee 1 per pura), as well as a tax on khats and bari lands (annas eight per 

pura). The district was divided into fiscal units or Tangonies, supervised by a 

Phukan, Rajkhowa or Barua, aided by subordinate officials - Hazarikas, 

S'aikias and Boras, in actual collections at a 14°/o discount on the gross 

collection. 35 To remedy the decline in revenue, in 1843-4, the revenue on rupit 
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land was raised to rupee 1 and annas four, and annas twelve on non-rupit.36 This 

enhancement without any increase in the resources hit the tax-payers hard, and 

tillage with hired labour, was not economically viable. 

Every endeavour was made to afford relief to those who had suffered on 

account of the radical changes in the administration. A pension ofRs. 1000 was 

granted to the ex-Raja Purandar Singha and a stipend ofRs. 185, per month was 

offered to the heir-apparent. The executive officers, members of the royal family, 
' 

relatives, pundits and religious heads of the former government were granted 

allowances varying from Rs. 10 to Rs. 50 per month, 37 and though shorn of power 

were allowed to retain their former titles and insignias. 38 Appeals for aid for 

repayment of loans, building houses, performance of shradhs and marriages, 

by men of rank were sympathetically considered, and liberal sums occasionally 

granted. 39 Men of rank were also recruited for posts in the lower courts of justice 

and revenue administration. 40 

In 1840 - 41, Brodie abolished the extensive Tangonies, parcelling out 

the district into a number of mouzas, supervised by men of respect, aided by a 

Sadhoni, a Kakoty and a Tekela. 41 The creation of the new fiscal units, aimed at 

the eradication of the official aristocracy and to assimilate them with the larger 

masses. The invidious distinctions, apart from being an anachronism, constituted 

a source of irritation and complaints from the lower orders. 42 The levelling 

tendency of the British government, was premature in where distinctions on 

account of ones birth or rank were too ingrained to be obliterated so hurriedly. 

The nobility could not accept the change, and considered it beneath their dignity 

to work hand in hand with men who had till recently been their subordinates. 

Unless otherwise forced they were not disposed to accept 
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the mouzadarship in far of villages when the fortunate few amongst them enjoyed 

comfortable positions in the government. They thus remained at the headquarters. 

Jorhat thus became the seat of the do-nothing nobles, engaged in gossips and 

intrigues, to the uncertainty of the country. 43 

The socio-economic changes in the wake of the British occupation, brought 

irritation and suffering to all classes of people dependent on the earlier system. 

It required radical readjustment in the mental outlook of the nobility. It fell too 

heavily on a class of people long accustomed to a life of ease to change their 

habits so abruptly. It created material difficulties for the nobles hitherto 

dependent on the services of the paiks and slaves. After the abolition of the 

khels in Lower Assam, the services of the paiks could not be retained in the 

other divisions. Complaints were frequently heard of the non-attendance of the 

the lixos attached to the nobles and state functionaries. Even paiks required for 

the service of Raja Chandra Kanta Singha was difficult to obtain. The endeavour 

to assign the grantees money in lieu of paiks offered little relief, as the cost of 

labour had increased tenfold. 44 

The abolition of slavery in 1843, though appreciated made the situation 

worse. The abolition crippled the old Ahom aristocracy. The men of rank were 

pushed down to the level of the ordinary ryots. The Brahman and Mahanta 

landowners who had long depended on their slaves and bondsmen for the 

cultivation of their devottar, brahmottar, and dharmottar lands were also 

severely affected. The Brahman slaveholders of the district of Kamrup even 

held a protest demonstration, and submitted a bunch of one thousand petitions 

to the authorities seeking pennission to retain their slaves and bondsmen. On 

the other hand, there were enthusiastic men like Radhanath Kataki, Fauzdari 
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Mohrur, who induced slaves and bondsmen to make petitions to seek liberation.45 

The immediate aftermath of slavery was the break-up of the large sized farms 

for the lack of hired labour to take the place of slaves. 46 

The upper orders, thus could not reconcile themselves to the British 

government. In his representation to the Commissioner Kandarpeswar Singha, 

the grandson of Purandar wrote, 'These ancient honourable families who had 

enjoyed lixos, attendants and other means for support have been constrained to 

pay rents on house, garden etc. after having been deprived of the benefices 

mentioned above .. :4! The miseries of the men of rank and respectability could 

be read from the representations frequently made to the government. 48 The only 

salvation to their sufferings they felt lay in another restoration of the old regime. 

Purandar Singha had died in 1846, followed by his son Kameswar Singha in 

1851. The only successor was a boy of eleven, Kandarpeswar Singha, who was 

burdened with a heavy debt and a large responsibility. 49 

Maniram Dewan : 

Maniram Barna, emerged at this time a champion to the royal cause, and 

also of the disaffected nobility. As early as 1828, Captain Neufville, the Political 

Agent, Upper Assam, attracted by Maniram Barna's ability, intelligence and 

resourcefulness, made him the Sheristadar-Tahsildar of the division. 5° Maniram 

displayed his administrative genius in the reorganisation of the khels, converting 

the revenue deficit of the early years into a surplus. 51 He served the company in 

various posts and departments, in return for livelihood, as well as rank and 

respectability. During the early phase of the anti-British uprisings, Maniram 

remained not only indifferent, but also aided the local authorities with labour 
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and provisions against the insurgent Khasis, Garos and Bhutias. 52 

On the restoration, of Raja Purandar Singha, his services continued to be 

indispensable. He not only continued as the Sheristadar- Tahsildar, but also 

held twelve different fiscal units or bisayas. With the resumption of Upper 

Assam, 1838, Maniram lost the bisayas, and was given theMouzadarship of3 

mouzas and one Sheristadarship on Rs. 50 a month. 53 Maniram, then served the 

Assam Company as Dewan, and later himself, opened a few gardens at Jorhat . 
.,-

But here also he was disillusioned, as the government failed to grant him waste 

lands at concessional rates, as granted to the European planters. In 1851, Brodie's 

successor Charles Holroyd, transferred the mouzas he held, for twenty-one 

years, together with his houses and lands, to others, making him a dependent 

ryot. Thus, without rank, honour and even the means of livelihood, Maniram 

found it extremely difficult to run his household of 185 individuals, as also to 

pay the Rs. 500 as annual revenue for his landed estates. 54 

Having fallen from favour of the Company, Maniram Dewan pinned his 

hopes on the restoration of the Ahom monarchy. Kandarpeswar Singha, or the 

Charing Raja, found in Maniram Barna Dewan, not only a guide and advisor, but 

also a champion to the royalist cause. 

While Maniram was engaged in calculations for a restoration, A.J. Moffatt 

Mills, the Judge of the Sadar Dewani Ada/at, paid a visit to Assam deputed 'to 

institute a closer and more detailed enquiry in to the local state of 

administration'. 55 On Maniram's advise, Kandarpeswar Singha submitted a petition 

urging (Mills) him to confer Upper Assam on the Raja, on a tributary basis under 

the East India Company. 56 The young prince was however discouraged from 
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entertaining any hopes of restoration. 57 

Maniram Dewan, himself submitted two petitions to Mills; in one he prayed 

for favour from the government in recognition of the services rendered by him, 

and in the other a more significant one, he pleaded for the restoration of the 

monarchy in favour of Ghana Kanta Singha, son of ex-raja Chandrakanta Singha. 58 

Maniram Dewan's memorial to Mills marked the beginnings of modem political 

consciousness in the Brahmaputra Valley. Incidentally, another memorial on a 

similar note was submitted by Anandaram Dhekial Phukan at the same time. 59 

Maniram Dewan presented a balance-sheet of the administration of the East 

India Company, emphasising there in the grievances of the people. He expressed 

his resentment at the reduction of the upper and landed classes to the most 

abject and hopeless state of misery through the abolition of their offices, the 

liberation of their slaves, and their unprecedented subjection to the assessment 

of land revenue. He protested against the appointment of several 'Bengalees 

from Sylhet', and Marwaris as mauzada.ts when a number of respectable Assamese 

were out of employment. It was pointed out by him that by the introduction of 

new customers, "innumerable courts, an unjust system of taxation and the 

objectionable treatment of the Hill tribes, the consequences of which has been 

constant warfare ... neither the British Government nor their subjects have gained 

any benefit" .61 Further, Maniram pointed out that the sale of abkari opium has 

made the people unfit for agriculture, and the discontinuation of the puja at 

Kamakhya had subjected the country to various calamities. 61 In course of the 

memorial, he recommended the stop in the sale of abkari opium and gradual 

prohibition of the poppy cultivation. On the abolition of slavery, Maniram wrote 

"The upper and middle classes have seen those offices abolished which were 

most suitable for them, their Logwas and Licksos taken away, and their male and 
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female slaves set free. 62 

The memorial, however acknowledged the good aspects of the British rule 

in Assam. It noted that stopping such cruel primitive practices as the mutilation 

of limb, and the forceful abduction of virgins from private homes, by the removal 

of all way-side transit duties and by abolishing the system of keeping roads 

clear for the government by forced labour, 'the British Government has earned 

for itself inestimable praise and renown". 63 

Maniram Dewan's political platform was thus a revivalist one, betraying 

his orthodoxy and basic loyalty to an outmoded social system. 64 He strongly 

wedged the restoration of an Ahom prince that might re-introduce, with 

modification the customs and institutions of the old days. It would also bring a 

return to prosperity which in Dewan's calculation after meeting the charges on 

establishment, the surplus revenue would be to the tune ofRs. two lakhs.65 Mills, 

however felt the report, as being highly exaggerated, while Maniram seemed to 

him an "untrustworthy and intriguing person", whose real motive was restoration 

of a descendent of Raja Purandar Singha. 

Repercussions of the Revolt of 1857 

The great national upheaval of 185 7 did not leave Assam untouched. 

Rumours began to spread all over the province and the Sepoys of the Assam 

Light Infantry at Dibrugarh and Golaghat, hitherto passive and loyal, had become 

restive towards the close of July 1857.66 News trickling in through visitors, 

fakirs, newspapers, and private letters of the murder of Englishmen and women, 

also convinced the sepoys, that their kinsmen had occupied the larger part of 
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Hindustan, and the English would soon quit Bengal and Assam. 

Maniram Dewan, saw in this great upheaval a ray ofhope. Early in 1857, he 

had reached Calcutta, to plead personally the case ofKandarpeswar Singha before 

the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal, but failed to do so. In August 185 7, through 

letters couched in the most seditious terms, he persuaded Kandarpeswar to raise 

the standard of revolt aided by the local sepoys. Contacts were also established 

with the soldiers barracks and the followers of Charing Raja, Maniram then in 

Calcutta, and also his associate Madhu Mullick, a BengaliMukhtear.61 The ground 

was thus prepared for another outbreak and insurrection at the most opportune 

time. Preparations were set on foot and support for the Mutiny generated from 

influential circles - Pealie, Dootiram Sheristadar, his son Prialal and others, 68 

as well as Muslims, like Mohammedan Bahadoor Gaon Boora, and Sheikh 

Formud Ali. 69 The deity was also invoked through a puja at the temple at 

Dewargaon. Kandarpeswar on the other hand tried to secure the support of the 

sepoys by tempting offers of a double salary. 70 Negotiations under similar terms 

were carried on with the Sardars of the Sepoys at Sibsagar, Dibrugarh and 

Saikhowa. 

The preparations and reports sent to the Commissioner by the Principal 

Assistant at Sibsagar caused alarm among the Europeans - the planters left their 

gardens and took refuge in Guwahati, the missionaries abandoned their churches. 

It was highly disquieting to the British who were totally unprepared, either in 

men or arms to meet the crisis. Nevertheless, preparations were made. To meet 

any emergency Major Hannay, the Commandant of the regiment, called from 

the outlying detachments the Rabhas, Manipuris, Nepalis, and other non

Hindustanee who could be relied upon to guard the military lines at the 
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headquarters. 71 Fortunately, the Jarrowas and the Nepalese remained loyal.72 At 

Guwahati the Europeans, magistrates, chaplains, clerks, and missionaries, 

shouldered muskets and drilled themselves regularly. 73 The Principal Assistants 

also destroyed bridges over Missa and Diju rivers to cut off communication to 

Jorhat.74 To tide over the immediate crisis, a small European force of 104 sea

men, under Lieutenant Davis were despatched on board the Haroonghata on 11 

September, 1857; 

<" 

The precautionary measures filled the rebels with hope. They set the target 

date in early October, when it was hoped Maniram would reach Assam with arms. 

But the British foiled their concerted action. A bundle of letters written by 

Maniram was intercepted, indicative of the complicity in the plot of Maniram 

and Kandarpeswar. Earlier, the commandant of the Assam Light Infantry, affected 

the apprehension of Subedar Shaikh Bhikan and other ring leaders and removed 

them to Dibrugarh to stand trial before a court martial. 75 On September 9, 

Holroyd with a detachment under Captain Lowther arrested Kandarpeswar Singha 

who was immediately despatched to Calcutta and kept confined as a state prisoner 

at Ali pur. 76 This was followed by the arrest of Maniram in Calcutta, and his 

collaborators, both official and non-official - Peali Barua, Marangikhowa Gohain, 

Mayaram Nazir, Dutiram Barua, Bahadur Gaonburah, Shaikh F ormud and several 

others. 77 By early October the Commissioner reported, "there is no further cause 

for any apprehension of any outbreak in Assam". 78 

At Dibrugarh the mutinous sepoys were put before court martial, and almost 

all transported for life. The Principal Assistant Holroyd, aided by Haranath Barna 

procured a mass of evidence against Maniram Dewan and the other rebels and 

commenced trial. Both Maniram Dewan and Peali, were convicted of treason 
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and publicly hanged on 26 February 1858.79 Madhu Mullic~ Kamala Baruah, 

Dutiram Baruah, Marangikhowa Gohain, Bahadur Gaon burah and Formud Ali on 

charges of complicity in the plot received transportation for life and 

confiscations of property. 80 Kandarpeswar was not brought to trial· on account 

of his tender age and because of the fact that he was totally influenced by 

Maniram. He was kept under restraint at Burdwan till 1860, and granted a pension 

of Rs. 500 with effect from 1863. He settled in Guwahati and died in 1882, not 

being allowed to settle at Jorhat or Sibsagar on political reasons. 81 When General 

Amnesty was proclaimed in 1858, Dutiram Baruah, Shaikh Formud, Bahadur 

Gaonburah and several others were released and allowed to return to Assam82
. 

The last bid for the resurrection of the Ahom monarchy was a desperate 

reflection of mixed feelings of the 'upper and middle classes' who found 

themselves displaced by men whose services had been of short duration and 

claims insignificant. The socio-economic changes generated by the abolition 

of the paik system and of slavery amounted to a revolution in the old Assamese 

way oflife; and the nobles found it extremely hard to make radical readjustments 

in their mental outlook to keep in tune with the altered political system. There 

could be no doubt that the character of the uprising was national. The leaders of 

the rebellion belonged to diverse social and ethnic groups. Yet they were able to 

unite together with the common objective of driving out the alien intruder. The 

attempted outbreak was also not altogether without popular support. There is 

evidence that the workers of the Assam contractors, struck work to fraternise 

with the rebels. "Had an outbreak occurred, there can be little doubt that they 

would have sided with the rebels". 83 

The leader of the plot, Maniram was a man of ability and vision. With their 
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eyes fixed on the supposedly beneficial aspects of the system, they were blind 

to the impossibility of putting the clock back. On retrospection, it may be said 

that the temporary restoration of the monarchy in 1833 was a mistake. It fostered 

the hopes of a second restoration and created the impression that the decision 

of 1838 was not final. Any revival of paik system, and of slavery would have 

provoked commotions, which could not have been suppressed. The failure of 

the uprising in Assam, was nothing but an echo of the failure of the Sepoy Mutiny 

in India. Their hopes shattered, Assam reluctantly submitted to a halting process 
... 

of modernisation under the British rulers with the twin processes of economic 

exploitation and suppression of political aspirations. It was a resigned attitude 

of adjusting to the colonial rule. 

Peoples Resistance : Peasant Outbreaks 

But it was not to remain so. In the post-mutiny period there was a change 

in the peoples reaction and resistance to the British rule. After 1860, Assam 

History entered a new phase of agrarian outbreaks, against the enhancement of 

land revenue, imposition of taxes, and other measures affecting the economic 

interests of the people. The uprisings which took place in the early sixties were 

of a local nature, and were an echo of the peasant outbreaks in other parts of 

India.84 

The Mutiny of 1857 had imposed severe financial strain on the British 

Indian Government. The deficit in budget in 185 8 - 9 exceeded fourteen million 

pounds sterling and the public debt shot up to over seventy millions. 85 The 

financial policy of the Government of India in the post Mutiny period was 

therefore marked by the imposition of new taxes and enforcement of rigid 
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economy. In 1858, on the pleas of discouraging litigation, stamp duties were 

introduced, and excise duties were levied at the Sadar Stations in Kamrup, 

Darrang and N owgong. 86 Earlier, the rights of washing gold, and the jalkar or 

right to fish in the rivers and heels were farmed out to the highest bidder. Taxes 

were also levied on the cutting of timber ( Gorkhati) reeds (bunker), and grazing 

(Khusury). 81 The income-tax introduced in 1860 in India, on all classes of 

people, was extended first to the districts of Goalpara and Kamrup and gradually 

to the other districts. This was done inspite of the opposition of those who 

claimed exemption from taxation under the former government. 

The peasantry was put under severe strains. The change in the mode of 

collection from personal to territorial basis produced resentment and hardship 

to the agricultural class. The appointment of officers with wide powers of 

revenue collection, without the means to protect the ryots from their oppression, 

made matters worse. Further, in the name of exigency, the government resorted 

to further increase of land revenue which eventually put a severe financial 

pressure on the people. 88 In 1861, the increase in land revenue on the dry crop 

lands was much resented to in Nowgong as in the three other affected districts. 89 

This practice of tax enhancement was continued notwithstanding the fact that 

the authorities were not in a position to pay anything more as tax. 90 

The ban imposed on poppy cultivation in 1860, affected the peasant 

economy of Nowgong the most, as it was the largest opium producing district 

of Assam. 'Already hard hit by the increase of taxation on land, the prohibitory 

order on opium cultivation shattered the domestic economy of the tribal areas 

where the per capita consumption of opium was stated to be the highest in the 

province', remarked Barpujari.91 This prohibitive order appeared to the villagers 

314 



ofNowgong as an infringement upon their social habits and customs. About this 

time, the introduction of the license tax, though not originally proposed to be 

extended to Assam, created a fear throughout the province. At this juncture the 

Bengal Government called on the officers in Assam to report on the feasibility 

of a tax on betel-nut and pan cultivation. The fear of an impending tax added 

fuel to the fire, and led to an agitation among the Lalung (Tiwa) and Kachari 

population of Phulaguri, ten miles west of the Sadar Station of Nowgong. 92 

Thus, what appeared originally as a reaction against the unpopular levies, was 

gradually converted into a general revolt of indignation and hatred for the British 

rule in Assam. The platform used by the agitated ryots to voice their grievances 

were the raij-mels (peoples assemblies), a time honoured institution of 

Assamese social life. 93 

On 17 September 1861, to voice their grievances, about I, 000 ryots, 

gathered at the Sadar Court and some of them were reported to have forced 

their way into the office of the Deputy CQIDmissioner. The Deputy 

Commissioner, Herbert Sconce, a hot headed man, imposed a fine, and also 

arrested the trespassers for 'riotous and disorderly conduct'. Following this 

another petition was made protesting against the prohibitive order, and also 

praying for no further taxes on betel-nut and pan gardens. The Commissioners 

attitude which was very casual, and also callous to the grievances, convinced the 

ryots of the futility of prayers and protestations. They now determined on a 

much more effective course of action, non-payment of taxes and convening of a 

mel or assembly. 

A raij-mel was held at Phulaguri in October scheduled to be in session for 

five days to ensure participation of men even from the distant villages.94 By the 

15th of October about 1000 (approx.) people had assembled of whom five to 
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six hundred were armed with lathis which increased to three or four thousand 

by the 17th Oct. On receipt of intelligence Sconce sent a police party to disperse 

the crowd which was driven out, informed by the assembly that they had gathered 

to discuss matters of common interest. 95 In another attempt made to break up 

the assembly, the police arrested the leaders, but the mob empowered them and 

rescued the prisoners. 96 On the 18th, Lieutenant Singer as directed by the Deputy 

Commissioner, arrived at Phulaguri to an assembly of over three thousand; armed 

with clubs and lathis. Through a spokesman Jati Kalita, they all reiterated their 

complaints about the ban on opium, tax on incomes and pan, and the attitude of 

the district magistrate. Singer's orders to the crowds to disperse led to a scuffle 

in which he was inadvertently killed and his body thrown into the Kallang. The 

police force accompanying him fled in panic. 

The news of Singers death, created the apprehension of an impending attack 

on N owgong. The magistrate with a small force proceeded to Phulaguri, and 

fired on the crowd with many casualties. The arrival of the commissioner with 

reinforcement and troops from Tezpur and Guwahati, saved the situation within 

a month of the uprising, forty one persons were arrested; Narsingh Lalung and 

eight other peasant tribal leaders were punished with long term imprisonment 

or transportation. 97 Normalcy returned, and the Deputy Commissioner visited 

Neli, Kachuahat, Raha and several other places. 98 'The beginning of a tumult' 

remarked Hopkinson, 'is like the letting out of water, if not stopped at first it 

becomes difficult to do so afterwards, it rises and increases until it overwhelms 

the fairest and most valuable works of man. 99 

The uprising at Phulaguri was the culmination of a large number of deep 

rooted grievances, accentuated by certain acts of omission and commission on 
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part of the Deputy Commissioner of the district. This episode of the people's 

heroic resistance to the increasing tax burden and bureaucratic mindlessness is 

still very much alive in folk memory as the "Phulaguri Dhawa" .100 Although 

vilified by colonial writers as an uprising against bans and imposition of tax, 

nevertheless, it introduced a new era of peasant awakening in Assam. It 

demonstrated the value of mass action and infused a confidence into the 

Assamese ryot, to fight for their rights. From this time onwards the traditional 

popular institution of the raij mel was increasingly resorted to by the Assamese 

people for resisting the enhancement of land revenue that took place 

periodically". 101 This was also indicative that the peoples reaction to the British 

had percolated from the upper orders to the lower and they began to resist the 

changes economic or otherwise. 

Another uprising of a similar kind, was in the Jaintia Hills, against the 
~ 

introduction of the house tax and stamp duty in 1860. The people of the Hills 

hither-to unused to any kind of money-tax in the past protested against the tax. 

The introduction of the Licence Tax in 1862, and attempts at confiscation of 

even ceremonial weapons by force, led to serious outbursts in the same month. 

The Khasi people united and fought with their traditional weapons against the 

Sikh regiments despatched to the Hills. They fought until November 1863. 

Assam Riots: 1894 

Inspite of the growing discontent, the authorities in Calcutta and in Assam, 

continued reassessments and increasing the existing rates of revenue, and also 

the imposition of new taxes. However, it should be noted that in years between 

1861 and 1893 there was hardly any change in the economy of Assam which has 
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made another enhancement of revenue easier for the ryots to bear. Yet, according 

to the British rulers, the land revenue which was very low, needed enhancement 

and that the peasants were in a condition to pay. 102 Thus, according to the Land 

Revenue Reassessment of Assam, conducted under the guidance ofH.Z. Darrah, 

Director, Department of Land Records and Agriculture, Assam, and W.E. Ward, 

the Chief Commissioner of Assam, the land revenue was increased almost cent 

percent. 103 

Table V : Showing Assessment and Re-assessment 

Class of land Rates per Rates laid Rates Rates in 
bigha 1868-9 down in proposed 1893-4 

Resettle-
ment Rules 

1. HOMESTEAD OR GARDEN Re. a. p. Re. a. p. Re. a. p. Re. a. p. 
LAND 

First Class - - 2 0 0 1 6 0 1 6 0 
Second 11 - - 1 0 0 I 8 0 1 4 0 I 4 0 
Third " I 4 0 1 2 0 I 2 0 - -

2. RUPIT 
First Class - - 1 4 0 I 0 0 I 0 0 
Second" - - 0 IO 0 I 0 0 0 14 0 0 14 0 
Third " - - 0 12 0 0 12 0 0 I2 0 

---
3. FARINGATI 

First Class - - 1 0 0 0 14 0 0 12 0 
Second 11 - - 0 8 0 0 12 0 0 I2 0 0 10 0 
Third II - 0 IO 0 0 10 0 0 9 0 -

Compiled from AS., Rev-A 1890; September No. 9-I4; and RAD, 1893; March, No. 30. 

The above table shows the re-assessment rates as compared to the earlier 

rates. The land in the districts ofKamrup, Darrang, Nowgong and Sibsagar was 

classified in first, second and third class lands with vill~ge ·as the unit of 

classification. It is thus evident that there was a cent per cent increase over all 

the earlier rates, and it was held that this could be borne by the ryots. It was held 

that this enhancement would yield a general enhancement for the valley of 16.6 
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lakhs or 53 percent. 104 These changes along with the provisional classification 

of villages led to widespread dissatisfaction that rocked the rural society. 

As soon as the notices for the re-assessment were sent to the peasants, 

memorials and objections began to pour in. All the memorials which were 

accompanied by data showing the impoverishment of the peasantry, pointed to 

one main fact that the peasantry were finding it difficult to pay the existing 

revenue and were in no position to pay the extra demand. 

In the winter of 1893, while on a tour of the Brahmaputra valley, the Chief 

Commissioner received 'loud and numerous' complaints which "afforded a strong 

indication of the temper of the people" .105 The complaints of the ryots were not 

only against the enhanced land revenue but also against the exorbitant prices for 

opium. He also had meetings and discussions, with leading men including 

members of the Jorhat Sarvajanik Sabha. The Sabha in its own meetings between 

October 1892 and February 1893, protested against the Government policy for 

an excessive increase ofrevenue. 106 

The reassessment and the consequent resistance to it found considerable 

publicity in the Bengali press. Papers like Bangavasi, Sahachar, Sanjivani, 

gave wide coverage to the agrarian situation in Assam and the re-assessment and 

criticising the policy of the government in not giving a hearing to the peoples 

objections and going ahead with the revenue collection. 

Memorials, prayers and petitions being in vain, the people of Kamrup and 

Central Assam, organised themselves into specially organised raij-mels, for 

the redress of their grievances at the same time deciding on a no-rent campaign. 
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In December 1893, R.B. Me Cake, though succeeded in inducing ryots of both 

the banks to pay the government demand, found the ryots in the compact areas 

ofPati Darrang, Nalbari, Barama, Bajali and several mouzas ofUpper Barbhag 

and Sarukhetri, adamant. A no-tax campaign was launched by the 'mels' and the 

ryots threatened with fine and excommunication in the event of their paying 

revenue, and also warned against accepting auctioned property from fellow 

villagers. The ryots were told by the government 'If you do not pay your property 

will be attached'. The raij, on the other hand said, 'If you do not pay, you are 

cursed and excommunicated'. 107 The ryot found himself placed between two fires. 

In addition to an exploiting alien bureaucracy, the people found themselves 

at the mercy of exploiting Marwari traders, to whom they had been pledging 

their crops, to get advances for paying the land revenue. The enhanced revenue 

demand, they felt, would push them further into the grip of usurious capital. 

They became agitated not only against the government, but also against the 

Marwari traders. 108 

On the 24 December 1893, following a mel at Belgaon, near Rangia, the 

Rangia Bazar was looted by a crowd of 200 to 250 people, mostly Kacharis. 

destroying the huts of the Bazar, and threatening a 'Marwari shopkeeper, as his 

presence had caused enhancement of revenue'. Similar mels were held throughout 

December and January, all in the mouzas of North Kamrup area, directing people 

not to pay the enhanced rates. On 30 December, a crowd of three thousand, held 

a demonstrations at Rangiya, saved by the timely arrival of Mr. Reilly, A-ssistant 

Superintendent of Police. On 6 January 1894, the Deputy Commissi~ner.lkCake, 

himself came down to Rangiya with an additional force, when the people 

reiterated their demands and the postponement of the collection of revenue, as 
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also the release of the prisoners. To release the fellowmen by force, a group of 

two to three thousand lathi armed people, advanced towards the thana. The 

District Magistrate after an infructous attempt to disperse them by persuasion 

ordered a firing. According to a report, published in the Hindoo Patriot, (5 Feb 

1894 ), there were no casualties at Rangiya. 109 

However, in apprehension of further troubles, security was tightened; 

additional forces were called from Tezpur and Darang, and the Tahsi/dars 
.... 

cutchery was strongly stocked. Rangia, Nalbari, Barama and Bajali, were declared 

disturbed areas. Licensed guns in the storm centres were seized. Meetings of 

the mels were banned. Notices were served on the principal headmen of the 

area, (under section 17 of Act V of 1861), to act for the preservation of peace 

and assist in the collection of revenue. With the return of normalcy by January, 

of the total enhanced demand ofRs. 90,000, Rs. 60,000 was collected in Rangiya. 

In northern Kamrup, the situation remained unaltered, and the me/s at 

Nalbari, Bajali and Barama, continued to be as active as before.U0 On 21 January 

1894, a group of ryots assaulted the Mouzadar and the Manda/, when they tried 

to collect revenue at Lachima in the Sarukhetri mouza. The mandai lost his 

life. Sevonty-five persons arrested in this connection, were forcibly released 

by a 3000 assembly of people. On 24 January, McCake himself arrived a Lachima 

with a force. The next day, he affected the arrest of fifty-nine principal leaders. 

This was soon followed by a mass petition, signed by 600 ryots, who approached 

the magistrate's camp, for the release of their le;tders, and revocation of the 

reassessment order. The crowd finally dispersed, after a bayonet·dtarge was 

ordered. 
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The most tragic incident of the 'Assam Riots' took place at Patharughat in 

the Mangaldoi subdivision on 28 January 1894. The District magistrate ofDarrang 

was in receipt of intelligence that me is were held at Sipajhar, Kalaigaon, and 

Mangaldoi, to protest against the increased rates of revenue. At Patharughat 

thousands of people rallied by squatting on the field facing the rest-house where 

the District Magistrate camped. The ryots in a peaceful demonstration refused 

to disperse unless their demands were met. An Attempt by J .R. Berrington, 

Commandant Frontier Police, accompanying the Magistrate to disperse the 

crowd, was retaliated by throwing clods of earth and bamboo sticks. A bayonet 

charge was ordered and firing opened contim.J.ously, resulting in the death of a 

dozen ryots and many wounded. After these incidents, the resistance movement 

finally petered out in the face of naked repression. The ryots tortured, properties 

destroyed or looted, and the people forced to pay enhanced revenue. 

These uprisings were not without their results. The Government reduced 

the overall initial increase of land revenue to a 32.7 percent of the previous 

demand, and also limited the enhancement for an individual holding to a maximum 

of about 50 percent of the previous rental. This was indeed a victory, although 

partial, for the people. In 1894, the interpellation of Dr. Rashbehari Ghosh 

echoed the robust voices of the raij mels.m 

The 1894 uprisings of the Assamese peasantry were slightly different in 

nature as compared to the earlier uprisings of 1861. The 1861 uprisings were 

not preceded by a period of memorials and petitions and it was in the form of a 

more or less spontaneous peasant rebellion. 112 The enhancement of 1893, 

however, was immediately followed by hundreds of petitions and memorials 

and objections, well argued and substantiated by documents written probably by 
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an educated class and not by the illiterate ryots. Thus, in 1893, the peasantry in 

Assam had the support of a new group of people, the educated middle class, and 

the non-cultivating land-owners, emerged to fight for their own interests. 

The popular uprisings were considered by the press 'as a very serious affair' 

and the manner of suppressing them was regarded as even more serious. 113 The 

Assamese peasantry reacted to the new regime with mixed feelings. The British 

measures at restoration of law. and order, appeared to them as a welcome 
.,. 

phenomenon, after half-a-century of chronic political chaos. The increasing 

strains of the progressive enhancement of land revenue and other taxes, along 

with the accompanying monetization process that was suddenly enforced, was 

disastrous in its impact. In the given transitional situation of a deficient currency 

supply and limited marketing facilities for farm products, the ryots failure to 

secure cash to pay the taxes, caused hardship and resentment. The resulting 

peasant struggle, uniting the entire peasantry and a section of the non-cultivating 

landowners, had a big impact on the contemporary Assamese society. And the 

initiative and leading role was taken by the Brahmans, Mahantas, Dolo is, the 

non-cultivating landowners, and the traditional rural elite. The active participation 

in the uprisings however came from the poor and hard-pressed ryots. 114 

Demographic change and its impact 

The administrative and economic changes that followed in the wake of the 

British occupation of Assam, resulted in a steady increase in population. An 

accurate data before 1826 is not possible due to lack of statistical records. In 

1829, the population was estimated at 83,000 people. 115 In the early days of the 

Company's rule, the administrative confusion, oppression and extortion, had 
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reduced the number, according to Pemberton, to less than seven lakhs.116 In 1853, 

according to the figures supplied by the district officers to Mills, the population 

of Assam proper, including Goalpara exceeded 12 lakhs, rising to 15 lakhs in 

1872.117 

Table VI : Area and Population of Assam Proper 

Area in Density 

District sq.m. Population per sq.m. 
(as of (as of 1901 
1901) 1872 1881 1891 1901 

Kamrup 3,858 561,861 644,~0 634,249 589,187 153 
Darrang 3,418 235,720 273,012 307,440 337,313 99 
Nowgong 3,843 260,238 314,893 347,307 261,160 68 
Sibsagar 4,996 317,799 392,545 480,659 597,969 120 
Lakhimpur 4,529 121,267 179 893 254 053 371,396 88 
Total 20,644 !1,496,705 1,805,303 2,023,708 2,157,025 106 

SOURCE : East Bengal and Assam Administration Report, 1905 - 6. Pre-1901 figures 
given here do not necessarily tally with the original census reports, because of 
subsequent official revision. Also, in Imperial Gazetteer of India, VI - 120. 

The growth in population, as seen from the above table showed an upward 

trend from 1853 onwards. The population of the whole province including the 

Surma Valleys and the Hill areas also showed an upward trend as evident from 

the table below. 

Table VII: Population of the Province of Assam (in Thousands) 

(Excludin2 Maaiour. but includin2 the Khasi States) 
Brahmaputra Valley Surma Valley Hili Districts Province: 
(6 districts including (2 districts in- (excluding N. Total 
the Mikir Hills) eluding the Cachar and 

North Cachar Mikir Hills) 
Hills) 

1872 1.917 1,955 291* 4162 
1881 2.251 2,285 372* 4.908 
1891 2476 2543 459* 5.478 
1901 2,618 2,700 525* 5,842 

SOURCE : Figures for 1872 are from Statistical Abstract relating to British India from 
1868- 9 to 1877- 8, No. 13, p. 9. Rest from Census of India, 1931, Assam 
Part H. Table and Census of India, 1941, Vol. 9. 
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The most important primary factor responsible for the demographic change, 

was the breakdown of isolation, hitherto prevalent under the old rulers, and the 

opening up of the country to outsiders. As already stated, the necessity of 

administration, led to the influx of servicemen in the form of clerks, omlahs, 

officials etc. into the country, after the failure of the initial experiment of 

administering the country with the local officials. Besides, the scope of service 

and trade, and the development of the plantation sector, with coal and petroleum 

industries, and the growth and development in communication, were largely 
..-

responsible for the growth in population. 

Until the beginning of a still bigger population movement from East-Bengal 

to Assam, tea remained the biggest factor responsible for immigration. As evident 

from the above table, the faster rate of population growth in Sibsagar and 

Lakhimpur was largely due to the continuous immigration in the wake of the tea 

industry. As early as 1860's, the scarcity oflocallabour, led to large-scale labour 

recruitment from the densely populated areas in other parts oflndia. 118 1n 1872, 

imported labour on tea gardens alone was estimated at 40,000; and the total 

number of non-indigenous people including them at some 80,000 or so in a 

population of 1,496 thousands. By 1881, the non-indigenous estimate increased 

to about three lakhs in a population of 1,805 thousandsY9 In 1891, the 

approximate number of immigrants were over four lakhs, or 83 percent and seven 

percent of the total population of the province. In 1901, it rose to over six lakhs. 

Besides the plantation sector, there was an increasing inflow oflabour recruited 

to the railway constructions as well as to the petroleum industry in parts of the 

province. Immigration from outside apart, there was also some internal inter

district migration from Kamrup and Mangaldoi to the tea districts. 
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Thus, there was an increase in the non-indigenous population from less 

than one lakh, in 1872, to six lakhs ( approx.) in 1901. But on the other hand, the 

indigenous Assamese population which had been growing during the years 1872 

- 81, remained stagnant or even decreased, during the 20 years before 190 1. 

Between 1881 and 1891 according to the census reports, the indigenous 

population decreased to 5.4 percent, and between 1891 - 1901 to 6.4 percent. 

The main reason behind this decrease was the black fever (Kalazar) epidemic. 

It first appeared in the district of Goal para in 1883, entered Assam proper in 

1888, and spread throughout the length and breadth of the country. Between 

1881 - 91, the population of Goal para decreased 18 percent and that of Kamrup 

decreased 7.1 percent, in Mangaldoi by 9 percent, and in Nowgong by 24.8 

percent. The tea districts were however the least affected; the population in 

Lakhimpur and Sibsagar, actually increased by 46.1 percent, and 24.4 percent 

respectively, between 1891 and 1901. The influx of immigrants more than 

neutralised the decline in the indigenous population. The population-mix thus 

underwent a substantial ethnic redistribution. 120 

Table VIII : Showing the Composition of Population : Assam Proper 

1891 (%) 1901 (%) 

Total Population 2023,708 (100) 2157,025 (100) 

Indigenous Hindu 
1584,027 (78.3) 1504,847 (67.8) 

Castes and Tribals 

The Rest 439,681 (21.7) 652,178 (32.2) 

SOURCE : ASSAM CENSUS REPORT, 1901 [104), 29-30 

The pull of the plantation sector, coupled with other factors, brought two 
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big demographic changes during the three decades ending 1901- (i) a shift in 

the ethnic composition of the people and (ii) a change in the spatial distribution 

over the districts. It is evident from the table (VIII) that the proportion of the 

indigenous Hindu castes and tribes in the total population came down from 100 

percent in the pre-British days to 78.3 percent in 1881, and to 67.8 percent in 

1901. The non-indigenous population constituted one-quarter of the population 

of Assam in 190 1. People born outside the province constituted a quarter in 

Darrang and Sibsagar, and two-fifths in Lakhimpur, in 1901. At the same time 

only 39 percent ofLak:himpur's total population returned as having Assamese as 

their mother-tongue. As regards the spatial distribution of population, till 190 1, 

the density increased more rapidly in the tea districts than in other areas. 121 

The demographic changes, with its shifts in the composition and distribution 

of population had its effects on the economy of the province. The immigrant 

population were mostly from the tribal tracts, and absorbed as labour or tenants 

in the plantations. The tenants who took to cultivation of ordinary crops, were 

poor with backward techniques and serf-like social status. Thus the indigenous 

peasant economy, failed to respond adequately to the increasing demand for 

grain from the plantation sector, due to an acute man-power shortage. 

As such by the middle of the nineteenth century Assam proper had become 

a deficit area in food grains. In 1873, the annual rice imports were estimated at 

abo1:1t three lakhs, while in the eighties and nineties, the rice imports from Bengal 

into the Brahmaputra valley, ranged from four to five lakh maunds per year. 122 

Thereafter the net import of rice exceeded seven lflkh maunds. Although the 

deficit was marginal about less than 2o/o, the tendency was a pointer. The 

increasing inflow of recruits to the plantations and railways, led to rising prices 

327 



of rice as against the falling prices of tea and salt as shown in the table below 

(IX&X). On one hand the plantation workers worked under stationary or even 

falling wages, while prices and wages outside the plantation were rising. (table 

-XI). As such, many labourers, on expiry of their contract or even before, 

preferred to settle on the wastelands as independent peasants, or find refuge in 

the Assamese villages as agricultural labour. 

Table IX : Showing the Comoaritive Prices of Tea and Rice 

1891 1893 1895 1897 1899 1901 

Rice 136.9 174.8 138.0 225.2 127.6 184.7 

Tea 65 62 71 54 52 51 

SOURCE : Same as below. 

Table X: Showing Average price index of rice, salt and tea 1861 to 1901 

(Base year 1973: Average of all prices= 100) 

Average of Prices : (Kamrup, Average of maximum 
4-year period Nowgong, Lakhimpur, and prices of Indian Pekoe 

Goalpara taken together) tea quoted in Calcutta 
Rice Salt 

1861 -64 96.71 94.87 
1865-68 116.52 104.82 
1869- 72 105.47 98.58 
1874 -77 136.87 97.65 113.50 
1878- 81 144.89 93.75 113.25 
1882- 85 124.20 68.35 92.25 
1886-89 117.04 73.81 68.75 
1890-93 153.08 78.72 63.25 
1894-97 174.63 77.88 67.50 
1898- 1901 153.45 75.91 51.50 

SOURCE : Processed from, "Prices and Wages in India", 19th Issue 2-3, 80-81 and 
230. 
In 1873, average price of rice was 18.60 seers per rupee and that of salt 7.20 
seers per rupee. The price of tea (Indian Pekoe) per pound, in the same year, 
was 1Re.2 As. 
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Table XI : Average monthly wage of agricultural and plantation labour 

Wage of able- Index of Wage of Index of 
bodied agri- the previous Cachari the previous 

Year cultural labour column Year labour at column 
in Lakhimpur (Base: 1873) the Salonah (Base: 1870) 
(in Rupees) Tea Plant-

ation,Nowgon! 
district(in Rs.) 

1873 9.37 100 1870 5.83 100 
1874-77 6to 9 77 1880 6.50 111 
1878-81 7to 10 93 1890-92 " " 
1882-85 7to 15 101 

'C 
1893 5.90 102 

1886-89 7to 10 92 1894 " II 

1890-93 8to 10 95 1900 4.80 82 
1894-97 8to 11 100 1901-02 " " 
1898-1901 8to 12 104 

SOURCE : Processed from Prices and Wages in India, 19th issue 264-82, 319. 
Wage of Cachari labour includes all allowances. In hoeing, full wage was earned on completion 

of light hoeing work of 20 nulls a day. 

Moreover, the gap between the income stream accrued and the income 

disbursed within the province increasingly widened. Not only was the surplus 

remitted abroad to UK in the form of high dividends, and transferred savings 

from individually high salaries, but also a part of the wages were remitted outside 

the province. These remittances of the migrant workers were carried on one 

hand by themselves on their return and also by way of postal money orders. 123 

Table XII : Showing the postal money orders remitted from Assam 

Selected Year Money Money Money Money Money 

1880-81 
1885 - 86 
1897-98 
1904-05 

Source: 

orders orders orders orders outflow 
issued issued paid paid through 
within within n n money 
Assam Assam Assam Assam orders 
(no.) (Value) (No.) (Value) (Value) 

v., R~:: Rc:: 

43,680 134,613 11,738 45,800 88,813 
144,003 349,581 52,089 141,459 208,122 
394,577 926,704 124,413 405,581 521,123 
532,174 9787,328 204,010 4982,697 4804,631 

Worked out from data in Financial and Commercial Statistics of British India, 6th 
Issue (1899), 290-6; Ibid, 13th Issue (1907), 258 and 264. 
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The inflow of the non-indigenous ethnic groups, as the Marwari traders, 

and Bengali professionals, was owing to the demand for trading, clerical, skilled 

and even unskilled services. The influx of the outsiders, also increased the 

demand for a variety of goods not produced locally, as wheat flour, edible oil, 

ghee, refined sugar, shoes and piece goods etc. These goods could not be 

produced by the domestic market, which was not large enough to produce them 

profitably either with traditional or imported technique. As such the surplus 

retained within the industries for self financed horizontal expansion, was spent 

on imported goods and services. 124 Thus, the benefits to the indigenous sector 

of the economy was only marginal. 

By 1901, the economy of Assam proper had developed all the 

characteristics of a dual economy. There was a serious imbalance between the 

fast growing modern sector comprising the plantations, coal-mines, oil-fields 

and the associated developments, on the one hand, and the near stagnant, 

traditional agricultural sector on the other. This cleavage between the traditional 

subsistence sector, and the capital-intensive highly monetised sector were the 

result of the British rule in Assam. 

Yet, the large scale migration of outsiders made Assam the meeting place 

of divergent cultures. Food habits, dress, life-styles all began to show distinct 

changes under the influence of outsiders. Influence of western culture was 

evident specially among the people who began to give up the dhoti and chapkan 

for trousers, shirts, hats and shoes. Chairs, tables, etc. began to replace the stool 

murah and mats. There were also an importation of rites like the Puja festivals, 

and Jatras. Thus the influx of outsiders also affected the social life of the people. 

Thus, inspite of the stagnancy in the traditional economy, the society began to 
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show signs of readjustment and an acceptance of the changes that came. 

Effects on the Standard of living 

The changes brought about by the British rule in Assam, though by and 

large momentous, in many ways did not bring about much of a change, either in 

the livelihood or the standard ofliving of the Assamese peasantry. The Assamese 

lived on a subsistence economy. There was hardly any accumulation of wealth, 

cultivable land being abundant, and no attempt was made even by the government 

for the improvement of agriculture, commerce or manufactures to raise the 

standard of living of the masses. In fact, even after the advent of the British, 

there was not much change in the mode of living. They continued a race of 

agriculturists, not concerned much with wholesale trade and industry. Under the 

colonial rulers, the trade was monopolised by the Marwaris and the profits from 

the huge investments in railways and operations in coal-beds, oil-fields, and 

tea-garden, passed into the hands of the non-Assamese in the form of wages or 

profits of the capital. These changes just touched the fringes of the indigenous 

life, content as they were to live as a cultivator. 

Thus, the standard of living of an Assamese cultivator was poor, though 

they were above poverty line, and very few were moderately affluent. There was 

not much change either in the dwellings or the internal amenities in a peasant 

household. Modem methods of cement and brick construction, or the modem 

furniture and equipments had not entered the life of the Assamese people. Even 

the mode of dressing continued as before. The change in dress habits, that are 

mentioned, were more among the affluent or upper classes of the Assamese 

society who had come under the influence of the modem west. By the 1870s 
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however, Hunter refers to a growing demand even among the villages for 

imported cotton cloths, blankets and ready made coats. 125 

Food habits also did not change among the indigenous people. Rice 

continued as before, the staple food, with pulses, vegetables, meat, fowl and 

fish. A habit adopted from the foreigners was that of drinking tea which, became 

common among the middle classes. Other habits adopted were those of tobacco, 

cigarettes and spurious liquor. 

An idea on the changing standards of living could be had from the cost of 

living of various peoples in the society. In the 1870s the cost of living of a 

middle class household at Sibsagar was estimated at Rs. 45, that of a shopkeeper 

at Lakhimpur was Rs. 22 per month; while that of a Muhamedan well to - do 

peasant was Rs. 24. However P.R.T. Gurdon, Commissioner of Assam Valley 

Division was of the opinion that the material condition of the people and standard 

of living had appreciably improved. They lived in better houses, dressed better 

and spent more on luxuries and ceremonies. 126 But, the Assistant Commissioner 

Jorhat reported, that there was no change in the condition of the people. The 

Assamese failed to take advantage of the material improvements in the province 

and preferred to live from hand to mouth. 'Akalo Nai Bharalu Nai' (neither 

famine nor granary) became the Assamese way oflife. "What the people consider 

themselves as comfort is only a condition free from want, with sufficient opium 

and pan - tamul". 127 Thus there was not much change or an increase in the use of 

luxury goods; imported cotton fabrics, shoes, umbrellas, taking precedence over 

the indigenous eri and muga fabrics, or japis only among a limited section of 

the population. 
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Rise of the Middle Class 

A direct consequence of the establishment of a new economy, new type of 

state system and state administrative machinery, and the spread of new education 

during the British rule, was the emergence of new social classes. 128 As in the 

rest of India, more particularly in Bengal, the emergence of the middle class in 

Assam was the direct result of the British contact. An essentially urban 

concept, 129 it shifted the balance in the relationship of various classes. The growth 

of the middle class was due to a two-fold process : the destruction of the old 

ruling class which was the direct result of the British conquest, and the rise of 

new social groups such as merchants, businessmen, petty government servants, 

land holding class and the group of the intelligentsia due to the establishment of 

British administration, western education and capitalist economy. 130 Assam, 

which was administered until1874, as an integral part of the Bengal Presidency, 

witnessed the modest growth of a middle class. 

The British rule in Assam had caused the destruction of the old ruling 

classes, at the same time making the existence of the high caste society 

precarious. The big land holders who had survived quickly shifted their loyalty 

to the new regime, availing themselves of modern education and other 

opportunities brought by the new regime. The Mouzadars, government servants 

and men of profession rose from these landholding families with a high - caste 

background. The other few soon acquired land, and enlarged the class of land 

holders. It was thus, composed of two sections - one backward looking with old 

roots and values, the other forward looking striking new roots and acquiring. 

new values. The former called dangariyas and the latter babus, were mostly 

found amongst the early Assamese tea planters. It is from these landholding 
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classes, that the core of the modem Assamese middle class was born. 

Ag~ it were these land-holding classes, who first availed the opportunities 

of western education, both within and outside Assam. With the spread of 

education there emerged the upper middle class elite in and around the district 

and subdivisional headquarters. They occupied posts of public servants and 

salaried employees. Anundoram Barooah was the fifth Indian and the first 

Assamese ever to be a member of the Indian Civil Service. Likewise Bolinarayan 

Bora (1852- 1927), competed for the Gilchrist scholarship in Calcutta, in 1872, 

and after completing his training in England joined the Engineering Service. 

Zalnur Ali Ahmed and Sibram Bora, joined the Indian Medical Service, while 

Manick Chandra Barooah started his business career as a Timber and Tea merchant 

and after a meteoric rise and fall in business, settled down as a modest tea planter. 

The Assamese middle-class elite, articulate as they had become, armed 

with western education, soon took over the mantle of leadership from the official 

aristocracy. The earliest representative was Haliram Dhekial Phukan, who held 

the office of the Sub-Assistant, the highest thrown ·open to an Assamese. He 

advocated commercial and cultural contacts with Bengal, and opening up of 

Assam. His son, Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, a product of the Hindu College 

Calcutta, in articles like 'Jnglendar Vibaran', in the Orunodoi, and more 

particularly in his observations in the Mills Report, tried to awaken the Assamese 

people towards progress and development. 131 Bolinarayan Bora, through his 

mouthpiece, The Mau, tried to enlighten the Assamese to secure better jobs. 132 

Others like Manick Chandra Barooah and Jagannath Barna, urged the urgency of 

the development of the resources of Assam. 
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It was also from these higher-caste groups, with a background of modem 

education, that the first stratum of the Assamese business community was drawn. 

They belonged to the land-holding, service holder or lawyer families. Their main 

investments were in the tea business, and their production was market-oriented. 

Mention may be made of men like Haribilas Agarwal a, Bisnuram Barua, Manick 

Ch. Barooah, Jagannath Barooah, Ghanasyam Barooah, Kali Prasad Chaliha, 

Radhakanta Handique and others. 133 This bourgeois stratum, was enlightened and 

enterprising and provided a leadership to the Assamese society in every field. 

Most of these men were closely associated with the political activities of 

the time. The Jorhat Sarvajanik Sabha, was founded in 1875, at the initiative 

of Jagannath Barooah, who remained its vice-president from 1887 to 1892. 

Devicharan Barua was its secretary for about seventeen years since 1890. The 

Jorhat Sarvajanik Sabha, became the mouthpiece of the educated Assamese. The 

Sabha submitted various memorials, for the prohibition of opium, 134 as also to 

ameliorate the condition of the ryots. This and later organisations became 

common platforms to espouse the cause of the ryots by the enlightened section. 

During the period of agrarian unrest, from 1892-93, the Sabha held meetings 

protesting against the government policy of' excessive increase of revenue'. 

Another organisation with a wide base in the village was the Tezpur Ryot 

Sabha, founded in 1884, by men like Haribilas Agarwala, merchant planter of 

Assamese birth, Lakshmikanta Barkakati - manager of sawmills, and Lambodar 

Bora, a lawyer. In 1887, they built the Tezpur Town Hall with subscriptions 

from many peasants. Other middle class organisations like the Shillong 

Associations, Nowgong Ryot Sabha, protested against the fiscal measures of 

the government and sought redress for the grievances of the ryots. 135 Evidences 
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show that the raijmels which gave leadership to the peasant rebellions had a 

considerable amount of support from the nascent Assamese middle class. 

In the wake of these local associations, the Assamese middle-class began 

to participate in valley-wide political organisations. The impact of the Indian 

National Congress was widely felt. The Congress sessions at Calcutta in 1886, 

at Madras in 188 7, Allahabad in 1892, were well represented by the Assamese 

elites like Kalikanta Barkakati, Devicharan Barua, Gopinath Bordoloi, Satyanath 

Bora, Radhanath Changkakati, Lakshmikanta Barkakati and others. 136 Much 

enthusiasm was infused, and the demands of the Congress like separate 

legislature councils, raising the age of the ICS examinations were reiterated in 

their meetings at various places in Assam. Like the moderates, the Assamese 

elite too had faith on the justice and liberalism of the British government and 

put forward demands for a good government for economic, political and cultural 

improvement. Through prayers, petitions and memorials, they, put forward their 

immediate objectives like lowering of taxes, replacement of Assamese for 

Bengali in courts and schools, higher education, and larger employment of 

Assamese in public offices. The Assam Association which began in 1882, with 

headquarters at Sibsagar, was formed afresh in 1903, with Manick Chandra 

Barooah and others to spearhead the Congress movement in Assam. With the 

Association a new phase of constitutional agitation in Assam was ushered in. 

The Assamese middle class, thus directed their attention to specific 

problems of the province, and played a significant role in the nationalist 

movement from its very inception. The Assam Banti and the Times of Assam 

edited by Radhanath Changkakoti, became their mouthpiece. The middle class 

in Assam, like their counterparts in the rest of India, became the spokesman of 
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the entire society. Assuming the leadership of the masses, advocating resource 

and indigenous capitalist development, forming an alliance for the first time 

between the literary and business class, they dominated the society. Politics 

became the rallygrmmd for the middle class intellegentsia and business classes. 

All the above mentioned evidences point to the thought that the Assamese 

middle classes which was at its nascent stage in the mid-nineteenth century, 

played a progressive role in the Assamese society. Although it played a 

sympathetic role in the peasant rebellions, it continued to play a compromising 

role because of the pull of the British capital and its own economic insecurity. 

Since British rule and English education were responsible for its birth, the 

general consensus was that the British rule would be necessary for a long time 

for the good of the region. Even their mouthpiece the 'Mau' was pro-European 

and pro-planter on the question of the Coolie labourers, and published anonymous 

articles on the benefits of the plantation economy. However, there were many 

among the middle class in general, namely Lakshminath Bezbarua, 137 who 

opposed this attitude. 

It was thus evident that there were many conflict and contradictions within 

the class itself in the nineteenth century. In the early part , the attitude of the 

middle class intelligentsia to social reforms and other changes in the Assamese 

society were the results of the reformist trends on the lines of the Bengal 

Renaissance. A large section of the Assamese middle class welcomed the 

immigration of production labour and skill into the province, and was of the 

opinion that economic progress was feasible only with he increase of population 

and a return to normality. Traditional Assamese culture- dress, manners etc. 

began to undergo rapid changes specially in the townships under the changing 
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influences specially from Bengal. These changes were regarded by men like 

Gunabhiram and Bolinarayan as inevitable and necessary. 138 Whereas, as early 

as 184 7, Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, 139 attributed the influence of Bengal to be 

responsible for changes in the simple Assamese life - the less rigid caste system, 

the widow remarriage, and the simple non-Brahmin marriage rites were being 

progressively replaced by the rigorous caste system of Bengal, the rigidity against 

widow remarriage and elaborate sastric rituals respectively. Again, although by 

and large, the new elite made a common front with the proprietary peasants on 

all common issues against the rulers, there were some like Bolinarayan Bora, 

who frowned on this fraternization, adopting a pro-British stance. It can thus, be 

concluded at this point that the Assamese middle class was a result of the British 

colonial rule in the region, and was struggling to establish its role as a dominant 

section in the society in the last part of the nineteenth century in Assam. 

Thus, the administrative and economic policies of the British rulers, brought 

into focus various important factors. Firstly, the economic policies of the British 

retarded the natural growth of the economy of the region, and created 

dissatisfaction among all classes of the people. The reactions of the people 

manifested itself in resistance movements against the colonial rulers. The fading 

royalty and the aristocratic class were the first to seek redress for their 

grievances, through rebellions, and failing, realised and accepted their position 

as a spent force in the new order. They resigned themselves to adjust to their 

new position. In the post-mutiny period, the enhancements of land revenue, which 

was unjustified in the context of the economic condition of Assam affected the 

peasants directly and brought the support of a large section of the Assamese 

society. Thus, the reactions to the British rule, which earlier was restricted to 

the higher orders had percolated to the lower orders of the society. This in turn 
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led to the growth and development of new sections in the society, and a class of 

educated people, the middle class, emerged to play a dominant role in almost 

all aspects of the society. And lastly, the, economic development, which came 

with the growth of tea, mineral oil etc., although it just touched the fringes of 

the society, and led to a wholesale immigration, triggered a whole lot of changes 

which saw the province in a phase of transition, where many elements from the 

past fought for survival with the modem concepts and ideas which were imposed 

by the colonial government. 
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