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The di strict Maida has a long history of urbanization and contains various 

capital and commercial cities of hi storical importance (like Lakhnauti , Gour, Pandua, 

Maida, En lish Bazar etc). A treasure o f archeological records o f ancient and 

medieval India and the literary evidences le fl by the different Muslim historians in 

the successive period of Muslim conquest and the foreign traveler's accounts, leave 

no room fo r doubt about the glorious past of urban development of thi s region. 

Ancient and medieval capi tal-city like Lakhnauti , Gour and Pandua has been 

extensively documented and reflected in different sources. Different survey and 

settlement reports of British India, Imperial, Provincial and district gazetteer, 

different administrative report preserved in the national and state archives, through a 

fresh light on the process of urbani zation of the district. A good number of local 

writings also help us to reconstruct the history o f urbanization of the di strict. 

In fact the di strict of Maida and its surrounding area was the most urbani zed 

region in Bengal in hi storical times. The growth of urban center in various parts of 

the di strict was not an accidental and it is also difficult to identify a sing le 

autonomous causative factor behind the process of urbanization to thi s region. It was 

vari ed from place to place and ti me to ti me. Wh ile in ancien t and medieval period the 

growth and development of the towns like Lakhnauti , Gour and Pandua w as mostly 

depended w ith the ri se and fa ll of royal power. But in later period, importance of 

royal power graduall y dimini shed . T he growth of the towns likes Maida or presently 

known as Old Maida and English Bazar was associated with the commercial 

importance. Secondary factors also gave some impetus to the urbanization process of 

the above mentioned towns. For instance, as in the case of English Bazar, though it 

originated as commercial town but in later days it assumed the added character of 

administrative town. The subsequent di scussion deals with the process of 

urbani zation of the various towns of Maida di stri ct till its formation. 
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II 

The date of foundation of the city of Gour is shrouded in obscurity. There has 

been considerable divergence of opinion regarding the exact date of the foundation 

of the town. It is known that, during the time ofPradyatan dynasty ofMagadha, one 

Bhoj, who is the inhabitant ofGour of Ayodhya founded the city on the eastern bank 

of the river Ganges. If it is true then we have to admit that the city of Gour belongs to 

81
h century B.C. 1 Panini who flourished in the fifth century B.C. mentioned a city 

name Gaurapura situated in Eastern India. There are strong reasons for identifYing 

this Gourapura with the city of Goura, the ruins of which are situated in Maida 

district? In his Arthashastra, Kautilya mentioned a particular type of silver which 

was found in Goura. 3 Gaura and Pundravardhana formed parts of the Mourya Empire 

as would appear from the inscription on a seal discovered amidst the ruins of 

Mahasthangarh situated in Bogura district of present Bangladesh.4 It may be conclud 

that the city of Gour referred by Koutilya and present Gour of Maida district is same 

which was under Mouryan dynasty.5 In the third or fourth century, Vatsyayana drew 

a clear illustration of this country's towns and urban culture, portraying the sexual 

pleasure, the prosperity, and the luxury of the man and women of leisure brought up 

in the towns of Gour.6 In the Brihat-Sarnhita of Varahamihira written during the 

middle of sixth century A.D. the .Goura territory is disguised from Paundra and 

Tarnraliptika as well as Vanga and Samatata.7 We Jearn from the Haraha inscription 

of 554 A.D. that Isanavarman Maukhari forced the Gouda people to seek refuge in 

the sea.8 Dandin mentions a particular style of writing poetry prevalent in Gauda and 

Bharata in his treatise on dance has mentioned a peculiar hair style of the resident of 

Goura. 9 There is established philosophical and historical evidence that the name 

Goura derived from the term 'Gura', and it is not very difficult to find in this a 

connection with the cultivation of sugarcane, Gura means molasses. Perhaps 

centering the town Goura, Gourajanapada came into being. 10 All these proved the 

antiquity of the town. 

III 

There is a little bit of confusion among the scholars whether the town Goura 

and Lakshmanavati i~ same. Due to the meagerness of archeological probing of the 

ancient site of Gour we have no positive idea about the exact location of the Sena 

capital. But after a survey conducted between 1899 and 1929, Abid Ali Khan 
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considered Baghbari to be one of the oldest portions of Goura and the ancient 

location of the metropolis. 11 According to Jain writers of the 13th and 141
h century 

Gour included Laksmanavati in the present district of Maida. In the early Muslim 

period the name Goura came to be applied to the city of Laknauti in the Maida 

district. 12 Nihar Ranjan Ray stated that the Laksmanavati of Senas developed under 

the Turkish as Goura-Laknauti. 13 and the name Lakhnauti was more in use in the 

time of Turkish invasion. In 1245 A. D. or 594 A. H. Minhaj-us-Siraj visited the then 

capital of Bengal and mentioned that in his time the city was known both as Gaur 

and Lakhnauti and it was changed to Jinnatabad or Jannatabad by Emperor Humayun 

when he subjugated this tract but was quickly obliged to retreat from it. 14 Abu! Fazal 

Alami, the court historian of Emperor Akbar, tells us that the Mughal emperor 

Humayun after the subjugation ofGour in 1538 named it Janatabad. He stated that it 

is an ancient city: for a time, it was the capital of Bengal and was widely known as 

Lakhnauti.' 5 

From the above discussion it is clear that the treasure of literary evidences 

leave no room for doubt that the town Gpura of early historical period and the town 

Laksmanavati ofLakshman Sena's reign as well as the Gaura- Lakhnauti of Muslim 

period is same. But the history of the city from its origin to the rise of the 

Mohammedan period is practically unknown. The recorded history of Gour begins 

with its conquest in 1198 by the Mohammedans, who retained it as the chief seat of 

their power in Bengal for more than three centuries, and erected numerous mosques 

and other buildings, a few of which yet remain in the tolerable state ofpreservation. 16 

It is said that, Ikhtiyaruddin Mohummad Bhakhtear Khilji prepared a force and 

marched from Bihar, suddenly appeared before the city of Nadia Ikhtiyaruddin was 

fully aware of the imbecility of King Lakshmana Sena and his utter neglect of 

military precaution. 17 He had advanced so first that not more than 18 horsemen could 

keep up with him, the other troops following far behind. He entered the city 

unopposed and captured it in the year 1202 A.D. The Tabaqat states ·that Rai 

Lakhmaniah was then sitting in his inner apartment with his food set before him on 

gold and silver plates when the sudden onrush of Muhamrnad-i-Bakhtiyar struck 

terror into his heart and the Raja ran out barefooted and fled to east Bengal leaving 

everything behind, including his women. His treasures, harem, slaves, servants, and 

elephants all fell into hands of the victor. Muhamrnad-i-Bakhtiyar then caused the 
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Khutbah to be read, and coins struck in the name of Qutbuddin Aibak, his immediate 

superior of Delhi. 18 After that Muhammad-i-Bakhtiyar captured .Lakhnauti 

(Lakshrnanavati, the city founded by or renamed by Lakshrnanasena) the western 

capital of the Senas, near the present site of Gour, in Maldah district19 and made 

Lakhnauti the seat of his government.Z0 The skyline of the old towns garrisoned by 

Muhanunad Bakhtiyar Khalji was soon transformed with the construction of the 

mosques, madrasas, and khaqahs.21 From Lakhnauti Muhammad-i-Bakhtiyar 

established Mohanunedan rule over the vast region across the two banks of the 

Ganges, and attempted to subjugate Assam and Bhutan. 22 In the course of his rule, 

Muhanunad-i-Bakhtiyar Khilji transfer of his capital from Lakhnauti to Devkot, his 

northern military outpost near Gangarampur (18 miles south of Dinajpur)23 From 

Devkot he led an expedition into Tibet in 1205 A.D., which was not successful. He 

died at Devkot after ruling as Governor of Bengal for three years. Some say that Ali

i-Mardan assassinated him.24 

Another most important ruler of Bengal after Muhanunad-i-Bakhtiyar was 

Giash-ud-din-Iwaz-Khalji, who ruled from 1211 to 1227 A.D. It was Giash-ud-din

Iwaz-Khalji who re-transferred the seat of the government to the historic city of old 

Lakhnauti. This transfer of the capital was ~ade in 1220 A.D. Lakhnawati under 

Ghiyasuddin went through the process of destruction and construction according to 

the needs of the conquerors. 25 He was a generous and able ruler and undertook a 

number of public works; one of them, a raised causeway connecting Lakhnauti with 

Lakhanor and devkot, proved immensely beneficial in the rains and, 26 a part of this 

road is still to be seen to the west of English Bazar. This road, rather embankment, to 

some extent obviated the difficulty of communication in the rains when all the 

country lay submerged under water. Several mosques and Khankas were built during 

the time of Ghiyasuddin. He adorned the city of Gour by building several edifices 

there.27 The most important work done by Giash-ud-din-Iiwaz-Khalji, was the 

construction of embankment to save the town from the flows of Ganges.28 Minhaz-i

Sir~, author of Tabaqat-i-Nasiri, visited Lakhnauti in 1243 A.D. and noted the 

material improvement effected by Ghiyasuddin.29 Minhaz-i-Siraj, in his writing 

Tabaqat-i-Nasiri, mentioned about this embankment. Abul Fazal also referred about 

this embankment in his writing. Even in the line-drawing of the British during 181
h 

and 191
h century we can clearly figure-out this embankment. Contemporary historian 
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Zia-uddin-Barani mentioned that Giash-ud-din-Iiwaz-Khalji constructed a fort at 

Bisan-Kot, 2 miles away from Fulbari fort.30 Ghiyasuddin is said to have 

corresponded with the Caliphs of Bagdad through the Arab traders who visited 

Bengal by sea. He invaded Kamrup, Orissa and Bihar and an expedition was sent 

against him by the Emperor Altamash under the leadership of his son N asiraddin. 

Ghiyasuddin was defeated and killed under the ramparts of Gour and Nasiruddin 

become Governor in 1227?1 Later on Haji Ilyas Shah unified Bengal and become 

independence of the Sultans of Delhi during the later days of Muhammad Bin 

Tughluq.32 He transferred his capital from Lakhnauti to Pandua.33 With this transfer 

the political and administrative importance of Lakhnauti more or less withdrawn34 

but not completely abandoned because apart from administrative importance, 

Lakhnauti was a place of religious importance. It appears that Shaikh Jalal-al-Din 

Tabrizi, one of the earliest Sufis of Bengal, come from Iran (1244-1245) and not 

finding a warm welcome in the court of Delhi; eventually he moved to Lakhnauti and 

remained there until his death. The people of Lakhnauti welcomed him and became 

his disciples. At Lakhnauti he built a Hospital, Sufi rest-house and a public 

kitchen. 34
a 

IV 

Panduah, was the capital city as well as the mint town of Bengal during the 

Sultanate period. It was situated six miles off from the confluence of the Mhananda 

and the Kalindri and eleven miles from the modem town English Bazar35 in the 

district of Maldah and was the second important town of the district, which evolved 

during the 14th to 15th century. People often call this place as Hazrat Pandua to 

distinguish it from another Panduah of Hooghly district in South Bengal.36 The date 

of foundation of the town is shrouded in obscurity. It is not an easy task to throw 

light accurately when and how the town is originated. Legend has it that the mythical 

"Pandu Raja built this city as his capital of Bengal. But we have no such evidence 

which can substantiate this legendary tale. It is probable that this was an ancient city 

built by some Hindu kings of the locality. Sultan Shams-ud-din Ilyas shah, (1342-

1357) urriting Lakhnawati, Satgaon and Sonargaon regions into a compact country 

took the title of Shahi-Bangala, and at the same time he transferred his capital from 

Gour to Panduah?7 The recorded history of Pandua dates from the time of Sultan 
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Shams-ud-din Ilyas shah, the first independent king of Bengal. The reason of this 

transfer is a subject of controversy. There are two arguments amongst the historians. 

One is that the king and his successors wanted to keep safe distance from the Delhi 

emperors to enjoy security and independence in ruling the kingdom. In this respect, 

Panduah was a strategically suitable place since it was distant from Delhi and was 

well protected by the impenetrable jungle. 38 Another is the change of the course of 

the river Mahananda, which made the place Lakhnauti inhabitable. It may be said 

that the river Ganges had moved away so much to the west that Lakhnauti was no 

longer tenable as a capital. Whatever might be the reason, it is clear from the 

evidence that for that time the town of Lakhnauti or Gour was temporarily 

abandoned.39 lt is not probable that the vast Hindu community of traders and artisans 

also left their homes at Gour, but merely that the court was removed.40 Panduah was 

probably a town which was well protected by a wall. Some portion of this wall still 

exists. The history of the town is closely associated with the history of the dynasties 

of Ilias Shahi and Raja Ganesh. After the decline of the dynasty of Raja Ganesh, 

during the middle of the I 5th century, the capital of Bengal was re-transferred to 

Gour and Panduah had kept herself as a religious town.41 

From the 14th and I 51
h century a rich commercial relation was established 

between the Bengal and the states of South-East Asian country, especially Chaina. 

During the early years of 151
h century, Chinese trader lng-Iyyi-Sheng-Lan came to 

Chattagram through Sumatra and from there he reached Panduah. In 1415, another 

Chainese trader Sheng-Che-Sheng-Lan also visited Panduah through Chattagram and 

Sonargaon. From the account of the Chainese traders we get a clear picture of the 

town Panduah. They mentioned that there were big houses and shops on the both 

sides of the road. All the necessary commodities, especially silk garments were 

available in these shops. They noticed that the woman of the town worn necklaces, 

ear-rings, rings etc. We also get a picture of the palace ofPanduah from their account 

which is almost ruins. Just after the arrival of Chainese, the capital has switched-to 

Gour from Panduah. As a consequence we are not able to get any further details. In 

I 808, Buchanan Hamilton visited at Panduah and from his following report we can 

get a precise and beautiful description of the town 42 

"A road, paved with brick, from 12 to 15 feet wide, and not very straight, 

seems to have passed through the whole length of the town; and from about half a 
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mile south from Mukhdum Shas's gate may extend five or six miles to the north. 

From heaps of bricks on both side of this, it would appear to have been a regular 

street, with brick houses on each side, and the foundation of many of the buildings 

may be still traced. The monuments of the two saints, the large mosque of Adinah, 

and the monuments of Sultan Ghyasud-din [the Eklakhi Mausoleum] are on its side; 

and near the center is a bridge of three arches, partly of stones, which has been 

thrown over a rivulet. It is of no great size, and very rudely formed of materials, 

evidently taken from Hindu ruins, as they contain figures in rude imitation of the 

human and animal form." 

"At the northern end of the street are evident traces of a rampart and the 

passage through it is called the gate of the fortress (Garhdwar). At the south end are 

many foundations, which cross each other and the road, which have also probably 

belong to a gate; but the forest is there so impenetrable, that the wall could not be 

traced. To the south of this are many scattered bricks, and beyond that is a rampart, 

probably an outwork, as the street can not be traced farther than the foundation just 

mentioned." 

"Near the street, and amidst the heaps of bricks, are many small tanks, and I 

am inclined to think that, in general, the town extended only a very little way, either 

east or west from the principal street. It is said indeed by the natives, that two miles 

east from Kutub Shah's monument, there is a large tank dug by a Pherat Khan, and 

another a little north from that, called after Nasser Shah, and so far traces of 

buildings may be discovered. Towards the west they say the traces extend but a little 

way; and the wood is so difficult to penetrate, that I was contented with visiting the 

ruins of the king's palace, which is about a mile east from the main street; and I 

found, that there are no traces remaining to show that the town extended half so far. 

At the same time, it must be observed, that there seem to have been many large 

suburbs, which extended from the immediate vicinity of the town of Maldeh towards 

the east and north, for at least i2 ~iles. Next to Maldeii. was Sujapur, then Fatehpur, 

then Mehemanpur, then Dandigal, then Belwari partly, and Bahadurpur e~tirely in 

the district of Jagoda!. In each of these is a considerable extend excavated with small 

tanks, and containing heaps of bricks and some stones." 

"By far the most conspicuous places of worship ............... are the 

monuments ......... ofMukhdum Shah Jelal and Kutub Shah, who were the two most 
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distinguished persons during the early part of the kingly government of Bengal. 

Numerous pilgrims repair to these monuments, at all seasons, and from all parts of 

Bengal. That of Mukhdum is chiefly frequented at a very great annual assembly 

(Mela), while the memory of Kutub is celebrated at four smaller meetings (Uios), but 

all religious mendicants (fakirs) who came at any time, are fed for three days, and 

this is called charity. Both places have considerable endowments, which are 

expended in keeping the buildings repair, and in the support of these vagrants, and of 

, a numerous established of servants, who formed the population of Peruya. The lands 

in this district, which belong to the monuments of Mukhdum, are called Baishazary, 

or twenty- two thousand, as containing that number of biggahs, and have always 

been managed by person appointed by Government. The Iarids belong to the 

monument of Kutub Shah are under the management of his descendants, and are 

called Chhye-hazary, as containing six thousand biggahs." 

"Immediately north from the golden mosque [of Kutub Shah], on the same 

side of the principal street, is another called that of one hundred thousand (Eklakhy), 

as having cost I 00,000 rupees. It is constructed chiefly of brick, but is the 

handsomest building in the place. It is a square of 80 feet front, with a small turret at 

each comer, and roofed by one dome. The walls outwardly have been ornamented 

with covered tiles, and the dome within has been neatly plastered; but the design of 

the whole is clumsy ........... .It is lighted by four small doors, one on each side, and 

within forms an octagon, having four miserable chambers in the sides between the 

doors. These wretched places were probably intended for the abodes of the fakirs, 

who were to take care of lamps. They have neither air nor light, but what comes 

through the small aperture, by which they communicate with the central hall. This 

seems to have been intended as the mausoleum of three royal personages, whose 

tombs occupy the middle of the floor. There is no inscription to serve as a guide, but, 

it is said, that the tombs are those of Sultan Ghyasud-din, Zaynulabdin, and 

Wahuzud-din ..... The eastern door has evidently been taken from a Hundu ruin, as it 

contains representations of the human form." 

"About 2 miles [or rather Jess] beyond this monument of Ghyasud-din is the 

tomb of his father Sekunder, forming part of a very large mosque called Adinah, 

which is by far the largest building of the place. Indeed it is considered by the people 

of the vicinity as of almost miraculous grandeur. It is on the east side of the principal 
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street, between that and a large tank, which is almost entirely choked with weeds and 

bushes, and has become very ruinous. Enough only remains to enable us to judge of 

what it. have been, and form a ground plan."43 

v 

Gour (Gauda), known as Lakhn~oti from the time of Turkish invansion, (the 

name Lakhnauti is a corruption of Lakshmanavati, which seems to have been the 

ancient name of the city) remained an important center, even while the capital of 

independent sultanate of Bengal was shifted to Pandua and during the mid-1400s the 

capital shifted back to Gour, which functioned as the capital of Bengal until 1575. 

Most of the extant archeological remains of Gour date from this period, marked by 

fortified embankments stretching about 11 kilometers north-south along the east 

bank of the Bhagirati River and about 3 kilometers east-west.44 The city was 

extensive and populous, being inhabited by wealthy people, families of high birth, 

and person noted for leaming.45 It was one of the big towns of contemporary India. It 

is not clear from the evidences when and under which ruler the capital was re

transferred from Pandua to Gour.46 Tradition, as recorded by Ghulam Husain Salim 

ascribed to Jadu or Jala:Juddin, son of Raja Kans or Ganesh, transferred the capital 

from Pandua back again to Gour (1418 A.D. to 1431 A.D.) and constructed at Gour 

one mosque, two tanks, and one sarai, of none of which is any trace to be found 

today. But the Gour was populated a new in his time47 and from that time royal 

residence remained at Gour.48 He died in 1431. Then the throne passed to Nasir-ud

din, a grandson ofHaji Iliyas, in 1437. This ruler assumed the title ofNasir-ud-din 

Abu! Muzaffar Mahmud Shah.49 It is also· said that the capital was transferred by 

Sultan Nasir ui-Din Mahmud Shah (1437-1459) due to the receding of the course of 

the Ganges a bit away from Pandua. 50 Another view is that during the rule of 

Mahmud Shah dynasty (1442-1486) the capital was re-transfer from Pandua to Gour 

and from then Gour was made the permanent capital. The reason of transfer of 

capital from Pandua to Gour was the easy communication both by land and water to 

all other parts of the kingdom. 50
" 

Whatever might be the reason or under which Sultan the capital of Bengal 

was re-transferred to Gour but due to the absence of military campaign in the various 

contemporary literary accounts, it is speculated that the main interest of the Sultan 

Nasir-ud-Din Mahmud Shah, lay in the arts of Peace. A series of inscription found in 
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various parts of the kingdom recording the erection of mosques, khanqas, gates, 

bridges, and tombs testifY the prevailing prosperity of the country. 51 It was 

Nasiruddin who built the Kotwali gate in Gou~2 and laid the foundation of the 

citadel and palace of Gour53 at the southern end of the town whose walls still stand 

amidst ruin, called Baisgazi. It is interesting to note that, during this time Bhagirati 

become vital as carrier of traffic, which prompted the towns growth from the south 

instead of from the north, and its therefore represent a move in the axis. With these 

construction the city of Gour which, since J alaluddin' s regin had regain the status of 

capital, revived its architectural grandeur. The inscriptions found at Mughalitoli at 

old Maida and Saptagram leave little room for doubt the linkage of both the places to 

the city of Gour. 54 The Lotan Masjid is the best existing instance of style of mosque 

peculiar to Bengal. It is said to acquired its name from Nattu (Lottan, Lattan or 

Nattan), a favorite dancing girl of sultan Yusuf. The curving of Gunman! mosque 

shows the modification and spontaneity of the old Hindu school. 55 Tantipara mosque 

constructed by Yusuf Shah in the year 148056 is considered to be the finest building 

existing at Gour. Other gates were added time to time such as the Gumti gate in 

1512, located south of the Lukachuri gate, which was constructed much later by Shah 

Shuja during his residence at Gour in the middle of the 17'h century. The construction 

of mosques in the southern side also shows the concentration of population, a trend 

that continued even during the later phase. 57 According to Riyaz-us-Salatin, a miner 

and mosque was built by Firuz Shah at Gour and excavated a water reservoir. 58 The 

miner is supposed to have been erected to commemorate the victories of Firuz 

Shah. 59 Some say it was built for the purpose of calling the .Azan for prayers, while 

others consider it was watch-tower. This miner is about a mile to the south of the 

Baradwari Mosque and outside the fort. This tower is about 84 feet high and 62 feet 
• 

in circumference. 60 After the death of Firoz Shah there was a further period of 

usurpation of the throne by intriguers with the royal guards till Hossain Shah 

established himself in 1494.61 

On the death of Muzaffar his wazir Hossain Shah ascended the throne of 

Bengal in 1593 A.D. Thus a new dynasty established under whose enlightened rule 

the creative genius of the Bengali people reached its zenith. It was a period of 

unparallel architectural activity, peace and prosperity and of a period which 

witnessed an efflorescence of the Bengali mind symbolized by the lord Gauranga, by 
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whose message oflove and forgiveness the whole of Eastern India was carried off its 

feet. 62 Hossain Shah built mosques, Sarai, gates and Madras as in different parts of 

his kingdom. Amongst them are the Chhoto Sona Masjid and the Gumti Fatak of 

Gaura which are of uncommon architectural beauty. 63 The Chhoto Sona Masjid or 

Small Golden Mosque is situated in the southernmost quarter of Gour. It was built of 

brick faced with stone. The building is a rectangular block 82 feet by 52 and half feet 

outside and about 20 feet high. 64 Nusrat Shah was fond of buildings. In 1525 he built 

the Baro Sona Masjid, (Large Golden Mosque)65 a massive rectangular building of 

brick, faced with stone, 168 feet by 76 feet, with turrets at the comers. It is the largest 

of all the ancient monuments in Gour.66 Qadam Rasul mosque was completed by 

Nusrat in A.D. 1530 was built of brick and terra-cotta and show the decadence of 

buildings of that age. It was in Nusrat's reign that the Portuguese made their first 

appearance in Bengal and settled in Chittagong.67 Nusrat was assassinated in 1532 

A.D., a fate with shortly after befell his son and successor at the hands of his uncle 

Mamud Shah III. In 1537 A.D. the Pathan adventurer, Sher Khan, later the Emperor 

Sher Shah advance against Gour.68 Mamud made peace with him by paying him Rs. 

13 lakhs of gold. Sher Khan left, but only for the time being. Adding to his strength 

with Mamud Shas's money, he return next year and demanded a huge sum of money 

as tribute. Mamud refused to pay and Sher Khan again attacked Gour and besieged 

the city of Gour. Being defeated and wounded Mamud at last sallied out69 and threw 

himself at the mercy of Humayun who agreed to help him. 70 Thus the independence 

of the Muslim State of Bengal came to an end. Sher Khan assumed the sovereignty 

of Bengal and issued coins in his name. 71 According to Portuguese details after 

capturing the city Sher Khan accumulated the huge amount of the wealth of the city 

and fled through Jharkhand to Rotas on approach ofHumayun.72 

After desertion of Sher Khan, Humayun occupied Gour73 in July, 1538 and 

remained for some three month there and enjoyed its amenities.74 He was so much 

struck with the natural beauty of Gour75 that he renamed it Jannatabad (the city of 

Heaven)76 With the transfer of capital from Gour to Tanda, by Sulaiman Karrani in 

the year 1563, the city ofGour began to decline as it lost its strategic importance.77 

Moreover, from the devastating plunder made by Sher Khan the city of Gour was 

never properly recovered. Humayun gave it little bit of life when he occupied it but 

the change in the course of the Ganges sealed its fate. Munim Khan's reoccupation 
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did nothing to restore its fallen fortune as a severe epidemic broke out in 1573 and 

caused the death of innumerable persons. Gour became depopulated and practically 

deserted as result of this pestilence which is generally believed to have been some 

form of malaria, probably due to the recession of the main stream of the river Ganges 

from the city front. 78 Gour was never again populated to. any extent, although various 

additions were made to its buildings from time to time. The final desertion of Gour 

dates from the time when the Mughal viceroy removed the seat of government to 

Dacca and Murshidabad.79 

The early 16'h century European travelers like Tome Pires and Barbosa and so 

many clearly mentioned Gour as the chief city of Bengal. 80 The city with its suburbs 

covered an area variously estimated approximately at from 22 to 30 square miles; 

and the dimension of the city proper were about 7 and half miles in length from north 

to south, and from I to 2 miles in breadth, giving a total area of 13 square miles. 81 

The Portuguese writer, De Barros, describe the magnificence and wealth of the 

country. According to him "The chief city of the kingdom is called Gouro (Gaur). It 

is situated on the bank of the Ganges, and contains 200,000 inhabitants. On the one 

side it has the river for its defense, and on the landward face a wall of great height. 

The streets were so thronged with the concourse and traffic of people ....... that they 

cannot force their way past. A great part of the houses of the city are stately and 

well-wrought buildings."8~e description has been given by Portuguese writer, De 

Barros, appears to be an exaggerated statement, it may be one lakh or little more. Yet 

it would suggest a very high density of population, which may be confirmed from the 

analysis done recently from the revenue figures given by Abu! Fazl. 83 

Both under the Hindus and Muslim Gour enjoyed the status of a metropolitan 

city. For a continuous time it served as a great centre of political, administrative, 

commercial and cultural gravity. Various accounts of foreigu travelers left an 

appreciative description which reveals a luxurious life-style of the city, huge palaces, 
., 

broad thoroughfares, mosques, katras, seraikhanas, various entertainments, lavish 

feasts and festivals, drinking bouts, patronization of the rulers to architecture and 

literature - all these reflect a rich urban culture and very high level of urbanization. 

In all aspect of urban life of medieval period such as commercial, military and 

administrative organizations, art and literature, use of technical skill and knowledge 

have been sufficiently proved. It was an important centre of trade and had trade 
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relation with South-East and West Asia83
" and used to be visited by Arabs, Afghans, 

Portuguese and Chinese traders. 84 

VI 

Maldah or presently known as Old Maldah is another. important historical 

town of the district which may have first risen to prosperity as a port town prior to 

the Hussain Shahi rule. The growth and development of Maida as a port-cum

commercial town of medieval Bengal and during the time of British rule was due to 

several factor. Firstly, the town Maida was situated in an excellent geographical 

location. The geographical advantage of the town helps to a great extent to its rise as 

a port town. Secondly, the town Maida was well connected with the whole of north

east· India through its river communication and thus commended over the economic 

activities of North-Eastern India. Thirdly, the town Maida had a privilege of 

connection with a number of capital cities of medieval Bengal like Gour, Lakhnaouti, 

Pandua, Tanda etc within its territory. The very situation of Maida in the vicinity of 

these capital cities of medieval Bengal always played a vital role in the commercial 

life of the town. Fourthly, the river Ganges also played an important role for its 

economic and commercial prosperity by linking the town between Bengal and rest of 

the country as well as outside world. 85 And last but not the least, the manufacture of 

cloth made entirely of silk was confined to the vicinity of Maida and some 500 

houses of weavers were employed on this work86 which gave a tremendous boost to 

its growth. All those favorable condition hastened the process of its development and 

Maida started becoming an important town of this region starting. 

There are not less than nine inscriptions found at Maida proved the historicity 

of the town. 87 Sultan Firoz Tughluq once established a military camp to lad 

expedition against Pandua. The reference of Maida is also found in Ain-i-Akbari, 

which provides that Maida constituted the 66 number of Mahalas of Janatabat or 

Laknauti sarkar. 88 The silk cloth of Maida known as Maldahi had a great demand 

even among the European .countries. 89 It is on record that in 1575, Sheik Bhik of 

Malda,-a Bengali merchant, took the sea-rout to Russia with three ships laden with 

silk articles, called Maldahi after the name of a Bengal district. 90 It situated on the 

left bank of the river Mahananda at its confluence with the Kalindri in 25° 2
' North 

and 81° 8' East.91 In 1676, Mr. Edward wrote about Maida, "the Town is small, but 

conveniently seated on a branch of the Ganges and a small river from Morung which 
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joyne (join) a little above the Town, which is of great resort, being the staple of cloth 

etc., for that part of the country, and comes in from all parts within thirty or forty 

myles (miles)."92 In his visit to Bengal, in the year 1666 A.D. Tavernier also 

mentioned the name of the town Maida with a vivid description of local festival 

'Charak Puja' or swinging festival. 93 Riyazu-S-Salatin mentioned that Maida was a 

place of good silk-stuff as well as a kind of cotton-stuff and a good quality of muslin 

was manufactured as because a plenty of silk-worms are found in its surrounding 

region.94 Alexandar Hamilton illustrates that " .... about forty or fifty miles to the 

eastward of Rajmahal, on another channel of the Ganges, Maida, was a large town, 

well inhabited and merchants from different nations are quite frequented and at that 

time English and Dutch had their factory there.95 The town is admirably situated for 

river traffic and rose to prosperity as the port of Pandua. During the eighteenth 

century it was the seat of thriving cotton and silk manufacture. 96 

Prof. Henry Pirrene postulated that "towns grow with growth of trade; 

particularly long distance trade. "97 The theory is closely associated with the growth 

of Maida because during the sixteenth to eighteenth century Maida emerged as an 

important center of Bengal silk, which attracted the European countries to establish 

their trade relation with this part of the country. The importance and demand of 

Maldahi silk (so called from their being manufacture .at Maida) to the European 

Company's proved by the act of Sir Thomas Roe's visit to the court (Durbar) of 

Jahangir in 1615 when he presented silk cloths of Maida and Murshidabad to 

Emperor Jahangir and tried to get trading privileges in Bengal from him but it was 

ultimately failed. 98 The reputation and superiority of Maldahi silk were noticed by 

the Dutch and English East India Company and they opened their factory at Maida. 

The manufacture of cloth made entirely of silk was confined to the vicinity of Maida 

and to some 500 houses of weavers were engaged in this industry and the total 

manufacture was valued at Rs. 120,000. The flowering cotton ·cloth with the needle 

gave a good deal of occupation to the Mahomedan women of Maida. On the basis. of 

the distribution of the Company's investments (1793) among aurangs one can rank 

Maida as third biggest center for cotton-weaving preceding Ducca and Luckipore. 

Connecting with weaving industry there were other industries which played a vital 

role to the development of the town. Dyeing, indigo, lac, pottery, mats, bracelets, 

carpentry, iron-works and sugar manufacture were among the other important 
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industries. 99 Attracted by the economic activities of the region people from different 

place came and settled here and thereby hastened the process of urbanization of the 

town. The development of internal and foreign trade exerted a massive influence on 

the growth and development of the town. 

As it is being a town of some antiquity, it contains some buildings of 

historical importance which was erected long ago. The oldest one is known as the 

Phuti Masjid or cracked mosque, a local name probably given after an earthquake. 

The date of erection of it is I 495. The Juma Masjid is a larger building, 

comparatively modern in outlook and is well preserved. The tower of Nimasarai is 

another important structure of the town. The time and reason of its construction is 

still in obscurity. It is supposed that it belongs to Akbar's time.100 Throughout the 

Muslim period Maida acted as a trading center and control the whole of the North

Eastern Indian trade. As a doorway to the north-east portion of the country it 

commanded the routs that ran different direction. Though the shifting of the capital 

to Dacca left Maida in a political obscurity100 but its commercial importance could 

not be minimized because of the demand ofMaldahi silk in European market during 

the colonial rule. Realizing the commercial importance of the town British East India 

Company had established a factory at Maida in 1676.101Tbe Dutch had also their 

commercial connection with the town prior to the English and established a business 

establishment (called factory) at Malda. 102 French was the last among the European 

power to established commercial relation with Maida. 103 The establishment of these 

business houses (called factory) undoubtedly gave an impetus to. draw more workers 

into the industry, especially for the purpose of winding, which was a specialized job 

and hastened the growth of the town. Though the European traders were taking 

interest in business at Maida but they had to face a strong opposition from the local 

merchants as well as from the government officials. The strongest opposition came 

from Haranarayan Kanungo a custom officer of Bengal who had taken Maida on 

lease from Shaista Khan the· then Subadar of Bengal. 104 At this time a conflict 

between the English traders and Mughal officials broke out in Hugli 105 and as a result 

Shaista Khan seized the English factory of Maida in I 686. It was reopened in I 693. 

But the demand of the East India Company for Maida goods gradually began to 

decline. 106 Finally the transfer of the factory to English Bazar in 1770 and with the 

rise of English Bazar town lost its (Old Maida) prosperity 107 but not entirely 
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abandoned, as two towns (Maida and English Bazar) seem to have existed side by 

side. 

VII 

English Bazar, presently known as Maida, which is another important town of 

historical importance of the district is situated on the right bank of the Mahananda, in 

25 0' N. and 88 9' E. 109 Enlish Bazar (the district headquarter of Maida) started its 

journey towards urbanization from the time when, the traditional manufacture of 

good quality cotton and silk textiles attracted the British, to this area. This initial 

contact between East India Company and Maida in the later half of the seventeenth 

century led to the selection for a commercial station at Old Maida. Consequently in 

the year 1680, the merchant of the East India Company hired a house at Old Maida 

and established a commercial factory there. 108 On several ground the place of Maida 

was selected by the company. Apart from the attraction of good quality cotton and 

silk textiles it was the gateway of North-East India. The place has also an exceilent 

water communication system which prompted the East India Company to select the 

place and established a commercial factory there. Infect, during the early days of 

Company's commercial expansion over the country, it was the common policy of 

British East India Company to establish a factory in a place which was connected 

with the river, as because due to the scarcity of roads communication and in the 

absence of railway, water was the only means of transportation for commercial 

transaction. This selection for commercial station at Maida was a significant event in 

the history of North Bengal because it was from this place that the company 

gradually extended its economic tentacles ail over North Bengal and the adjacent 

Himalayan States within the span of a century. 109 The selection and establishment of 

commercial factory at Old Maida was preceded by the visit of Rechard Edwards, a 

servant of the East India Company in 1676. 11° Following his visit he sent a detailed 

report to the council in December 1676, about the quality and market prices of goods 

available there and the dealing persons of those commodities as well as the existing 

communication system for the movement of commodities along with the sample of 

those commodities. After a detailed scrutiny of commercial prosperity prevailing in 

the region relating to silk trade, the East India Company finally established their 

commercial factory at Old Maida in 1680 and Malda111 later known as Old Maid\! 

became an important commercial station of the Company. 

r 
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It was unfortunate that a dispute arose between the merchant of the Company· 

and the local Fauzdar and Kroris (revenue collectors) which forced the Company to 

remove their factory in a secure place at Mukdampur, a village situated in the 

opposite direction of river Mahananda at a two miles distance from Old Malda. 112 In 

December, 1680, the Company decided to buy a piece of land from the local 

zamindars namely Rajaray Choudhury of Mukdumpore. 113 Accordingly a plot of 56 

bighas of land along the river Mahananda was purchased by the British in the village 

Mookdumpur to establish a factory114 from the local zamindar Raja Rai Choudhury 

for three hundred rupees. 115 Additional 8 bighas were added in the following year. 116 

The reason behind the sale of land was that Raja Ray Choudhury was in great want 

of money to pay the king officers his yearly rent and he could be in d~ger if it not 

paid. So Raja Ray invited the Britishers to go and see a piece of land lying on the 

other side of the river and they liked it and after many consultations and treaties they 

bought it. 117 A factory was built in this land and gradually it became the principal 

factory of this region. 118 Mr. Nedham, chief of the factory, with his staff shifted to 

new factory sometime in August, 1681 and attempted to carry on the business from 

the two factories. But owing to the rapacity of the Fauzdar the Factors of the Factory 

finally shifted to the new establishment at Mukdumpore. 119 With the establishment of 

commercial factory, a new type of town began to grow-up and the settlement 

gradually acquired the character of factory town and trading center, where people 

brought commodities produced at different places. Later on, it assumed the added 

character of an administrative town after the formation ofMalda district in 1813. By 

the establishment of the factory the silk weavers and dealers began to settle round the 

factory and a small commercial town quickly sprang up. The settlement that grew 

around the factory was subsequently named as Ingrezabad and later on Angrezabad 

from which the name English Bazar was derived. 120 

On 15th December, 1681, the fouzdar of Maida sent his agent with a 'salam' 

to the chief of the factory and expressed his desire to establish· a'market around the · · 

factory. The chief of the factory welcomed the proposal and a market was setup near 

the new factory which was named as 'New Market' or 'Naya Hut' to avoid any type 

of complaints from the son of the soil. 121 Subsequently, the newly established market 

threw an opportunity to the people of neighboring villages to settle there. Gradually a 

prosperous commercial town began to develop. The initial development of the town 
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was due to new economic opportunity generated by the factory and allied services 

and English Bazar become the most important seats of commerce along with other 

towns of the district, where trade is extensively carried on in food stuffs. 122 By the 

end of the I glh century a number of indigo planters of the district and their assistants 

· settled around the commercial residence. 123 In early part of the 19th century, when Dr. 

Buchanan Hamilton visited the district, he was much pleased with the appearance of 

the place. 'There are several excellent roads, both passing through the town and the 

vicinity; and in particular, the_re is one street, laid out by Mr. Henchman, a former 

resident, which is wide, straight, and regular. The whole town contains many good 

houses, which are more closely built than usual, and rather resemble a city of Europe 

than most of the country town of Bengal'. 124 Mr. Pemberton also gives praiseworthy 

description of the town. He states that 'Angrazabad is a prosperous and flourishing 

town, there are several neat and well constructed brick housed in it; the bazaar is 

abundantly supplied with every necessary oflife, a brisk trade in cotton, silk, grain of 

several kinds, etc, is carried on.' 125 

But during the first quarter of the I 9th century the economic prosperity of the 

town was diminished. The manufacturing industry had already fallen into decay. The 

company's factory was abolished, in common with all the other Commercial 

'Residency, in 1836, when the monopoly of the Indian and Chinese trade was 

withdrawn. 126 It clearly indicates the virtual stagnation in urban development of the 

town. Because the town was mainly originated by the economic opportunity thrown 

by the factory and its related services. It was due to the prevailing economic 

activities which attracted the people of different caste and creed from different place 

who came here and settled in the town. But with the withdrawal of Company's trade 

the development of the town diminished. Yet, within a short period, the corrimercial 

importance of the town was replaced by administrative importance. The formation of 

the district and the selection of the town as district headquarter sparked off the 

process of urbanization and gave it a new dimension, i.e., from commercial to·., 

administrative .. 
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