
CHAPTER VII 

ASSAM-BHUTAN RELATIONS (191~1949) 

On behalf of Bhutan the treaty was signed by the religious and secular heads with 

the seal of the Dharma Raja. 1 The new treaty revised Articles IV and VIII of the treaty 

of 1865. According to the revised version of Article IV, the following condition had been 

made to Article IV of Sinchula Treaty of 1865. 

"The British government has increased the annual allowance to the government of 

Bhutan from (fifty thousand) Rs. 50,000 to one hundred thousand (100,000) with effect 

from 10 January 1910." 

Article VIII ofthe Sinchula Treaty of 1865 had been revised and the revised article 

runs as follows : 

"The British Government undertakes to exercise no interference in the internal 

administration of Bhutan. On its part the Bhutan government agreed to be guided by 

the advise fo the British Government in regards to its external relations. In the event of 

disputes with or causes of complaint against the Maharaja of Sikkim and Koch Behar, 

such matter will be referred for arbitration to the British government which will settle 

them in such manner as justice may require and insist upon the observance of its decision 
I . 

by the Maharaja's named."2 

The revision of this particular article was considered "of prime importance"3 

Placing of Bhutan's foreign relations under the guidance of British Indian government 

implied that Bhutan could not enter into any agreement with the authority of any other 

foreign country without the consent of the British Indian government nor could she 

receive or permit agent or representatives of foreign power to reside in Bhutan. Besides 

Bhutan could not part with or cede any land to foreign state without seeking and 

obtaining the approval of the British Indian government. All such implications were fully 

within the knowledge of the Maharaja of Bhutan who had agreed to abide by them, as 

evident from the records of the negotiation, and the letter of the Govornor-General of 

C. A. Bell, Tibet, Past and Present, p. 103; Encl. to For. Sec. E. May 1910, No. 234, for the 
text of the Treaty see Appendix-" to 

2 Encl. to For. Sec. E, May 1910, No. 234; C. A. Bell to the Secretary 22 January, 1910. 
3 C. A. Bell, op. cit., pp. 101-102 .. 
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India written to the Maharaja on March 11, 1910.4 The treaty was ratified finally on 

March 24,1910, and was published two days later so that it could be made known to 

all concerned powers, particularly China. 5 

In November, 1910, another agreement was signed between India and Bhutan. 

This related to the procedure to be followed by the two parties in regard to extradition 

of the crimi~als. 6 

In 1911, the Bhutan Darbar was informed of the willingness of the British 

government to assist the Bhutias in developing the resources of their country and with 

a view to facilitating trade, the Deputy Commissioners of Goalpara, Kamrup and 

Darrang were authorised "to grant passes to Nepalese, Bhutanese and Tibetans to cross 

the Inner Line to India". 7 The Conservator ofF orest of Goalpara was instructed to k~ep . 

open four paths (the cost to be borne by the Bhutan government) to Kachugaon, on 

Saralbhanga river, on the Bhor river and on the Ai river. These roads should be made 

and maintained partly at the expence of the Bhutan government, but the Divisional 

Forest Officer should have the power to close any of them for systemetic breach of the 

forest rule. 8 

The Maharaja of Bhutan visited Dewangiri in January 1914, when he was met by 

the Commissioner and Deputy Commissioner, and the matter of trade with the district 

was· discussed. The Maharajas main desire was to establish a mart at Dewangiri which 

was the meeting point of several paths from the interior, on the British side the bridle 

path from the plain was being improved. The erection of a small bungalow on the highest 

part of the ridge and a rest house (sarai) at Tambulpur for the visitors was also 

discussed. It was because the Bhutias are not welcome guest in any house of the plains 

people.9 

In 1911-1912, when Kamrup-~hutan boundary was surveyed, it was found that the 

boundary pillar No 81 was situated about 1 Yz miles to the north west of its position as 

4 For. Sec. E, May 1910, Nos. 235-249, July 1910, Nos. 5-7. 
5 For. Sec. E, August 1910, Nos. 263-264. 
6 For the text of agreement see Appendix-If. 
7 For. Ext. A, August 1911, No. 1823. 
8 Assam Sect. A, Nos. 33-42 from A. V. Monro, Conservetor of Forest Western Circle, Assam to 

the Second Sacretary to the Hon'b1e chief Commissioner of Assam, 28 June, 1912. 
9 Assam District Gazetteer, Kamrup, 1912-1914, p. 5. 
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fixed by Colonel Mecdonald in J 872-73. This piller No. 81 was situated on a small 

scarped hill on the left bank of the Garuchara Nadi and was for better position to locate 

and identify then its old site. 10 The Mauzadar of Bijni Mauza also noted that the pillar 

was built in this present position in 1901 and no objection had been raised hitherto to 

this position. 11 

In 1914-1915, an agreement was made for capturing elephant in the district of 

Assam and contiguous of Bhutan. While elephants abounded on the Indian side, the best 

stockade sites lay in Bhutan. Moreover, elephants crossing the frontier would be lost 

unless they were persued across the fi·ontier. To overcome difficulties, the area . in 

question was mapped out into three Mahals viz., Goalpara, Kamrup and Darrang 

Mahals. The first was worked during 1915-1917, the second in 191 7-1919, and the third 

in 1919-1921. Thereafter the arrangement was left open subject to confirmation or 

discontinuance. The profit derived from the operation were to be shared equally by 

Bhutan and Assam. However, Bhutan was allowed the right of closer control of the , 

Nepalese settlers in Bhutan, in the adjoining reserve forests of Assam. The joint elephant 

mahals were profitably operated by the governments of Bengal, Assam and Bhutan. 12 

In 1922, the Maharaja of Bhutan made a request for a fmancial assistance in 

training the Bhutanese youngmen in various professions with a view to developing his 

country, and for an increase in the subsidy from Rs. 100,000 to 300,000. The British 

Government of India agreed to provide assistance for the professional training to the 

Bhutanese and granted a sum of about 50,000 rupees in 1923. But the Government of 

British India declined the request for an increase in his subsidy. 13 

In March, 1926, the Conservator of Forest, Goalpara reported a constant stream 

of traffic of Nepali traders from Bhutan along the roads into Assam. 14 They were 

constantly shooting game, grazing their cattle and squatting in the Goalpara reserved 

forests and sanctuaries and threatened with guns who attempted to interfere with them. 

10 Assam Sect. Rev. 1913, Nos. 553-563 from the Officer-in-Charge to the Superintendent, Eastern 
Circle 14, December 1912. 

11 Ibid., from Li. Col. D. Herbert, Offg : Commissioner of Assam to the Hon'b1e the Chief Com-
missioner of Assam in Rev. Deptt. 27 May 1913. 

12 N. Singh, op. Cit., p. 54. 
13 A. C. Sinha; Bhutan : Ethnic Identity and National Dilema, pp. 148-149. 
14 F. Williamson, Political Officer in Sikkim to the Sect. to the Government of Assam, Rev. Deptt. 

Shillong 16 July 1926. 
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The Bhutan N epalis also brought down from the border into the southern part of 

Goalpara, cattle, brass ware, ghee and pigs, woollen articles and vension to sell to 

outside settled villagers at the forest village markets. 15 These Nepalese also interfered 

the Kheda operation in Goalpara-Bhutan border. The conservator reported further that, 

"They fired elephant stockade as well as grazing of the Nepalese cattles in that vicnity 

unaccompanied by herdsmen any possible of capture of wild elephant at certain stockade 

had been completely prevented and consequently outstanding advances to certain 

stockade men totalling Rs. 11,000/- were not recovered in the particular year. The 

Nepalese also murdered a forest guard. 16 

It is also reported that some Nepali graziers have been actually residing inside the 

Bijni Sanctuary without permission.17 The Conservator, therefore, suggested for out

post of Assam Rifles on the Goalpara-Bhutan border and elsewhere, Jamduar on the 

Sonkosh River, Saralpara on the Saralbhanga river close to a big Bhutan Nepali village 

(Sorbhang) Halishar on the Ai river and Shorbhog. The Bhutan government was 

informed about the incident. Deb Zimpon, the Agent of Bhutan issued orders to Manda! · 

and Muktiyars to take away all the fire arms from their ryots and have strictly prohibited 

grazing of cattle along the border. 18 

As a result, things improved, and the Superintendent of Police had reported that 

Bhutan Nepalese gave no problem during the last cold weather except that they 

occasionally came to Bengtol Hat, where there was liquor shop to drink and gamble. 

Bengtol Hat was the third circle of the Sidli Duar and not less than 12 miles from the 

frontier. So it appeared that the Bhutanese ryots have behaved well due to action taken 

by the Bhutan Darbar. 19 

J. L. R. Weir, the Political Officer of Sikkim found the position of the second 

Maharaja of Bhutan, Druk Gyalpo Jigme Wangchuck (1926-1952) by no means secure 

in 1933. He was "at present little more than the overlord of a confederation of chiefs, 

who are found to him only through personal interests." He felt that for the maintenance 

15 Ibid. 
16 Assam Sect. Rev. March 1927, Nos. 43-46. 
17 Ibid., From the Conservetor to Second Sect. 5 March 1927. 
18 Ibid., From Zimpen S-T. Dorjee Agent of the Bhutan to Political Officer in Sikkim, Gangtok, 

August 1926. 
19 Rev, Deptt. 1927, Nos. 164-165, Rai Bahadur P. G. Mukharjee Deputy Commissioner Goalpara 

to Commissioner Assam Valley Division 14 March, 1927. 
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of peace on North-East Frontier, Bhutan should continue to remain united and peaceful 

.... the Maharaja should gradually increase his power until he was in a position to deal 

with any hostile rising of the chiefs. 20 

Weir in his report gave a telling picture of the revenue system of Bhutan in 1930's~ 

Of the Rs. 200,000 he received from the Government of India, Rs. 79,000 was paid to 

various monasteries, Rs. 24,000 to the court officials, Rs. 40,000 to the maintenance of 

his household and only Rs. 57,000 was left for general state expenditure. Other than this 

amount, there was no cash revenue from the internal taxation, which was paid in kind 

to the heads of the rdzongs and monasteries. In such a situation he proposed an increase 

of one lakh rupees in excise duty and another lakh in the subsidy.21 It was ollly in 1942 

. that the Government of British India increased the subsidy by another lakh of Rup~es.22 . 

On 6th October, 1946, RajaS. T. Dorji, the Agent ofBhutan wrote to Col. Baily 

. that he and the Maharaja of Bhutan were· not happy with changes of things taken place 

in India. They found trouble caused by their Nepali subjects. However, they intended to __ 

ask the new Indian government for more amount of subsidy, custom free imports and 

return of Buxa Duar and Dewangiri. When A. J. Hopkinson had taken over as Political 

Officer in Sikkim, he wrote to the government of India that Bhutan "at present wants 

to remain within the British Commonwealth even if India goes out of it." Bhutan was 

willing to enter into a new tri-partite agreement with Britain and India on revised terms 

including (i) an increased subsidy, (ii) return of Buxa Duar and Dewangiri. Bhutan 

· argued that the pop~lation of these two tracts was ove~helmingly Bhutanese and that, 

if India was being given back to the Indians (it is equally responsible) that Bhutanese 

territory should be returned to Bhutan. 23 

Indian interest required a friendly and contended Bhutan within India(n) rather than 

the Chinese orbit ; policy in this matter affected much more than merely Bhutan. Bhutan 

· was now friendly and anxious for continued friendship, but negligence · or conte~pt · · 

would soon drive it - and much else besides - into the open. arms of China. 24 
-

20 India Office Library, London (Lenc. I. 0. L.) p2.2/p and s/ Confidential letter from political 
Officer in Sikkim to Government of India, No. 6 (i) p/33, December 2, 1933, cited by A. C. 
Sinha, op. cit., p. 149. 

21 A. C. Sinha, op. cit., p. 149. 
22 Ibid., p. 150. 
23 Ibid., p. 173. 

·. 24 Ibid. 
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On June 30, 1.947, Raja Dorji informed Col.Bailey of the intention of getting the 

Indo-Bhutanese Treaty revised. However; the Bhutanese Agent felt that it would be 

impossible for Bhutan to remain completely independent. In that case, Bhutan would like 

to be a protectorate under India as well as Great Britain. 25 About two months after, on 

August 27, 194 7, the Agent of Bhutan, Raja Dorji informed Col. Baily that the newly 

independent State of India desired to step into the British government shoes where 

Bhutan was concerned. Further he reported that Bhutan had agreed for standstill 

agreement and desired an early negotiation for fresh arrangement between India and 

Bhutan. Raja Dorji reasoned: 

"An independent Bhutan would be an ideal thing, but on consideration we are 

inclined to think it will not be practical, and there are bound to be difficulties, if we 

demand both independence and subsidy. During the forth coming negotiation, a few of 

the points we are definitely going to discuss are free overseas custom and retrocession 

of underdeveloped land like Dewangiri and Buxa etc. We are thinking of asking for an 

increased subsidy and in return (of) handling over our foreign relations".26 

G. E .. B. Abbel, Private Secretary to the Viceroy, wrote a letter toR. N. I. Harris, 

Private Secretary to the Secretary of State for India~ on July 18, 1947, enclosing theitem 

of Bhutan's Memorendum submitted to the Government of India. The proposal made in 

the above memorandum runs : "The Govenunent of· Bhutan is aware that she cannot 

reclaim such land which have since been developed considerably. But she requests his 

Majesty's Government for the restoration of those lands which are either populated by 

Bhutanese, only used by Bhutanese or have been hither to underdeveloped and kept as 

forests: 

a) A very small area of Buxa Duar populated mainly by Bhutan 

b) The underdeveloped area of Dewangiri used only in winter for grazing by 

Bhutanese for an annual fees to Assam 

c) Underdeveloped or forest land adjoining the border of Bhutan such as (1) the 

Buxa Duar reserved forests, the · Sachapu reserved forests and Dhumpara reserved 

forests from Par() Khola to Sonkosh (which is) about 100 square miles; (2) the northern 

25 Ibid., p. 174. 
26 Ibid. 
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part of the Ripu reserve forests, Chirang reserve forests, the Manas reserve forests in the 

Goalpara district, the North Kamrup reserve forests, Bahbari reserve forests, Subankhata 

reserve forests, the underdeveloped Khas Mahal land of Dewangiri and Durang reserve 

forests. The total area of these territories in Assam is approximately 400 square miles".27 

Abbel wrote to Harris in the same letter on the above proposals : "There can of 

course be no question of ceding any territory from British India to Bhutan before the 

trans far of power and I gather from the Bhutan Agent . . . That this is not seriously 

expected, His Excellency ... hoped Bhutan will accept the fact that the new Government 

of India inherits the treaty position of H. M. Government in regard to Bhutan and that 

Bhutan should seek to maintain with the Government of India the same friendly relations 
. ?8 

as has existed between them and to H. M. Government".-

In 1948, the Bhutanese delegation came to New Delhi to negotiate a standstill 

treaty between the new Indian government and Bhutan. Apparently the Bhutanese were 

:impressed by the sincerity of the new Indian regime. 

The Indo-Bhutan Treaty of 1949 was signed at Darjeeling by the Bhutan Agent 

and ·the P9litical Officer in Sikkim on August 8, 1949.29 This treaty clearly established 

Bhutan as a sovereign power which was dependent on India for fmancial and diplomatic 

support. The treaty had a few significant points, firstly, unlike in the past, the Treaty was 

signed by the representatives of the two Governments. Secondly, this Treaty was ratified 

by the Brug-Gyalpo and the Govornor-General of India. Thirdly, like the past practice, 

India undertook not to interfere in the internal administration of Bhutan, while Bhutan 

agreed to be guided by the advice of India in its external relations. Fourthly, Articles 3 

proceeds to enhance the Grant to the Government of Bhutan from Rs. 2 lakhs to Rs. 5 

lakhs to be paid annually to Bhutan. The payment of compensation on the basis of a 

consideration is another indication to the status ofBhutan in its bilateral relationship with 

India. Fifthly, Article 4 may be said to further establish the principle of equality in the 

bilateral relationship between India and Bhutan since India agreed to return to the 

Government of Bhutan about 32 square miles of territory in Dewangiri region to set right 

27 Ibid., pp. 174-175. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., p. 177 ; B. J. Hasrat, op. cit., p. 129; N. Sing, op. cit., p. 103 ; M. Kohli, op. cit., for the 

text of treaty see Appendix-12.. 
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the inequality of the British rule left as a legacy to the Government of India. The 

Government of Bhutan had claimed that the British had wrongfully annexed the territory 

of Bhutan as a reprisal for the transborder raids which according to them had been 

carried out by both sides and that both Bhutan and British were equally guilty. However, 

. the British had forced the annexation of Bhutanese territory by virtue of the treaty of 

1865 and the Government of Bhutan had maintained that the reprisal carried out by the 

British were "for in excess of the limits prescribed by the law and practice of civilized 

countries." The Government of India did right in ceding back to Bhutan about 32 square 

miles of territory. 30 Sixthly, in case of dispute arising in applying the Treaty constitution 

· of an Arbritration will an Indian, a Bhutanese representative and the Chairman to be 

nominated by Bhutan among the Federal High Court judges from India was envisaged. , 

This stipulations worked to the satisfaction of both the contracting parties at least for 

a decade. 31 By this Treaty, Bhutan as a soverign state entered in special treaty relations 

with india, which after a few years enlarged into friendly assistance for its economic 

development. Indo-Bhutanese friendship became the cornerstone of Bhutan's foreign 

1. 32 po Icy. 

30 Ibid. 
31 A. C. Sinha, op. cit., p. 177. 
32 B. J. Hasrat, op. cit., p. 129. 


