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Chapter I 
 

 

Historical Geography and Demography of Colonial                    
Northern Bengal 

 

 

The present chapter seeks to historicize the geographical transformations and ecological 

vulnerabilities during the colonial periods in northern Bengal. The chapter also intends to 

explain the demographic transformations of northern Bengal shaped by the environmental 

factors and natural disasters occurred during the period of the study. Apart from the 

geographical and demographical changes the chapter will also focus on the political 

construction of the northern Bengal districts which had gone through several territorial and 

administrative adjustments and transfers of lands among each other even in the first half of 

the twentieth century. In order to analyse the geographical characteristics, the river system, 

change of river course and formation of new lands seemed to be the most decisive factor for 

the geographical construction of the region. Northern Bengal had a great variety of 

topographical structures which extended from the Darjeeling Himalayan ranges to the 

riverine inundated agricultural tracts. Niharranjan Ray, while describing the northern 

boundary of Bengal, has argued that the north of Bengal is bounded up by the Sikkim and the 

snowy Himalayan peak of Kanchenjungha below which there are Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling 

districts.1 The districts of Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling and the State of Cooch Behar were 

overwhelmingly populated by the hilly tribes viz. Lepcha, Limbu, Koch, Rajbanshi, and 

Bhutia; and the north-eastern boundary in the ancient time was extended up to the 

Brahmaputra river which demarcated the eastern and western boundary of Pundrabardhan 

and Kamrup State respectively.2  H. Blochmann has mentioned about the five ‘districts’ of 

Bengal during pre-medieval period viz. the Radha, the country west of the Hugli and south of 

the Ganges; Bagdi, the delta of the Ganges; Banga, the country to the east of and beyond the 

delta; Barendra, the country to the north of the Padma and between the Karatoya and the 

Mahananda rivers; and Mithila, the country west of the Mahananda.3 But what emerged in the 

colonial period was altogether different and unprecedented, because the colonial initiative to 
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organize and systematise the administrative and political boundaries of Bengal as well as 

India had given birth to a new ideology and practice of map-making. These cartographic 

endeavours were, however, aimed at the collection of accurate knowledge about the district, 

parganas, and thanas and thereby to control the revenue and criminal administration more 

efficiently. Therefore, throughout the colonial period the districts of northern Bengal had 

witnessed innumerable cases of transfers and readjustments of their boundaries which were 

no less important than the riverine or topographical changes of the region. In fact, disaster 

mitigation process, relief operations etc. were largely controlled and maintained by the 

district officials of the colonial administration which was headed by the Lieutenant Governor 

of Bengal. The united topography of Bengal had been largely constructed by numerous rivers 

among which the Ganges and the Brahmaputra, according to Major James Rennell, deserved 

special attention. Rennell had remarked that -    

“The Ganges and Burrampooter [Brahmaputr] rivers, together with their 
numerous branches and adjuncts, intersect the country of Bengal (which, 
independent of Bahar and Orissa, is somewhat larger than Great Britain) in such a 
variety of directions, as to form the most complete and easy inland navigation that 
can be conceived.”4 

The Ganges which had change its course for several times in Bengal, especially from the one 

side of the delta to the other, that Rennell found it difficult to identify any ‘virgin’ land, 

between the Tippera hills on the east, and the province of Burdwan on the west; nor on the 

north up to Dacca and Boalia (Rajshahi).5 The riverine and overall geographical and 

topographical transformations had influenced the demographic or population trends which 

were further shaped and altered by several natural disasters, diseases and epidemics and their 

subsequent influences.  
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Map. 1.1: Bengal districts in the early twentieth century 

Source: Sugata Bose, Peasant Labour and Colonial Capital: Rural Bengal since 1770, 

(1993), p. 85. 
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I 

Historical Geography, Ecology and River Systems of Northern Bengal 

The political divisions of Bengal had not always been complemented with those indicated by 

the physical features of the country or the ethnic distribution of the people, and this 

characteristic had prevailed especially in respect of Commissioners divisions. The census of 

1901 described that there was no natural dividing line between the Patna and Bhagalpur 

Commissionerships, while the latter incorporated Malda, the greater part of which was in all 

respects similar to the adjacent districts of the Rajshahi Division to which it formerly 

belonged.6 On the other hand, although the Mahananda had been regarded as ‘the true ethnic 

and linguistic’ boundary between Bengal and Bihar, but nearly a quarter of the Purnia district 

located to the east of that river, and in the same way the Himalayan district of Darjeeling 

embraced a considerable tract in the plains. Thus it was suggested that since district was the 

‘unit of administration’, therefore, it was ‘desirable that the results of the census should be 

viewed for each such unit as a whole’ instead of breaking up districts.7 

The term Barendra, according to the census of 1901, persisted in the Barind or elevated tract 

of old alluvium which extended over a considerable part of the then districts of Rajshahi, 

Dinajpur, Malda, and Bogra.8 The census of 1911 had divided the whole Bengal into four 

natural divisions viz. the West Bengal, the Central Bengal, the North Bengal, and the East 

Bengal, among which the North Bengal was comprised of the Districts of Rajshahi, Dinajpur, 

Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling, Rangpur, Bogra, Pabna, and Malda.9 These districts together had 

formed the Rajshahi Division. Although the State of Cooch Behar had been placed separately 

in the census as a sole State which formed the Cooch Bihar Division, but Cooch Behar has 

been treated as inseparable part of North Bengal in this work due to its close affinity with the 

districts of the Rajshahi Division in terms of land pattern, production system, composition of 

population and their socio-cultural behaviour etc. The census has introduced the region i.e. 

North Bengal in following terms:  

“North Bengal lying from east to west between Purnea and the Brahmaputra, and 
from north to south between the lower spurs of the Himalayas and the Ganges, a 
remarkably homogeneous area, except for the hills portion of the Darjeeling 
district which forms part of the Himalayas and is inhabited by Mongolian races, 
mostly descendants of immigrants from Nepal. In the north there is an unhealthy 
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submontane tract, the Tarai, from which the country gradually slopes southwards 
in a wide alluvial plain watered by the rivers flowing southwards from the 
Himalayas and broken only by the Barind. This is a comparatively high belt of 
laterite formation lying on the confines of Dinajpur, Malda, Rajshahi and Bogra, 
which grows only one crop, late rice, and which in consequence is subject to 
scarcity in years of deficient rainfall. The rest of the area has a rich soil of sandy 
loam, mainly under rice, which accounts for two-thirds of the cultivated area. Jute 
is also grown extensively and covers one-tenth of the cropped area; tea is raised 
in the submontane tract; known as the Duars in Jalpaiguri and the Tarai in 
Darjeeling as well as on the hills in the latter district. Except in the south-east, 
communication is mainly by land, and the demand for speedy transport has 
resulted in large railway extensions.”10 

 

Map. 1.2. Geological Formations of Bengal 

Source: A. E. Porter, Census of India, 1931 Vol. V, Bengal & Sikkim: Part I (Report), 1933, 
p. 3. 
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The census of 1931 had considered the geological formations of whole Bengal as 

‘homogenous’, except for the fringe of the province in the extreme north and west and the 

Tripura State and Chittagong Hill Tracts, where ‘change from an alluvial formation generally 

of recent date’ had taken place.11 Geographically the difference between the different parts of 

the province, as envisage by the census, depended upon the degree and nature of their rivers 

activity. The census of 1931 informed that the North Bengal was comprised of the part of the 

province north of the Ganges and west of the Brahmaputra and included the Rajshahi 

Division and the State of Cooch Behar.12 It is evident from the above map (1.2) that the 

districts of northern Bengal were part of the recent alluvium tract. 

The District of Bogra was situated on the eastern central part of the Rajshahi Division with an 

area of 1,359 square miles. The Sadar town or district headquarter of the district was Bogra, 

which was located on the west Bank of the Karatoya river. The district of Bogra was situated 

on the right bank of the river Brahmaputra, which was locally named as Daokoha and was 

surrounded on the north by the districts of Rangpur and Dinajpur, on the south by Pabna and 

Rajshahi; and on the west by Rajshahi and Dinajpur.13 The rivers Karatoya and Phuljhor 

divided the district into two portions – north and south. The eastern part of the district had 

contained of almost two-fifth of the entire area of the district which can be regarded as the 

forming part of the valley of the Brahmaputra. This tract was generally low-lying and was 

intersected by several khals and bils and was subject to the annual inundations from the 

overflow of the Brahmaputra, the Bangali, and the Katakhali. Although the eastern part had 

little forests, but the western part of the district was, however, ‘well-wooded, dense scrub 

jungle being found in parts’ and was generally above flood level.14 The soil of eastern part 

was known as pali (silt-covered) and the soil of western parts was known as khiar (sapless, 

hard). The western boundary had also some portion of pali tracts which was formed by 

Jamuna and overflowed by Atrai river. The khiar tract which had rounded the Bogra town 

appeared as a ‘raised plots or strips of land ‘on which a great amount of mulberry was 

cultivated.15 

The district of Bogra (Bagura) was created in 1821 for the purpose of, as argued by C. J. 

O’Donnell, providing ‘additional facilities for the administration of criminal’ justice in the 

outlying eastern police divisions of Dinajpur, Rangpur, and Rajshahi, which had gained a 

notoriety for dakaiti, or gang-robbery, and other crimes of violence and for the ‘supervision’ 

of the Europeans who had settled along the rivers in the east of the district as indigo and silk 
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planters.16 The police stations of Lalbazar, Khetlal, and Badalgachhi from Dinajpur; 

Govinganj and Diwanganj from Rangpur; and Bogra, Adamdighi, and Naukhila from 

Rajshahi were taken to form the political territory of the district of Bogra. In 1832 Bogra 

became a revenue receiving centre under the Magisterial supervision, and in September 1839 

Bogra had received the police division of Raiganj which was transferred to the district from 

Rajshahi.17 The administrative construction of Bogra was chiefly aimed to settle the 

‘anomalous condition of the revenue jurisdiction’.18 The solution came in November 1850 

when the Deputy-Governor of Bengal had approved the transfer to Bogra of 549 estates from 

the Collectorates of Rangpur, Dinajpur, Pabna, Mymensing, and Rajshahi after the payment 

of a total revenue of £8705, 8s. 7d.19 The rivers Jamuna and Daokoha had attained a great 

size during this time as a result of change in course of the river Brahmaputra for which it 

became difficult to exercise ‘proper criminal supervision over those parts of Bogra District’ 

which were situated on the eastern bank of these rivers.’20  

Ecological factors had also became instrumental in the administrative formation of the district 

or the time to time transfer of the thanas or villages to and from the district - in 1861, some 

villages of the south of the district were transferred to Rajshahi in response of the suggestion 

of the Boundary Commissioner ‘in order to make the petty river Bhadaya the boundary in 

that direction; in 16th March 1868, the police centre of Lalbazar was taken away to Panchbibi, 

due to the ‘unhealthiness of the former village’; on the 20th March of the same year, the 

police station of Naukhila was transferred for the village of Shariakandi due to the difficulty 

of procuring water at Naukhila as a result of the silting up of the Manas river, on which it was 

located; in 1869, further adjustment had been arranged in the southern boundary of the 

district, particularly towards the south-east, in order to make the river Ichhamati the boundary 

between the Raiganj police division and Pabna district.21 

The river system of Bogra had been regarded as the part of the Atrai tributary system of the 

Brahmaputra. Considering the Karatoya as the central dividing water-channel of the district, 

the other rivers had been divided into two major river-systems – eastern systems and western 

systems. The eastern river-system embraced the major rivers viz. Bangali, Halhalia, and 

Phuljhor along with the minor rivers like – the Valka and the Manash; and on the other hand 

the western river-system had the rivers namely the Nagar, the Tulsidanga and other minor 

rivers. The rivers of Bogra which were said to have been the tributaries of the Brahmaputra 

had fallen into the Atrai, which again also flowed into the Brahmaputra in the district of 
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Pabna and this meeting point was twelve-miles north of the confluence of the Atrai with the 

Ganges at Goalando.22 The river system of the district has been tabulated in the Gazetteer in 

the following manner: 

Eastern system Katakhali, Bangali, Halhalia  

Phuljhor ....... 

 

   Atrai, Brahmaputra Central system Karatoya 

Western system Jamuna, Tulsidanga, Nagar  

 

The river Brahmaputra had shifted from its earlier channel after entering into the district of 

Bogra. The entry of the river Brahmaputra, locally named as Daokoha, into the district had a 

‘traditional’ or local version which described that the prevailing bed of the river had been 

brought by a peasant who had cut a small channel in its bank with a dao or hatchet for 

drifting the inflow of water in order to catch fish and that ‘little cut’ enlarged into a great 

breach, through which ultimately the whole body of the river found its way.23 The deserted 

bed of the river was covered with rich silt every year and produced a good amount of harvest 

of rice and other crops. In 1888 Mr. O’Donnell had revealed that the course of the river had 

gradually changed to western direction, and the river again changed its course and the main 

channel moved steadily eastwards where the river located seven miles from Naukhila.24  

Hunter have produced a somewhat extensive tabulation of the internal rivers which showed 

that Atrai was the ‘natural recipient’ of all the waters of the District of Bogra. 

 

 

Atrai 

Jamuna Tulsidanga Harabati 

Irabati   

Nagar  Bangali 

Phuljhor Halhalia Manas 

Karatoya 

 

 
Dr. Buchanan Hamilton had given the following description about Jamua which flowed into 

the district: 
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“The Jamuna passes through the division of Lalbazar, and at the town of that 
name separate into two branches. Before the separation it has two marts, 
Baksigabj and Belamala, both on the decline. The western branch is the more 
considerable, and preserves the name. .... On entering the division of 
Badalgachhi, the Jamuna receives two other small rivers, which also pass through 
Lalbazar, and are nearly of the same size.... The eastern branch of Jamuna is 
called Kata Jamuna, and said to be an artificial canal which was made by a very 
rich merchant...at present the principal landholder in the vicinity. In the rainy 
season it admits vessels carrying 400 or 500 mans, and posses two small marts.... 
About nine miles from its separation from the principal branch, the Kata Jamuna 
joins the Tulsi, a small river which rises in the division of Lalbazar from a marsh 
called Raktadaha, and afterwards form the boundary between that and Khetlal, 
between this again and Badalgachhi, and then joins the western branch of 
Jamuna.”25 

Karatoya had been one of the largest river in the district, but it had gradually become smaller 

and shallower than most of the rivers in the district. Niharranjan Ray was of the opinion that 

from ancient times Karatoya was flowing through the district.26 There were significant 

changes in course of the river. Tista was flowing from north to south through the heart of the 

district where it first went through Sibganj, then through the middle of Bogra, and finally 

through Sherpur police station, where it ultimately met with Phuljhor at Khanpur.27 One 

branch of the river which locally known as purana Karatoya (old Karatoya) had passed by 

Mirzapur and Bhawanipur, and had joined with the Phuljhor lower down in the Pabna district. 

The river had no such tributaries in the district. The river Nagar which was the branch of the 

Karatoya was fell in the Karatoya about eleven miles north of Bogra. The Nagar was the 

boundary between the police divisions of Bogra and Shibganj.28 The river Halhalia, which 

entered from the district of Mymensing was broken up by the waters of Brahmaputra which 

pour down the Jamuna. Branches of Halhalia existed on both sides of the river Jamuna. The 

western bank of Halhalia flowed through the Shariakandi police division for about twenty 

miles, and then for ten miles more through the Sherpur police division to it confluence with 

the Karatoya at Khanpur.29 Although the lower Halhalia and Phuljhor were both navigable for 

large boats, but a part of Halhalia near Shariakandi was very shallow, particularly near the 

Brahmaputra. One of the major rivers in the district of Bogra, viz. Bangali came from the 

Rangpur district , and entered Bogra in the Shariakandi thana, about three miles to the south-

east of the Sonatola Railway station on the Brahmaputra-Santahar Branch Railway.30 The 

Bangali was provided with a large amount of water from the Karatoya down the Katakhali 

due to the floods of 1820.31 From Sonatola the Bangali flowed towards south-east and it 
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continued to travel in that direction till it reached Chhaihata, and this point at Joregachha the 

river bifurcated into two streams, one of which took a straight southerly course and came to 

be known as Halhalia, while the other branch had continued to be called as Bangali took a 

south-easterly course which travelled past the Dhunot thana; and both the branches again 

reunited in Dhunot thana to form the Phuljhor river.32 The Bangali, the Halhalia, and the 

Phuljhor were navigable throughout the year for boats of three or four tons of cargo, and in 

the rainy season became the important medium of boat traffic for all over the east of the 

district. The river Manas which came into the district from Rangpur, was formerly a river of 

about the same size as the river Bangali. But the Brahmaputra had annihilated all the traces of 

the river throughout the district. The river Manas had gradually turned into a ‘short channel 

four miles long, choked with sand, running between the Bangali and the Brahmaputra, and 

joining the [Brahmaputra] river four miles north of its Halhalia branch.’33 

The river Brahmaputra and Karatoya had undergone a considerable change in their river 

course in the district. Brahmaputra had changed its direction and bed since the beginning of 

the nineteenth century and as a result an entirely new branch of river system had emerged in 

Eastern Bengal. Hunter had noticed the flow of Brahmaputra between the Shariakandi police 

division of Bogra and the Diwanganj police division of Mymensing, whereas Major Rennell 

had described in 1781 that the river had bent away eastward from Diwanganj and about 

eighteen miles from Shariakandi.34About the river Jamuna, Dr Buchanan Hamilton remarked: 

“the river threatens to carry away all the vicinity of Diwanganj, and perhaps to force its way 

through the Konai into the heart of Nattor.”35 As a result of these changes the whole river 

system in the tract between the Karatoya and the high country in Mymensing, known as the 

Madhupur jungle, had been so massively broken up that it appeared impossible to identify the 

rivers separately ‘except by name’.36 Karatoya had also undergone a severe change and 

deviation in its course at Mahasthan. In the midway between Bogra and Sherpur there were 

instances of a large diversion where after every two or three miles there appeared 

considerable islands of red soil surrounded by alluvium which demonstrated the varied 

direction of the river.37 Karatoya had witnessed a great change in terms of its volume of 

water. Although Karatoya had been mentioned as ‘a very considerable’ and ‘large’ river in 

the descriptions of Buchanan Hamilton and Major Rennell, but by the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century it turned into ‘a narrow, extremely shallow, and almost stagnant stream.’38 
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The District of Rajshahi, after which the Division was named as the Rajshahi Divison, was 

situated in the south-west of the Division with its headquarter at Rampur Boalia, located at 

the northern bank of the Ganges, which was known as the Padma in this tracts.39 The Ganges 

which formed the natural boundary to the south and south-west, separated the districts of 

Nadia and Murshidabad from Rajshahi. The district was bounded west by Malda, north by 

Dinajpur, and east by Bogra and Pabna. The district had been divided into three major portion 

– the Barind tract, the Riparian tract, and the bil area. Although the overall Barind region of 

northern Bengal included the highland areas of Malda, Rajshahi, Dinajpur, Rangpur and 

Bogra districts of Rajshahi division, but the Barind tract of the Rajshahi district commenced 

from near Godagari and extended to northwards along the western boundary and then bent to 

the east by stretching along the whole of the north of the district.40 Although the Barind was a 

elevated tract but there was no considerable difference of level between the Barind and the 

rest of the district.  The second division was the riparian portion of the district which went 

through along the Ganges and was consisted of Rampur Boalia, Charghat and Lalpur with a 

relatively high level of the field that was slopping down northward from the Ganges.41 The 

third division viz. the bil areas which were comprised of the thanas of Naogaon, Bagmara, 

Puthia, Panchupur, Nator, Baraigram, and the southern part of Singra had been identified as 

swampy, waterlogged and intersected by the numerous rivers that produced malaria in every 

year with the advent of rain.42 The bil portion can be again subdivided in two areas viz. the 

growing and the not growing ganja of which the growing areas fell into the Naogaon thana 

and had a higher surface which appeared less vulnerable to the blockage of drainage. 

The Ganges and the Mahananda were the two major rivers in the district – Ganges formed the 

boundary on the south-west and the south, while Mahananda merely passed on the extreme 

western boundary for about three or four miles to the point of its confluence with the Ganges. 

Contiguous to the place where the Ganges had touched the western boundary of the District, a 

delta had been constructed by its waters in concurrence with the river Mahananda.43 Hunter 

was informed by the Collector that during the last quarter of the eighteenth century, two 

rivers viz. Ganges and Mahananda ran almost parallel with each other for about twenty-five 

miles lower than their current-point of junction which was broken up by a small tracts of land 

rested with the villages.44 From about five miles lower the Rampur Boalia, the Ganges 

created a small stream viz. Narad which travelled in a north-easterly direction through the 

thanas of Boalia, Putia, Nator, and Baraigaon. The river Baral which was an important 
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offshoot of the Ganges in the Rajshahi districthad flowed ‘in a winding easterly course’ 

through the southern thanas of Charghat and Baraigaon.45 The Ganges, while flowing 

through the district of Rajshahi had given birth to numerous alluvial tracts and chars which 

were densely cultivable. The Mahananda, after flowing through the districts of Purnia and 

Malda travelled through the western boundary of Rajshahi, but the river neither received any 

tributary nor produced any offshoots during its stay in the district of Rajshahi. The river Atrai 

which travelled through the district of Dinajpur and entered into the Rajshahi district from the 

north of the Manda thana passed through the Manda, Bindaikara, and Singra thanas. The 

district of Rajshahi was especially known for the large number of bils or swamps which 

spread across throughout the district. These bils were varied in sizes – some were small and 

some were too big, like the Chalan Bil. The Chalan Bil which had stretched over an area of 

140 square miles on the borders of the Rajshahi and Pabna districts, was located between 

Singra (a thana in the Nator subdivision), and the north bank of the Gumani.46 The Chalan 

Bil was said to have extended previously over an area of 421 square miles, but the whole area 

gradually turned into dry and became small.47 The largest breadth of bil was almost nine 

miles from Taras on the north-east to Narayanpur which was one mile from Biyaghat, a 

village on the north bank of the Gumani; while the largest length was about fifteen miles 

from Singra to Kachikats on the Gumani.48 The Gumani river flowed along Singra and met 

with Gur or Atrai, the chief feeder of the Chalan Bil, to the south-east of Bahadurpur and 

formed a large space for open waters which was 4 to 6 miles in width and known locally as 

the Failam. Since the old Atrai was gradually dying and a part of its bed had been captured by 

the river Gadai, there had been an encroachment of the silt-laden Padma river into the bil 

which was resulted in the fast silting up in the portions nearer to the channel of Atrai.49 

The district of Pabna was surrounded on the north by the districts of Rajshahi, Bogra, and 

Mymensing; on the south by the River Padma or Ganges which separated it from the districts 

of Nadia and Faridpur; on the west by river Jamuna which distinguished it from the districts 

of Mymensing and Dacca; and on the west by the districts of Rajshahi and Nadia.50 The 

district of Pabna, which was constituted in 1832, was charged under a Joint-Magistrate and 

Deputy Collector; and in 1859 the district had received a full Magistrate and Collector.51  The 

district was situated at the head of the Bengal delta within the angle formed by the confluence 

of the Ganges and the Brahmaputra. The district was not uniform in character in terms of the 

level of the ground – the south-western portion which had the Sadar subdivision was 
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relatively high and acted as the obstruction to drainage; whereas the Sirajganj subdivision 

was low-lying and the drainage was open here.52  

The river system of the district of Pabna was comprised of the rivers of the Ganges or Padma 

and the Brahmaputra. The whole district was traversed by the networks of minor river 

channels and streams and the interior of the district was constructed by the deserted beds of 

old rivers.53 The Ganges or the Padma formed a part of the western and the whole of the 

southern boundary of Pabna. The river Ichhamati which emerged from Pabna at the village of 

Dogachhi, seven miles from the south-east of Pabna town, crossed the civil station and 

flowed through the district with a convoluted route and joined with Harasagar.54 Harasagar 

was the principal branch of the river Jamuna which separated Pabna from the districts of 

Mymensing and Dacca; and the Baral and the Karatoya or Phuljhor were the two branches of 

the Harasagar. The district had witnessed continuous process of alluvion and diluvion in the 

course of the principal rivers of the district. While mentioning about the Collector’s report, 

M. H. Kisch, who compiled the Account of the district of Pabna had stated about the 

following changes that had taken place in the river-course or the beds of the rivers: an 

important incident of diluvion had taken place in 1863 when about 3465 acres of land had 

been deviated from the estate of Balrampur and annexed to the estates of Bharara and 

Dogachhi; an important fluvial change had taken place in the course of the Padma which 

previously flowed closely to the town of the Pabna had later shifted for about four miles in 

1876.55 A large portion of the district had been occupied by the Chalan Bil which covered an 

extensive area in the Raiganj and Chatmohar thanas.56 The river Atrai which was the 

principal feeder of the Chalan Bil, had brought down its water through a passage between the 

districts of Rajshahi and Dinajpur. 

The District of Dinajpur had been appeared to Hunter as a triangular tract of country, with the 

acute angle towards the north and the district was laid between the Districts of Jalpaiguri and 

Rangpur on the east and Purnia on the west, and in the south bordering on parts of Malda, 

Rajshahi, and Bogra Districts.57 The jurisdiction of Dinajpur had undergone remarkable 

changes. In order to enable the administration to cope successfully with the dakaits or gang 

robbers the limits of the District were gradually constrained. There were great differences 

between the revenue, magisterial, and civil administration of the district. The criminal 

administration was regulated by the natural boundaries of the district, and while the revenue 

administration was controlled by the old division of the land into parganas. Between 1787 
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and 1870, the district had witnessed several changes in terms of fiscal, administrative and 

judicial regulations.58 There were some undulations in the northern and southern part of the 

district of Dinajpur. The district was intersected by numerous rivers, marshes and bils. The 

whole District formed part of the rich arable tract lying between the Ganges and the southern 

slopes of the Himalayas and the country had a gradual slope from north to south. The Nagar 

river formed the natural boundary on the Purnia side, and the river Karatoya had separated 

the district from Rangpur for about 50 miles on the south-east.  

The obvious direction of the rivers in the district was from north to south, and they ultimately 

fell to the Ganges. The rivers had, however, hardly been noticed with any frequent 

inundations. During the rainy season, the main rivers in the district viz. Nagar, Punarbhaba, 

and Atrai were navigable by standard-sized country boats to about as far as Dinajpur town, 

but in the dry season which persisted almost for eight months in a year the river became 

considerably shallow and difficult for navigation.59 The river Mahananda, after flowing 

through Purnia District, had touched Dinajpur near the small village of Mokundpur in the 

police circle of Hemtabad, and then it turned southwards to form the western boundary of 

Dinajpur for a distance of from twenty-five to thirty miles, leaving the District at its extreme 

south-west corner.60 The major tributaries on the Dinajpur bank were the Nagar and the 

Hingalbhaga; and the bed of the Mahananda was sandy, and its banks were alternately 

sloping and abrupt. However, there were no instances of changes in the course of the river. 

The river Nagar entered into the Dinajpur district from Purnia at its extreme northernmost 

point, and travelled southwards for about ninety miles in order to form the boundary between 

Dinajpur and Purnia, and finally it fell into the Mahananda at the point where the Mahananda 

river first touched on Dinajpur.61 The Nagar was navigable by large cargo boats during the 

rainy season, and by small boats and canoes throughout the year. Its principal tributaries on 

the eastern or Dinajpur bank were the Patki, Singia, Tilai, Nuna, Gandar, Kaya, and Kulik 

rivers, among which the last being by far the most important river. The Kulik which was the 

principal tributary of the Nagar had its rise in a marsh in the north-west of the police circle of 

Thakurgaon, and after running a course of thirty-six miles through the thanas of Ranisankail, 

Pirganj, and Hemtabad, had fell into the Nagar near the village of Gorahar, where the Nagar 

river joined with the Mahananda.62 The river Tangan entered into the district from its 

northern boundary from Jalpaiguri, and after crossing the thanas of Thakurgaon, Pirganj, 

Kaliyaganj, and Bansihari it passed into the Malda district where it met with the 
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Mahananda.63 The total length of course of the river in the Dinajpur district was about 80 

miles. The principal tributaries of the Tangan were the Ghoramara, a small flow of water rose 

near Ruhiya, and Tulai, which emerged in the jurisdiction of Pirganj and joined the Tangan in 

Bansihari thana. The river Punarbhaba emerged from a marsh called Brahmanpukur, in the 

Thakurgaon thana, and after passing through the Birganj thana it was joined by the river 

Dhepa at the Kotwali of the district. The name Punarbhaba had been assigned to the 

combined river course which was comprised by the Dhepa and Punarbhaba.64 After the 

Kotwali the river entered into Gangarampur where it created its new branch called Brahmani; 

and a few miles below the Gangarampur these two channels were united by a canal.65 The 

Atrai river was the channel by which the waters of the Tista found their way into the Ganges 

before the change of course of the Tista river in 1787-88. Despite of its deprivation of water 

from the main source of supply the Atrai had remained the most important stream in the 

District. The river entered into Dinajpur from the Rangpur District on the north-east, near the 

village of Jiaganj, and took a southward course through the thanas of Birganj, Patiram, 

Patnitala, and Porsha, where it had left the District on its extreme southern border, after a 

course of eighty-four miles in a straight line, and passed into Rajshahi District and finally 

poured its waters into the Ganges in Pabna District under the name of the Baral.66 To the east 

of Kantanagar, the Atrai created a branch called the Gabhura or Garbheswari from its western 

bank, which after a course of fifteen miles, rejoined the parent stream near Sahebganj. The 

chief tributaries of the Atrai within Dinajpur District were the Kastua-khari, Satkharia, Khari, 

and the Dharna khal on its west or right bank; and the old Tista or Karto, Bholi, old Atrai, 

Jamuna (not the river mentioned above, but another of the same name), and Ichhamati on its 

east or left bank.67 The Atrai was navigable throughout its course in Dinajpur District during 

the rains, and by small boats and canoes in the dry season. According to the Revenue Survey 

of the District conducted in 1863, although it was found that, the river had constantly 

changed its course, but in 1870, however, the Collector reported that ‘no instances of alluvion 

or diluvion, or of changes of course in the channel of the river, had of late taken place.’68 

Although by the orders of the Governor General in Council attempt had been proposed in 

June 1889 to restore Tista to its original channel but it was finally abandoned as it was 

appeared ‘impracticable’; but the river bed of the Atrai had been constantly silting up during 

these days and this process was ‘hastened by the raising of the level of the river-bed in the 

earthquake of 1897.’69 The river Jamuna has deserved to be mentioned here. The Jamuna, 

which was one of the original channels of the Tista, entered into the Dinajpur district from 
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the north-east of Parbatipur of Rangpur and travelling to the south passed into Bogra near 

Hilli and finally poured its waters in the Atrai in the Rajshahi district.70 Among the 65 miles, 

consisted of deep and narrow channel, of its total course in the district a considerable portion 

of the river was navigable for moderate sized boats during the rainy season. A small river 

channel viz. the Chhiramati which had no tributaries emerged from a marsh in Hemtabad 

thana, and after running a course of about thirty miles through Hemtabad and Bansihari 

thanas it left Dinajpur near its south-western corner, and passed into Malda District, where, 

after a further course of a few miles it fell into the Mahananda river.71 

The district of Malda had to move through several administrative transformations during the 

colonial period. Malda with some of its other parganas and thanas came into existence as a 

district (though its many parts or thanas formerly belonged to the districts of Purnia, Rajshahi 

and Dinajpur) when it was placed under a Joint Magistracy in March 1813 and Mr. Braddon 

was first deputed as the Joint Magistrate and Deputy Collector of the Zilla in 13th March 

1813.72 This administrative reconstruction which provided a fertile ground of enticements had 

a profound effect on the cultural landscapes of the district that incorporated the mosaic of 

ethno religious and linguistic elements into the cultural traditions of Malda.73 In 1832 a 

separate treasury was opened and in 1859 the district was placed under the administration of 

a full-fledged Magistrate and Collector.74 The district of Malda formed a part of the Rajshahi 

division till 1876 when it was transferred to the Bhagalpur division but in 1905 the district 

was transferred again from the Bhagalpur division to the Rajshahi Division on the formation 

of the province of Eastern Bengal and Assam75 and till August, 1947 the district remained 

within the Rajshahi division. It can be noticed from the different sources that in course of 

time the boundary of the district of Malda was gradually expanding. During Hunter’s time the 

total area of the district, excluding the river areas, was 1806.64 square miles, whereas 

Lambourn mentioned the total area as 1,899 square mile, but in the Survey Settlement Report 

the total boundary of the district was noted as 1,987 square miles.76 The whole country was 

alluvial in origin, but the tract which existed to the west of the Mahananda and in the 

direction of the Ganges was low-lying, and to a great extent still subject to the effects of 

fluvial action.77 In this part of the District, there were situated the chars and various other 

alluvial accretions, which the Ganges has created during that important change in its channel 

which had taken place since ‘it washed the walls of the ancient city of Gaur.’78 
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The district was broadly divided into three natural or physiographical units viz. barind, diara 

and tal. The part of the district east of the Mahananda river was called as barind, made up of 

the ancient alluvial humps with red clay soils which were remnants of old riverine floodplains 

that remained unaffected subsequently by inundation and renewed silting. The name ‘barind’ 

was emerged from the word ‘Barendra’ where ‘Mahananda was the boundary in the olden 

days between the territory of the Barendra and the Rarhi Brahmins.’79 To the west of the 

Mahananda the land was again divided into two portions by Kalindi river flowing west and 

east from the Ganges.80 The remaining part of the district fell on an adjacent tract of flat 

lowland which formed the local catchments of the Mahananda and Ganges and this lowland 

tract which dropped gradually from the north to south was classified into two additional 

physiographic regions known as the tal and the diara. The diara was a relatively well-drained 

flatland shaped by the fluvial deposition of newer alluvium in the intermediate region 

between the barind upland and the swampy tal tract.81 Large parts of the diara had begun to 

attract a new population since the early 20th century, after the exposition of alluvial chars by 

the westward migration of Ganges which opened this area for revenue settlement. Bhutni 

diara to the northwest of Manikchak thana was settled after 1921 by agriculturists who 

migrated to cultivate the river chars from Murshidabad district, where fresh erosion was 

taking place along the opposite river bank at the time.82 The barind was thinly settled and 

extensively roofed by forests and the relative scarcity of water made it unsuitable for 

intensive agriculture. Tribal migration into this region was carried out by the British during 

the late 19th century as a conscious policy for disbanding the tribal who had violently 

protested during the Santal Revolt of 1855 against the British penetration into the tribal land. 

The tal area, which covered the areas of approximately Harishchandrapur and Ratua police 

stations between the Mahananda in the north and the Kalindri river in the south, was a low-

lying area subject to the inundation with the rise of rivers.83 

Among the several rivers the four rivers viz. the Ganges, the Mahananda, the Kalindri, and 

the Punarbhaba were navigable throughout the year for boats of upwards of 100 maunds, or 

four tons burden whereas the other four others, namely, the Tangan, the Pagla the Sonakhali, 

and the Suarmasa were navigable only during the rainy season, and for boats of under 50 

maunds or two tons burden.84 The river system of Malda was mainly comprised by the 

Ganges, with its several ancient beds and branch channels, and the Mahananda, with its three 

large tributaries. The main stream of the Ganges which travelled through the entire west and 
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south-west border of the District first touched on the District at the north-west corner where it 

had received the tributary waters of the Kosi. At this point it took a wide curve, and moved 

for some 15 miles in a southerly direction. The river finally left the District at its extreme 

southern corner, at the point where it was joined by the Mahananda, just above the police 

station of Godagari in the adjoining District of Rajshahi.85 The streams of the river Ganges 

remained as ‘the most admirable means of water communication for this portion of the 

District.’86 The map compiled by Mr, Pemberton, the Revenue Surveyor, in 1848, placed the 

town of Rajmahal as actually on the main stream of the river. But later the stream had set in 

the opposite direction and as a result Rajmahal had been abandoned by the Ganges, which 

tried to clear its way through the middle of the District of Malda. The Collector of Malda 

argued in 1870 that the Ganges at that time was nearer to Haiatpur, which two or three years 

earlier was some miles remote from it.87 Flowing from Purnia, the Mahananda first entered 

into the district through the extreme north and formed the north-eastern boundary of the 

district and was joined by the Tangan as its only tributary.88 In its total length of 80 miles in 

the district the river flowed from north to south by dividing the district with two equal 

portions. Although before the introduction of railways the Mahananda acted as a most 

important channel of direct communication between the Lower Bengal and the sub-

Himalayan districts, but the expansion of railways in northern Bengal, especially in this part, 

had undermined its importance. Till the reaching point at Malda, the Mahananda remained 50 

yards width, though it widened to an average of 200 to 600 yards after receiving the water of 

Kalindri with the high silting up but it had ‘diminished the volume of water’ the former river 

had carried.89 Melting of snows and the excessive rains had largely contributed to the raising 

of river beds which frequently resulted in severe floods in the district. In Rennell’s map 

Kalindri had been shown as an offshoot of the eastern branch of the Ganges.90 Kalindri which 

was brought to the plain from the Nepal hills by the Ponar river, entered into the district from 

Purnia near Hatichapa and joined with Ganges on its right bank.91 Tangan, the tributary of 

Mahananda entered into Malda from Dinajpur into the north-east comer of the District and 

after getting a southerly course of nearly thirty miles, poured its water into the Mahananda at 

Muchia.92 The Tangan brought down with it a larger quantity of silt, and as a result it had to 

suffer a lot during the later years which triggered considerable changes of course. There was 

small nala that connected Muchia with the Tangan into which the main body of the stream 

had turned after the total desertion of its old bed, which was still traceable in a southern 

direction by Kendua.93 It was reported that the Tangan had also apparently altered its course 
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in the neighbourhood of the village of Raniganj. Although the banks of the river were distinct 

and well marked, but the river channel of the Tangan in many places got contracted by the 

sand and mud which had been brought down from the hills to such an extent that it acted as 

an impediment against the navigation during the hot weather.94 This silting up of the bed was 

especially observable near Bamangola. The river which Punarbhaba had formed the eastern 

boundary of the district of Malda, ran through the Bamangola and Habibpur police station 

and after entering Gomastapur it turned into south-west and poured its water into the 

Mahananda at Makdampur Ghat.95  

As it is mentioned in the Gazetteer, the name Rangpur originated from the words Ranga i.e., 

pleasure and pur i.e., place, which together form the meaning as ‘a place of pleasure or the 

abode of bliss.’96 The District of Rangpur was surrounded on the north by the District of 

Jalpaiguri and the Princely State of Cooch Behar, on the east by the Brahmaputra river and 

the Districts of Goalpara of Assam and Mymensingh, on the south by Bogra District, and on 

the east by the Districts of Dinajpur and Jalpaiguri. Although the thanas of Rangpur had been 

established by the regulation of XXII of 1793, but they had to witness considerable changes 

in their position in course of time.97 The Survey and Settlement operations which had been 

conducted in the district of Rangpur between 1931 and 1938 had pointed out two disputes 

regarding its boundary problem – the survey and demarcation of the main boundary; and the 

demarcation of the chhits or enclaves of Cooch Behar within Rangpur and of Rangpur within 

Cooch Behar.98 On the other hand, there were also certain exchanges of Rangpur chhits with 

Dinajpur and Jalpaiguri. The Rangpur chhits in Dinajpur were handed over to the later and 

left for the settlement authorities of Dinajpur; and the Rangpur chhits in Jalpaiguri were 

surveyed and the maps and records had transferred over to the Deputy Commissioner of 

Jalpaiguri in order to transfer the Dinajpur and Jalpaiguri chhits to Rangpur. 99  

The Brahmaputra and Tista river had great influence in shaping the topographical 

peculiarities for the district of Rangpur and they had to go through certain some changes in 

their course. In 1809 Buchanan Hamilton had described the changes in the rivers course of 

the district in the following manner: 

“Since the survey was made by Major Rennell (about thirty years ago) the rivers 
of this district have undergone such changes .... The soil is so light, and the rivers 
in descending from the mountains have acquired such force, that frequent and 
great changes are unavoidable. Old channels have been swept away, and new 
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ones are constantly forming... After tracing the name of a river for some distance, 
you lose it for all of a sudden, and perhaps recover the same name at a distance of 
twenty miles, where many large rivers intervene, and no channel remains to assist 
in the discovery of the former connection. The old channels have not only lost 
their current of water, but have been entirely obliterated by cultivation, or by beds 
of sand thrown into them by newly-formed rivers.”100 

Adding more ‘confusion to this, Hamilton had further informed about the rivers which had 

different names in different parts of their course which had motivated Major Rennell ‘to have 

altogether avoided giving names to many of the rivers.’101 However, despite of these 

difficulties there were some major rivers in the district of Rangpur – viz. Brahmaputra, Tista, 

Karatoya, Dharla. The river Brahmaputra had ran along the eastern boundary of the district 

by separating it from Goalpara and Mymensing. But as a result of changes in its course, a 

tract of alluvial land called Raomari which previously belonged to the Rangpur district had 

been shifted to its right bank. The river first entered into the district from its north-east corner 

at Majhiali about eight miles south-east of Dhubri which was the headquarter of the Goalpara 

district.102 Although Brahmaputra was navigable throughout the year by the large boats but 

during the last quarter of the nineteenth century it had been observed that there emerged a 

good number of islands and sandbanks created by its channels which were steadily shifting 

from one point to another. These changes had been resulted in the gradual drifting of the 

Chlmari police station further inland; and in the complete obliteration of Kaliganj and 

Bhawaniganj. The Tista (Trisrota) was the second river in importance. It entered Rangpur 

from Jalpdiguri about six miles north of the village of Baruni, and travelled through the 

District from north-west to south-east, till it fell into the Brahmaputra a few miles to the 

south-west of Chilmari police station in Bhawaniganj Subdivision; its length is estimated at 

about a hundred and ten miles within Rangpur District. Several islands and sandbanks were 

formed by the current, but these were fewer in number and of much smaller size than those in 

the Brahmaputra. The lower part of the Tista, from Kapasia to Nalganj-hat, was known as the 

Pagla river. The Tista had been noted for frequent and violent changes in its course; and 

many old channels were found, such as the Chhota Tista, Bura Tista, and Mara Tista, each of 

which at one time might have formed the main channel of the river, but which were gradually 

deserted, and only navigable in the rainy season.103 During Major Rennells Survey, the main 

stream of the Tista had flowed towards south instead of south-east and had met the Atrai river 

in Dinajpur, and finally poured its water into the Padma or Ganges. But as a result of the 

destructive floods of 1787 in Rangpur, the river had suddenly abandoned its old channel and 
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shifted its waters into a small branch which was an ancient bed of the same river.104 The 

Dharla, the another tributary of the Brahmaputra, was a branch of the Torsha river, from 

which it bifurcated in Cooch Behar and first touched on Rangpur at the village of Durgapur, 

where it obtained the waters of the Jaldhaka river from Cooch Behar, and this united stream 

was called as the Dharla.105 In its course for a few miles this river acted as the boundary 

between Rangpur and Cooch Behar and then it turned south and entered into the District. 

Again after a course of a few miles, it received the waters of the Torsha, its parent stream, 

from where it travelled in a south-easterly course till it fell into the Brahmaputra at Bagwa.106 

In its total course of 55 miles in the district of Rangpur the river flowed with its sandy bed 

and low-lying banks. River Karatoya was another important river in the district of Rangpur. 

The Karatoya formed for some distance the boundary between Rangpur and Dinajpur, and 

then it crossed Govindganj thana and passed into Bogra District. In its course through 

Rangpur it was enriched by two tributaries from the east, each of greater volume than itself, 

the Sarbamangala and Jubaneswari.107 The river Ghaghat which travelled through the centre 

of the district and from Gaibandha it was joined with the river Manas. The Ghaghat had 

operated previously as the tributary of the Tista, but during the 19th century the mouth of the 

river had been gradually silted up, and the river became stagnant.108 Another small river, 

called Manas, which was a branch of Tista in the Sadar subdivision, flowed parallel to it for 

about twenty-five miles before it met with the Tista.109 The river had gradually become 

shallow by the silts deposited every year and portions of it were cultivable during the winter 

season when it had become totally stagnant. River Sankosh was one of the major river in the 

district of Rangpur. It entered into the district from Cooch Behar at mauza Uttar Dhaldanga in 

police station Bhurungamari and after travelling in a south-easterly direction it fell into 

Brahmaputra in police station Nageswari.110 Sankosh in its different stages of flow had been 

identifies with different names – in the Survey Settlement Report, the major channel was 

regarded as Raidak, whereas its upper riches was called as Heldanga, and its lower reaches 

the Dudhkumar.111 

The District of Jalpaiguri was bounded on the north by the district of Darjeeling and Bhutan; 

on the south by the district of Rangpur and the Princely State of Cooch Behar; on the west by 

the districts of Darjeeling, Purnia and Dinajpur; and on the east by the Eastern Duars. The 

district of Jalpaiguri was comprised of the Western Duars, which was annexed in 1865 after 

the war with Bhutan; and the thanas of Jalpaiguri (previously known as Fakirganj), Boda, 
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Rajganj, and Patgram (separated from the Rangpur district in 1869 and 1870).112 The district 

was divided into two broad well-defined tracts – the tract which was west of Tista, and the 

region east of Tista. The western part of the Tista which was the older portion of the district 

was permanently settled; on the other hand, the eastern part of the Tista which was located 

between the boundary-lines of Bhutan on the north and Cooch Behar State on the south, 

existed as a piece of submontane tract of about 22 miles in width was known as the Western 

Duars, which was annexed from Bhutan in 1865.113 The Western Duars had been divided into 

three subdivisions: the Sadar or principal subdivision, comprised of the tract of land between 

the Tista and the Torsha rivers with the headquarter at Mainaguri; the second was the Buxa 

subdivision, stretched from the Torsha to the Sankosh river which bordered the Eastern Duars 

with its headquarter at Alipur; and the third was the Dalingkot (Danlinkote) subdivision 

which was ‘co-extensive with the mountainous tract of the annexed territory.’114 The tract 

which was situated in the Western Duars to the east of Jaldhahka river was known as the 

Falakata subdivision with its headquarter at Falakata. However, the District of Jalpaiguri had 

come into being as District in 1st January 1869 by the incorporation of the Western Duars 

with the Jalpaiguri subdivision of Rangpur. 

Apart from the Tista, the district of Jalpaiguri had numerous rivers which were full of 

boulders on their hilly parts and their frequent change of course had done great damage to the 

life and property of the inhabitants.  Tista which was the largest river of the district entered 

from the north-west corner. The Tista had no tributaries in its right or west bank, whereas on 

the left bank its principal tributaries were Lish, Ghish and Dharla. The Dharla was formed by 

the confluence of the Chel, Mal, and Neora rivers and brought down a considerable volume 

of water.115 The flood of 1787 had altered the topography of the district which had witnessed 

a great change in the river-course of the river Tista. The Tista had left its earlier channel and 

began to flow through a new channel after the flood of 1787.116 Major Rennel had provided 

the following description about the old course of the Tista in his Memoir of a Map of 

Hindustan: 

“The Tista is a large river which runs almost parallel to the Ganges nearly a 
hundred and fifty miles. During the dry season, the waters of the Tista run into 
those of the Ganges by two distinct channels, situated about 20 miles from each 
other, and a third channel at the same time discharges itself into the Megna; but 
during the season of the floods, the Ganges runs into the Tista whose outlet is 
then confined to the channel that communicates with the Megna.”117  
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The river Mahananda, another river of great importance in the district, had entered into the 

district from the Darjeeling district (near Mahaldiram) just above the Siliguri. Hunter had 

mentioned about the description of Buchanan Hamilton regarding the river Mahananda in the 

following manner: 

“The Mahananda, for about five miles after entering upon the plains, forms the 
boundary between the Kingdom of Nepal and the Company’s territory. For about 
six miles it separates this jurisdiction from that of Purnia, and then flows a long 
way through that district until it reaches the frontier of Dinajpur. So far as it 
continues on the frontier of Rangpur [now Jalpaiguri] the Mahananda is 
inconsiderable. It has, indeed, a channel of no small size, being perhaps three 
hundred yards wide;...”118 

From Jalpaiguri, the Mahananda received three small branches, which emerged from the 

springs - the northern most branch was called as Trinayi, which joined the Mahananda at the 

south of Sanyasikata (Siliguri); another branch viz. Ranchandi emerged in Sanyasikata and 

by its course separated that division from Boda; and the third one was comparatively large 

and was divided into two heads – the eastern part was called as Chakar and the western was 

Dayuk, which had later joined with each other and flowed together as Dayuk, and after 

passing Boda the combined stream had fell on the Mahananda in Purnia district.119 The 

Karatoya emerged in the Baikunthapur forest in the north-west portion of the district and after 

travelling into the district the river entered into the Rangpur district. Buchanan Hamilton had 

argued that the Karatoya flowed for about forty-five miles through the centre of the north-

western divisions of the district of Jalpaiguri and then the river was engulfed by the old 

channels of the Tista.120 The major tributaries of the Karatoya were the Talma and Chani on 

its right bank, and the Sahu on its left bank. Hunter had mentioned about the south-eastern 

course of the river when it joined with the Old Tista and flowed together by lost its name. 
121The Jaldhaka river which acted as the boundary between the Mainaguri and Falakata 

tehsils, emerged in the Bhutan Hills and drained the eastern slopes of the Rishi-la mountain in 

the Darjeeling District. After coming into the district, the river travelled in a southerly 

direction in order to reach to the boundary of the district, where it took a turn to the east and 

entered Cooch Behar State.122 In the north of the Bengal-Duars railway-line the Jaldhaka 

river was divided into two branches – the western branch came to be known as Hatinala. 

Jhaldhaka had two tributaries in the Jalpaiguri District – viz. Murti and Daina. Murti had 

come from the Dalinkot hills in Darjeeling, and Daina which used to change its course 

frequently, emerged from the Butan Hills and fell into the east bank in the Moraghat 
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pargana.123 There were other important small rivers in the district – Duduya, Mujnai, Torsa, 

Kaljani, Raidak, Sankosh. The river Duduya was formed by the united waters of Gairkata, 

Nanai, Angrabhasa and other small river channels which emerged in the north-west part of 

the Duars. Duduya flowed in a south-easterly direction and after that it entered into the Cooch 

Behar State at Dakalikoba Hat.124 The chief tributaries of the Duduya were the Gulandi, the 

Kalua or Rethi, Barabank, Dim-Dima, and Tasati.125 The river Mujnai emerged in the 

southern slopes of the Bhutan hills near Hantapara and after a winding southerly course it 

entered into Cooch Behar State below Falakata.126 The Torsha emerged from the Chumbi 

Valley of Tibet, where it was called as Machu and travelled through Bhutan. Torsha had 

come into the British territory by the Bala Duar and ran south through the Western Duars by 

separating the Falakata and Alipur tehsils, and it entered into the Cooch Behar State at the 

village of Nekobarpara.127 The river Kaljani was formed by the combined waters of the 

Alaikuri and Dima rivers, which first took the name of Kaljani after their junction at 

Alipur.128 Kaljani in its short course in the Western Duars demarcated the boundary between 

Jalpaiguri and the Cooch Behar State. Kaljani had no tributary on its west or right bank in the 

Western Duars, but on the left bank it received the waters of the Nunai, Chek, and Gadadhar 

streams. 129 The river Raidak, which emerged from close to the mount Chumatarhi in Tibet 

flowed southwards through the Western Duars and entered Cooch Behar below the taluk 

Burujkuti. The old course of the Raidak formed the boundary between the Alipur and Bhalka 

tahsils, but in 1905 the river had rose with a high flood and abandoned its former bed and 

swept across the tracts beside it and poured its waters into several small streams to the west 

of its earlier course.130  

The flood of 1787-88 had a profound impact not only on several rivers but on the topographic 

transformations of northern Bengal where river had taken new channels and landscapes had 

been changed subsequently. The Karatoya had witnessed a great change in terms of its 

volume of water. Although Karatoya had been mentioned as ‘a very considerable’ and ‘large’ 

river in the descriptions of Buchanan Hamilton and Major Rennell, but by the last quarter of 

the nineteenth century it was turned into ‘a narrow, extremely shallow, and almost stagnant 

stream.’ This change could be dated from the beginning of the mid-nineteenth century. 

Buchanan Hamilton had regarded the upper stream of Karatoya as Tista, but during the later 

period much of its waters were carried off by the largest river in Rangpur passed down the 

Karatoya. The flood of 1787 had covered the river beds with sand which in course of time 
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had brought down the Karatoya into a ‘river below very shallow’. Although before the flood 

of 1787 the combined current of the river Dhepa and Atrai used to carry huge volume of 

water but after 1787 it was ‘silted up’ and was ‘never navigable for large boats even in the 

rains.’ The Atrai was the channel by which the waters of the Tista found their way into the 

Ganges before the change of course of the Tista river in 1787-88.  

District of Darjeeling which was a part of sub-Himalayan tract had added a new dimension to 

the topographic and geo-morphological setting of northern Bengal. According to L. S. S. 

O’Malley, the name Darjeeling had originated from the term ‘dorje, the precious stone or the 

ecclesiastical sceptre which was emblematic of the thunderbolt of Sakhra (Indra) and of ling, 

a place’ and this indicated the place of the dorje, the numinous thunderbolt of the Lamaist 

religion after which the Buddhist monastery of Observatory Hill was named.131 During the 

colonial times the frontier district of Darjeeling was bounded up by Nepal on the west by the 

mighty Singalila chain of mountains, and Bhutan on the north-east and its south-eastern and 

southern boundary pushed to the plains of Jalpaiguri and Purnia. William Hunter had 

demarcated the natural boundary of Darjeeling, made by the contributions of several Hilly 

rivers (Ramnian, Great Rangit and Tista) along with mountain streams namely – Phupchu, 

Rishi, and Rangpu at its northern side and certain other rivers (Mahananda, Galma) which 

made the boundary at its southern side i. e. Terai region or forest-plains part of Darjeeling.132 

Naturally Darjeeling falls into two distinct tracts – the Terai region- immediately lower the 

hills, and the ranges of hills and deep valleys of the lower Himalayas. To the north of the 

Terai, the Himalayas stood out in a succession of bold spurs, which could be ‘compared with 

that of the weather-beaten front of a mountainous coast.’133  
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Map. 1.3 

Source: A. J. Dash, Bengal District Gazetteers: Darjeeling (1947) 
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O’Malley had given the following descriptions about the Himalayan Hills of the district: 

“The Himalayan range has been commonly divided into three zones: the great 
range of snowy peaks, ...the Lower or Outer Himalayas, and thirdly, the 
comparatively low hills forming the sub-Himalayan zone... In Darjeeling the 
mountains belong to the Lower Himalaya zone and consist of long tortuous 
ranges, running generally from north to south throughout its length...the snowy 
range lies far beyond the limits of the district to the north... This range forms the 
great backbone of the Darjeeling Himalayas... From Kinchinjunga the Singalila 
range, an immense ridge 60 miles long, stretches south to the plains, forming the 
boundary between Nepal and Darjeeling”134  

The highest ground of the district was in the north-west where Singalila ridge entered the 

district at Phalut; the ridge was almost 12,000 feet high at Phalut and further south at 

Sandakphu from where it descended to Manibhanjan (6,000 feet) as the boundary between 

the District and Nepal. The ridge continued southward to the level of the plains first as the 

boundary and then as the top of slopes on the left bank of the Mechi river.135  

While describing river system of the district of Darjeeling A.J. Dash had argued that the 

‘rivers of the district drain ultimately to the south, though the west to east ridge across it 

causes a series of Tista tributaries rising on its northern face to flow northwards and others 

flow east or west before joining the main river.’136 O’Malley was of the opinion that Tista 

formed the boundary between the State of Sikkim and British territory of Darjeeling up to the 

Great Rangit from where it turned to the south passing through the mountains and debouched 

on the plains through a canyon called as the Sevok Gola Pass.137 Tista had several tributaries 

in the district of Darjeeling – Rangpo and Rilli on its left bank; and the Great Rangit, the 

Rangpo, the Rayeng, and the Sevok on its right bank. The river Tista was connected by a 

suspension bridge near Melli; and in the gorge, there were total three bridges across the 

district, among which two were reinforced concrete bridge which hold heavy road traffic and 

one suspension bridge that carried only animals, pedestrians and connected Darjeeling with 

the great trade route across the Jalep-la pass into Tibet.138 Although the Tista was created by 

the snowmelt water, but rains, especially during the monsoon, made it absolutely indomitable 

and caused serious floods both in the hills and the plains. The Mahananda was another great 

river of the district which emerged from Mahaldiram hills, and leaving the hills the river 

formed the boundary between the Terai and Jalpaiguri to Phansidewa. Although the river had 

no tributaries in its hilly part, but as Hunter remarked, the New Balasan, the Mechi, and the 
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Chegna rivers, which al flowed through the district had poured their water on the right bank 

of the Mahananda.139 The river Great Rangit flowing from the west to east entered into the 

District and formed a part of the northern boundary where it received the Ramman on its right 

bank and below that junction flowing eastwards the Great Rangit received the Little Rangit 

and Rangnu as tributaries from the Darjeeling side.140 There were great differences in colours 

and temperature between these two great rivers viz. the Tista and the Great Rangit – the 

colour of the Tista was ‘cloudy’ and the water is relatively cold which was ‘due to the the 

number of glaciers drained by it’ whereas the Great Rangit was ‘dark green’ and ‘very clear’ 

and the water of Great Rangit was ‘appreciably warmer’ than that of the Tista.141 The Little 

Rangit emerged from the Tanglu Mountain in the Singalila range on the borders of Nepal and 

flowed in a north-easterly direction till it poured its water into the Great Rangit on its 

southern bank.142 The Balasan river took its rise at Lepcha Jagat a few miles to the south-west 

of the station of Darjeeling and travelled a southerly direction towards the Tarai where it was 

divided into two streams viz., the New Balasan which joined the Mahananda on its right bank 

just below Siliguri, and the Old Balasan which flowed southward till passing out of the Terai 

and joined the Mahananda in Purnia.143 The new channels, as remarked by O’Malley and 

Dash, was said to have been constructed during the 40s of the nineteenth century by the 

Meches who damped the old stream for fishing purpose.144 The river Mechi which formed the 

western boundary of the district emerged from the Rangbang spur in the Singalila range on 

the Nepal border and flowed towards the south till it passed into Purnia district.145 

Apart from the districts of the Rajshahi Division, the princely state of Cooch Behar can also 

be considered as integral part while studying the northern Bengal, because during the colonial 

period Cooch Behar was comprised of a larger area of country and its inhabitants were spread 

to the neighbouring British Districts as well than the mere small present State of Cooch 

Behar. The name Cooch Behar was a compound of two words, Cooch and Behar. The term 

Cooch was a corrupted form of Coch, or Koch, which was the name of a race of people 

inhabiting a large tract of country in the north-east of Bengal ; and Behar, or, Vihara, 

signifies abode, or sport. Thus the meaning of the term Cooch Behar is the land of the 

Koches.146 Cooch Behar was bordered on the north by the Western Duars; on the east by the 

Guma Duars, and pargana Ghurla of Goalpara of Assam, and the parganas of Gaibari and 

Bhitarband of Rangpur, and by the rivers Gadadhar, Sankosh, Baguni, and Mara Dudhkumar; 

on the south by Chakla Purvabhag, and parganas Kakina and Kazirhat in the District of 
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Rangpur, and pargana Patgram in the District of Jalpaiguri ; and on the west by pargana 

Kazirhat in Rangpur, and Chakla Boda in Jalpaiguri.147 Cooch Behar was considered as a 

feudatory State under the charge of the Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal in the political and 

foreign department, and was administered ‘directly by its own hereditary Raja’ who was 

subject to the payment of a fixed tribute to the colonial government.148 The boundary disputes 

which prevailed between the Cooch Behar State and Rangpur district in terms of their 

enclaves had been finally solved in the year 1934.149 The dispute was, however, centering on 

the question of Cooch Behar enclaves in Rangpur and Rangpur enclaves in the Cooch Behar 

State. Hunter had mentioned about six principal rivers in the State viz. the Tista, the 

Singimari, the Torsha, the Kaljani, the Raidak, and the Godadhar, all of which flowed from 

north to south.150 The Tista had entered into the State at Bakshiganj and flowing towards 

south-easterly it cut-off the western portion of the State. The Tista in its course in the district 

had separated Haldibari from Mekhliganj thana and passed out to the State by taluk 

Kuchlibari to flow into the Rangpur district.151 Hunter had considered the river Singimari as 

the ‘longest’ and the ‘most perfect river in the State’, on which bank the former headquarter 

of the Government was situated near Gosanimari (at Kamatapur).152 The Singimari, Hunter 

described, entered into the State under the name of Jaldhaka from the extreme north-west 

corner of the district, near Moranger Hat in Khiti and travelled in a south-easterly direction 

through the villages of Giladanga, Panigram, Dhaibanga, Khaterbari, and Mathabhanga`.153 

The middle portion of the river was called as Manshai and the river finally joined with the 

Torsha on the southern border of the State near Gitaldaha.154 The principal tributaries of the 

river were Mujnai, Satanga, Duduya, Dolang, and Dalkhoa. Among these, the Mujnai carried 

a part of the waters of the Torsha via Buri Torsha from Bala Duars. Dharla which was a very 

significant river of the State had flowed through the southern portion of the district while its 

lower course had been appropriated by Manshai-Singimari stream of Jaldhaka and its 

headwaters of the upper course were consumed by the Tista.155 
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Map. 1.4. Map of the Cooch Bihar State (1900) 

Source: Harendra Narayan Chaudhuri (compl.), The Cooch Behar State and its Land Revenue 
Settlements (1903). 

The Dharla entered into Cooch Behar in taluk Panisala, and after travelling for five miles 

through Mekhliganj thana it left the Changrabandha border on its right bank from where it 

passed out from the district and entered into Patgram thana of the district of Rangpur. 156 The 

river Kaljani cut across the eastern angle of the State and joined with the river Sankoh. The 

police station of Tufanganj was situated on its banks, and its tributaries were Chika and 

Alaikumari on the left, and the Ghargharia and Buri, or Old Torsha on the right bank.157 The 

river Raidak flowed through the eastern border of the State in parallel with the Kaljani and 

moved further to the east to form the river Sankosh which was again joined by the Gadadhar 

and the ultimately these united stream fell into Brahmaputra.158 Durgadas Majumdar was of 

the opinion that the Torsha (means ‘angry water’) which had been the ‘Sorrow of Koch 

Bihar’ for over two centuries had frequently changed its course and that the entire northern 

portion of the Mathabhanga thana had been laid waste by its whims, and as a result 

prosperous villages and marts that had developed on its bank were devastated and the whole 

country was left by several deserted channels.159  
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Kosi which was one of the important rivers of ancient Bengal flowed through the district of 

Punia and moved southwards till it fell into the Ganges. But formerly the direction of the 

river was westward and it joined with the Brahmaputra. Niharranjan Ray argued that the Kosi 

had gradually shifted from east to west due to the frequent changes of its courses through the 

centuries and as a result a vast area between Gour, Laxmanabati and Pandua had turned into a 

land of marshes and low-lands which had been deserted and destroyed by severe 

inundations.160 The bils and jhils which were abundantly found in the north-eastern portion of 

the district of Malda were probably the offshoots of the river channels of Kosi and 

Mahananda.  

 

II 

Demographic Transformations in Colonial Northern Bengal (1872-1941) 
 

Northern Bengal was comprised of several aboriginal and emigrant tribes. There was variety 

of tribal population in colonial times in the districts of northern Bengal. From Darjeeling to 

Pabna the mosaic of several castes, tribes had provided a unique demographic character for 

the northern Bengal. A. Campbell had depicted the emergence and formation of Darjeeling 

district as a hill-district or a sanatorium in the following manner: 

“Darjeeling, in lat. 270 north and long. 880 22' east, was ceded to the British 
Government by the Raja of Sekim in 1835, to enable it to establish a sanatorium 
there for Europeans from Calcutta and Bengal.... The country attached was 
without inhabitants. This state of things soon altered. People flocked from all 
sides, and we rapidly acquired a thriving population. When I took charge there 
were not more than fifty families in the whole tract. In twelve years we had 
10,000 inhabitants in it; and by an accession of territory, we had an increase of 
36,000 in the Terai, or lowlands, at the base of the hills. In 1861, when I left 
Darjeeling, the total population was estimated at 60,000. The rapid progress of 
the new station was the result of free labour and free trade, regularly paid wages, 
a light land assessment, strict and prompt administration of justice, and close 
attention to the peculiar habits and customs of all classes. …..The scenery is 
unsurpassed anywhere in beauty and grandeur; a tract of finely wooded and 
variously shaped mountains extending northwards, till they terminate in a 
stupendous range of perpetual snow, of which Kunchinjunga, the highest peak, is 
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28,136 feet above the level of the sea. The climate and soil favour the growth of 
tea and chinchona, which are now grown there.”161 

Thus it is evident from the above description that the population of Darjeeling was largely 

comprised by the emigrants who were brought out by the European colonizers for facilitating 

trade in tea and other commercial purposes. The transformation of Darjeeling from a land of 

‘without inhabitants’ to a ‘thriving population’ can be attributed to the colonizers initiative of 

building a sanatorium there and to exploit the vast natural resources for their petty 

commercial interests. The hill stations of British India were regarded by the western 

observers as ‘an island of Victorian values and symbols without a clientele.’162 Imperial 

design behind the construction of sanatoriums or health-places in colonial India thus invites 

the scope for historical scrutiny of the colonial objective on the discourses of imperial 

practices which reinforced the distinction of this British enclave not only as a suitable place 

for colonial administrators, but also on the basis of a racial and spatial categorization that 

represented the sense of British superiority and difference spawned up from the fear of being 

degenerated.163 Apart from this, alike many other hill stations or sanatorium around the Indian 

subcontinent, the construction of Darjeeling displayed the legacy of British perception ‘as 

sites of colonial leisure and recreation; temperate places that represented socially, culturally 

and architecturally, derivations of metropolitan and imperial symbols of leisure’ and in 

addition with an aim of its incorporation into the colonial economy.164 O’Malley in his 

Gazetteer had remarked that ‘The growth of the Darjeeling district affords the most 

remarkable instance of the expansion of population of which there [was] any record in 

Bengal.’165   

Table. 1.1 

     Growth of population in Darjeeling district, 1872-1941 

Census No. of population No. of increase % of increase 

1871-72 94,717  ---- 

1881 155,179 60,467 63% 

1891 223,314 68,135 43.4% 

1901 249,117 25,803 11.5% 

1911 2,65,550 16,433 7% 
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1921 2,82,748 17,198 6% 

1931 3,19,635 36,887 13% 

1941 3,76,369 56,734 18% 

 

Source: Arthur Jules Dash, Bengal District Gazetteers: Darjeeling, p. 49.  

At close of the nineteenth century the population was returned as 249,117 in 1901 in 

comparison with the 94,717 in 1871-72. The population in 1901 was increased 2½ times 

greater than that of 1871-72.166  The increase of population was due to the emigration of a 

large number of migrant people for the tea industry which made the district populous. In 1872 

the number of tea estates in Darjeeling was only 74 with an area of 14,000 acres which was 

increased to 30,000 acres by the 153 tea estates in 1881; and in 1901 the tea estates were 

increased to 177 with an area of 45,000 acres.167 The growth of agricultural tracts in the Terai 

region was also responsible for the increase of population in the district.168 The total density 

of population in the district as a whole was 214 persons per square mile, whereas only in the 

Terai region there were 279 persons per square mile.169 The development of communication 

through railways and roads were instrumental to encourage the people to migrate into the 

place. A large portion of population had migrated to the district from Nepal, Bihar and 

Sikkim, among the largest number of people came to the district from Nepal.170 In the district 

of Darjeeling, Dash had mentioned that, there were 87 females to every 100 males according 

to the earlier gazetteer, whereas the 1941 census had recorded the male population as 

1,99,891 against a female population of 1,76,478 i. e. just over 88 females for every 100 

males.171 The Nepalese, Lepchas, Limbus, Bhutias, and Rajbanshis were the principal 

inhabitants of the district with a considerable number of European population.  
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Map 1.5. Population Density in 1911 
Source: . L. S. S. O’Malley, Census of India 1911, p. 11. 

 
John F. Grunning had divided the district of Jalpaiguri into two ‘well-defined’ parts viz., – 

the permanently settled parganas which had formed the part of Rangpur, and the Western 

Duars which were annexed in 1865 at the time of Bhutan War.172 The population had 

increased nearly two times greater between 1872 and 1901.  
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Table. 1.2 

Growth of Population in Jalpaiguri District, 1872-1901 

Census No. of population 

1872 417,855 

1881 580,570 

1891 680,736 

1901 787,380 

Source: John F. Grunning, Eastern Bengal and Assam District Gazetteers: Jalpaiguri, p. 30. 

The increase of population had taken place in both of the parts. During the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century the district had witnessed several jurisdictional changes which influenced 

the estimate of the population. According to a rough estimate made by a survey in 1865-67, 

the population of Western Duars was returned as 49,620. The subsequent census had 

recorded a considerable increase of population in Western Duars – in 1881 the population 

was 182,687 which increased to 296,348 in 1891, and in 1901 it had increased to 410,606.173 

This growth of population in Western Duars was largely due to a great influx of tribal people 

from Chotanagpur plateau and the immigration from the Cooch Behar State. The growth of 

population was fostered by the remarkable development of tea industry in this area where the 

Santal, Oraon, Munda tribes who migrated from the Chotanagpur region had cleared the 

forest tracts and settled there. Despite of this increase of population, the census of 1901 had 

designated the climate of the Western Duars as ‘not notoriously bad and malarious fever of a 

severe type’ was prevalent which obstructed ‘a natural increase of population.’174 Apart from 

the migrated population, the district was largely inhabited by the Rajbanshis, Nasyas, and 

Sekhs as the aboriginal of that tract. Due to the peculiar nature of the soil, population was 

unevenly distributed in the district and in some areas the number of population was 

meagre.175 Due to the precarious condition caused by the severe malarial fever, cholera and 

other diseases the death rate remained so high that the ‘the Western Duars was accepted with 

resignation by the inhabitants, European and Indian alike...’176 

The princely State of Cooch Behar had witnessed several transformations in terms of 

fluctuations in the number of population between 1872 and 1941.  
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Table 1.3 

         Demographic fluctuations in the Cooch Behar State, 1872-1941 

Census No. of total population % of increase(+)    
decrease (-) 

 

1872 532,565 ------ 

1881 602,624 13.15 (+) 

1891 578,868 3.9 (-) 

1901 556,116 4.1 (-) 

1911 591,012 4.58 (+) 

1921 590,599 0.07 (-) 

1931 589,053 0.26 (-) 

1941 638,703 8.43 (+) 

Source: Extracted from Durgadas Mazumdar, West Bengal District Gazetteer: Koch Behar, 
1977, p. 45. 

The above table has shown decrease in population in 1891 and 1901 census. The deduction in 

1891 was caused partly by the two epidemics of cholera and partly to the migration of people 

to the tea garden of Western Duars. The population had further reduced, as recorded by the 

1901 census, by the prevalence of ‘unhealthy climate’ and the scarcity of food in 1897 when 

there was a widespread famine throughout the province.177 There was again a decrease in 

population between 1911 and 1921 which was 0.07% and this was caused by the influenza 

epidemic. In 1931 there was also a further decrease of 0.26% which was resulted from the 

choler and small-pox epidemics that occurred in 1928 and 1929.178 The census of 1911 had 

designated the princely state as ‘thinly populated’ where the maximum density was 552, and 

only Dinhata and Haldibari came with a moderate density.179 Between 1891 and 1911 the 

number of females for every one thousand male had gradually decrease, whereas there was 

minor increase from 1911 to 1931.180 

There were difficulties in obtaining accurate number for the Malda district prior to the census 

of 1872. Hunter had observed that the only immigrants into this District were a few hill-men 

from Chotanagpur who were mostly Dhangars, but there were also some Kols and 
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Santhals.181 Although there was general increase of population (5%) between 1872 and 1881 

but there was a slight fall in the southern portion of the district of west of Mahananda, and 

this was caused by the malarial attack during the second half of the decade.182 But there was 

an increase of 14.5% between 1881 and 1891, as a result of opening of the barind tract by the 

Santhals who contributed to the increase of population in the southern portion of the 

district.183 The immigration of Santhals into the district had continued for the next decade 

(1901) when the population was increased by 8.5% and this was further increased by 1911 to 

13.5% due to the constant inflow of the Santhals.184 

District of Dinajpur had witnessed the immigration of seasonal labourers from the neibouring 

tracts from where a large number of tribal population had migrated into the district. Hunter 

was of the opinion that at the time of harvesting labourers had migrated to Dinajpur from 

neighbouring Districts as reapers who used to get 4 annas a day for their work.185 Day-

labourers had also come from Rajmahal to the large river side marts, from January to March, 

to husk rice for the grain merchants and Dhangar coolies also used to come regularly every 

year to Dinajpur to work on the roads, or to clear jungle for the zamindars.186 Apart from the 

migrated people there were large numbers of aboriginal and semi-aboriginal people who lived 

in this district. Koches or Rajbanshis who were principally agriculturists had also inhabited 

this land. Hunter had mentioned the description of the Assistant Magistrate of Dinajpur 

regarding this group of people in the following manner: 

“The Koch and Palis or Paliyas, as they are indifferently called, are a people 
peculiar to this part of the country, and are distinguished from all other Bengalis 
by their broad faces, flat noses, and projecting cheekbones, as also by their 
appearance and different style of dress. They profess to be Hindus; but while they 
follow the Hindu religion in the main, they also practise some ceremonies 
borrowed from Musalmans and others, which are apparently remnants of an older 
superstition.... The Palis are subdivided into three classes - the Sadhu, Babu, and 
Desi Palis.”187 

Prior to the census of 1872 the slow rate of population growth had been observed and this 

was due to the prevalence of malarial fever, ‘for which this district has as evil a reputation as 

its neighbour Rangpur.’188 In 1872 it was reported that deaths occurred in Dinajpur was 

excessively high than that of the other districts in the Division and in 1876 the fever mortality 

had reached to the 22.05 per mile of the total population of the district.189 There was slight 

increase in population in 1891 (2.7%) than the earlier decade and this increased had 
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continued for the next couple of decades.190 The census of 1911 had noticed unfavourable 

conditions for the increase of density in the district and this was due to the unhealthy climate 

and ‘the south [was] covered by the high undulating ridges of the Barind, in which cultivation 

[was] either impossible or unprofitable.’191 

For Hunter, Rangpur which was the most populous district in the Rajshahi Division contained 

nearly one person for every acre and the most thickly settled parts of the district were the 

tracts on both side of the Tista, which divided the District from north-west to south-east.192 

The first census (1872) had reported 2,149,972 number of population which in 1881 census 

had been diminished to 2,097,964, and it again decreased to 2,065,464 by 1891.193 Due to the 

prolonged prevalence of malarial fever the district had lost 4 percent of its population 

between the years 1872 and 1891. Although before 1881 the malarial fever was limited in the 

thanas of Mithapukur and Pirganj which located at the centre of the district, but a general 

deterioration of the condition had been noticed from 1891 in the thanas east to district and 

north of them; and this time the malarial fever was accompanied with frequent cases of 

cholera that collectively increased death-rate in the district.194 The contagion for cholera was 

caused, as apprehended by the colonial administration, by the coolies who were migrating to 

Assam tea gardens via the district of Rangpur and on the other hand, the malarial prevalence 

and severity was caused by the obstruction of the old drainage channels in the south and west 

of the Tista, and the overall prevalence of water-logged conditions of the district.195 Despite 

of long-continued unhealthiness, the ‘very fertile soil’ of Rangpur was praised in the census 

of 1901 for producing ‘a far greater population than Dinajpur to the west, Kuch Bihar and 

Jalpaiguri to the north or Goalpara in Assam to the east.’196 The only places where there were 

less than 500 persons to the square mile were two unhealthy and ill-drained police circles in 

the south-central part of the district on the bank of the old Karatoya and a tract along the 

eastern boundary which included in its nominal area the bed and sandy chars of the 

Brahmaputra.197 In the Report of the Survey and Settlements, Arthur Coulton Hartley had 

remarked that ‘before 1910’ the data and information regarding the prevalence of diseases 

and their impact was not reliable and mentioning the improvement in the public health since 

the 1920s onwards he stated that ‘on account of the prevalence of malaria, it still cannot be 

reckoned as one of the healthy district of Bengal, it is no longer notorious.’198  
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Table. 1.4 
 

Yearly death-rate per mile of population in Rangpur district 
 

Year Death-rate (per mile) 

1911-20 31.59 

1921-30 27.00 

1931 25.23 

1932 20.72 

1933 28.05 

1934 27.11 

1935 27.55 

 

Source: Arthur Coulton Hartley, Final Report of the Rangpur Survey and Settlement 
Operations, 1931-38, (1940), p. 7. 

 

Although the table has shown a decline in the death-rates but at the same time these were 

static and the years were going on without any check in death-rates which were principally 

caused by the malarial fever that was ‘more pronounced in the south-west than in any other 

area.’199 

The growth-rate of population in the district of Rajshahi had been recorded unevenly in 

different parts. From 1872 to 1891 the thanas to the north and west of the district had shown 

increased number of population, whereas the central and southern portion of the district had 

witnessed decrease in population.200 In fact, it was remarked that ‘no district in Bengal [had] 

such a bad record’ than the district of Rajshahi, since it had made ‘no advance’ in population 

growth.201  

Table. 1.5 

Growth of population in Rajshahi, 1872-1911 

Census Total number of population % of increase (+)                       
& decrease (-) 

1872 1,421,865 .------ 

1881 1,449,033 + 1.9 
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1891 1,437,859 -0.8 

1901 1,460,584 + 1.6 

1911 1,480,587 + 1.4 

Source: L. S. S. O’Malley, Bengal District Gazetteers: Rajshahi, p. 49. 

It can be noticed that population had decreased in 1891 by 0.8 percent and till 1901 the 

central and southern thanas had suffered a loss of 12.8 percent of population due to malarial 

attack in the district, whereas in contrary to this population increased by 25.6 percent in 

Barind and by 59.3 percent in the fertile tracts of Naogaon and Panchupur in the Naogaon 

subdivision.202 The relatively low density in Rajshahi, as identified by the census of 1901, 

was due partly to its containing a large portion of the Barind and partly to the presence of 

numerous marshes and lakes, including the Chalan bil, the largest sheet of inland water in 

Bengal.203 Despite of continuous prevalence of fever, population rate had was increased in 

1911 census by 1.4 per cent, which included the increased number of Muslim population in 

comparison with the Hindus who had lost 3 per cent of their population.204 The census of 

1921 had returned with a total population of 1,489,675 (573 per square mile) and increase of 

population since 1872 was one thousand per annum.205 The fluctuation of population in some 

thanas of the district between 1872 and 1921 was as follows:  

 

Table. 1.6 

Variation in Population in thanas of Rajshahi, 1872-1921 

 

Thana 

Population in Variation 

per cent 1872 1921 

Godagari 34,683 59,771 + 72 

Puthia 143,087 79,932    -44 

Charghat and Lalpur 206,766 102,927 -50 

Manda 92,328 144,392 +56 

Nator 139,652 107,458 -23 

Baraigram 127,941 89,673 -29 
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Boalia 110,307 99,926 -9 

Tanor 91,032 92,948 +2 

Bagmara 128,687 125,397 -2 

 

Source: W. H. Nelson, Final Report on the Survey and Settlement Operations in the District 
of Rajshahi, 1912-1922, (1923), p. 20. 

 

The above table has shown a steady decline in population in Nator subdivision, and Charghat 

and Puthia thanas, which was due to the decrease in the means of subsistence of people 

caused by the decline in silk industry or by the deterioration of fertility power of land; and 

these problem were equally instrumental in the thanas of Boalia, Tanor and Bagmara.206 The 

reason for the decrease of population in Nator subdivision, and Charghat and Puthia thanas 

was the ‘bad climate’ which had been in ‘a serious change for the worse in the climate 

operating’ during the 80s of the nineteenth century.207 This change for the worse could also 

be seen in the drainage system which subsequently affected public health. Although the Atrai 

from the north, and the Narad and the Baral from the Ganges were formerly active streams in 

this region but Narad had dried up entirely, and the Atrai and the Baral were in a decadent 

position.208 The slow but constant depopulation of some parts of the country had contributed 

to the increase of jungle and fallow land which coupled with the malarial mosquitoes caused 

‘further disease and depopulation.’209  However, the Barind tract was the developed part of 

the district where immigration of considerable number of Santhals had taken place along with 

the addition of other aboriginals, both of whom had migrated into the district for agricultural 

employment.210  

The decades between 1872 and 1901 had observed a constant increase of population in the 

district of Bogra. 
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Table. 1. 7 

Growth of Population in Bogra, 1872-1901 

Census Total no. of 
population 

Density per 
square mile 

Percentage of 
increase 

1872 689,467 459 ---- 

1881 734,358 490 6.6 

1891 817,494 563 14.8 

1901 854,533 629 11.7 

Source: Extracted from J. N. Gupta, District Gazetteers of Eastern Bengal and Assam: 
Bogra, (1910), pp. 27-28.  

There was continuous increase of percentage and density population between 1872 and 1901. 

Although it was believed that the increase between 1881 and 1891 was due to the expansion 

of Eastern Bengal State Railway from Sara to Siliguri in 1878, but Mr. Lyon, the Collector of 

Bogra was of the opinion that since there was ‘scarcely any migration either inwards or 

outwards’, therefore, the number of population in the district ‘increased by births alone.’211 

The tract between the Karatoya and Daokoha where jute had been grown most abundantly 

was the most densely populated part of the district.212 Bogra had received a considerable 

immigration of people from its neighbouring district Pabna, Nadia, Saran, Chotanagpur 

plateau, and the United Province.213  

The population of the district of Pabna had increased between 1872 and 1881 by 8.3 percent, 

which increased in 1891 by 3.85 percent and this was further increased by 4.3 per cent in 

1901 census.214 The population would have been much greater if there had not been 

emigration of a large number of people from the district to the districts of Rangpur and 

Goalpara where the people could find ‘cheap and fertile’ lands for settlement and 

agriculture.215 In the census of 1901, Pabna stood first in respect of density of population and 

this was mainly due to the rich jute fields of the Sirajganj Subdivision. It was also probable 

that the actual area was greater than would appear from the figures based on the survey, and 

that in some parts the district had gained by alluvion which could be seen in the Shahzadpur 

thana where the minimum area held a density of 1,235 to the square mile.216 The years 

between 1911 and 1921 had witnessed ‘unfavourable’ conditions as a result of prevalence of 
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malaria and influenza which carried away more than one percent of total population during 

1918 and 1919.217 Pabna had the highest density of population in northern Bengal which was 

828 persons per square mile and Sirajganj subdivision was the most thickly populated part of 

the district.218   

Apart from the birth or death-factors the population of northern Bengal had been largely 

influenced by the process of inter-district migration. For northern Bengal chief impetus had 

come from the two factors- viz. immigration of Santhals from the Santhal pargana or the 

Chotanagpur region, and the seasonal migration of people from the neighbouring districts to a 

particular district especially during the time of jute cultivation which involved a great number 

of labourers. In fact this was an important reason to argue that the number of people shown in 

the district census might not be the permanent number of population, especially for the case 

of the group of people who frequently migrated from one district to another in search of 

occupation and subsistence; thus while collecting the number of people for the census data 

the time of a year emerged as most crucial factor. The Nandigram thana of Nator subdivision 

of Rajshahi district had received population from the district of Bogra and the population of 

Badalgachhi had been enlarged by the Oraon tribal people. Haraprasad Chattopadhyay has 

shown that the Atrai police station had received jute traders and labourers till 1929 due to the 

rise in price of jute; and the police station of Biral and Raiganj of Dinajpur had become 

populated by the labourers from other districts when the jute industry was greatly prospered, 

but the immigrant labourers moved away from the police stations before the census was 

taken.219 It has been already noticed that the district of Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling had 

witnessed a great number of tribal people in accordance with the development of tea industry 

in those districts. Inter-district and intra-district migration among the districts of northern 

Bengal was very much common in this region which caused a constant fluctuation of 

population. Bhatiyas from the district of Mymensingh, Pabna,and Bogra had immigrated into 

the char lands of Nageswari, Bhurangamari, and Rahumari in the district of Rangpur and 

settled there; on the other hand, a number of villages in Shariakandi of Bogra had been 

abandoned by their people among whom some had migrated into Mymensingh, and others 

fixed with the thanas of Panchbibi, Khetlal, and Jaipurhat of the Bogra district.220 The char 

lands of Pabna and Malda had attracted a large number of people from their neighbouring 

district for the fertile agricultural fields. There was also migration between the princely state 

of Cooch Behar and the districts of Bengal.221   
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Table. 1.8 

Variation in Population in the Rajshahi Division, 1872-1921 

District 1921 1911 1901 1891 1881 1872 

Rajshahi 1,489,675 1,480,587 1,460,584 1,437,859 1,449,033 1,421,865 

Dinajpur 1,705,353 1,687,863 1,566,845 1,482,355 1,442,320 1,429,900 

Jalpaiguri 936,261 902,660 786,326 679,623 579,373 416,781 

Darjeeling 282,748 265,550 240,117 223,314 153,646 91,996 

Rangpur 2,507,854 2,385,330 3,164,115 2,065,249 2,097,553 2,153,061 

Bogra 1,048,606 983,667 853,504 763,574 686,185 641,281 

Pabna 1,389,494 1,428,686 1,421,305 1,362,225 1,311,649 1,211,570 

Malda 985,665 1,004,159 881,734 612,761 709,834 675,978 

Cooch 

Behar 

592,489 592,932 560,974 578,868 602,624 532,565 

Source: W. H. Thompson, Census of India, 1921 Vol. V Bengal, Part II – Tables, Bengal 
Secretariat Book Depot, Calcutta, 1923.  

The principal cultivating classes of northern Bengal were Muslim and other lower classes, 

whereas most of the revenue collecting zamindars and taluqdars and their agents were Hindus 

of Brahman and Kayastha castes and the proportion of these higher caste Hindus in the total 

population ‘was much lower than anywhere else in Bengal.’222 This ‘numerical weakness’ of 

the high caste Hindu landlords or taluqdars and the non-residential character of a large 

number of zamindars had provided the opportunity for the jotedar class to emerge as 

‘controlling’ authority of the villages of Dinajpur and Rangpur districts where they had 

hardly any rivals against them.223 Sugata Bose has also reiterated this view by saying that in 

Dinajpur and Rangpur the zamindars had been pushed away from any real control over the 

land and became absentees which facilitated the scope for the big jotedars for establishing 

their command over the land, labour and credit, and by doing so they were successful to 

capture even the half of the produce as rent from bargadars.224 A great portion of jungle tracts 

of Dinajpur and Rangpur had been turned into cultivable lands during the period between 

1770 and 1860 when population and production had also simultaneously increased and the 

rich peasants who reclaimed the forest tracts had now come to be known as, according to 

Sugata Bose, jotedars.225 Although it was axiomatic that the increased population in the 

district of Rajshahi division would provide the opportunity for increase production, but on the 

contrary, the growth of population in the first half of the twentieth century did not contribute 
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to bring out any technological innovations for the development of agricultural productivity, 

which increased only at an annual rate of 0.05 percent in the Rajshahi division.226 

During the decade 1921-1931 Bengal ‘happily suffered from no major natural calamity.’227 

But the distribution of rain was either uneven or defective in Burdwan, Presidency and Dacca 

Divisions in 1921-1922 and in the districts of Burdwan, Birbhum, Bankura, Murshidabad, 

Nadia, Malda and Dinajpur in 1927-1928.228 Again in 1923-1924 there was shortage of rains 

before sowing the main rice crop which produced a small outturn in Burdwan and Rajshahi 

Divisions. During 1927-1928 there was a decline in the outturn especially of winter paddy in 

districts of Western and Northern Bengal where the cultivating classes had to experience 

considerable distress, and the results of this distress were felt also in the following year, 

1928-1929, when however the crops were excellent but substantial adversity was caused to 

the inhabitants of the southern parts of the Dacca district by the rapid erosion of the river 

Padma.229  

The constant increase of population had affected the ecological balance which was further 

aggravated by the transformations that had taken place in the nature itself. Rivers of northern 

Bengal were continuously shifting their courses which also resulted in the change of their 

river beds that subsequently created new char lands. The abandoned river beds had turned 

into jungle tracts which facilitated the reasons for extensive malarial attacks. The ever 

increasing pressure of population on land fostered the necessity of bringing large tracts of 

land under cultivation which ultimately led to large scale deforestation and subsequent 

deterioration of ecological balance. S. C. Majumdar had commented that this ecological 

deterioration which was caused by the growing population and indiscriminate use of land and 

forest tracts had heightened the tensions when ‘as a consequence more and more of the 

precipitation [was] flowing as surface run-off into [the] rivers thus increasing the intensity of 

floods and reducing the subsoil storage, which in its turn [was] reducing the dry weather flow 

so necessary to serve the needs of man – for irrigation, navigation, domestic supply etc.230 

The subsequent chapters on rainfall, droughts, floods and famine will delve into this 

‘question of water’ which intensified ecological vulnerabilities during the time of its shortage 

or excessiveness. 
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