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CHAPTER-I 

PRE COLONIAL SET-UP 

 

To begin with, the chapter in detail, let we have a look at the term and geography of 

the study. The present study covers the region of ‘North Bengal’ or north and north-

eastern part of West Bengal. Surprisingly, no reference of the term ‘North Bengal’ 

without a single mention of the word ‘Anuttarbanga’, found in Kamauli Copper plate of 

Manorath, have been discovered in ancient and medieval texts.1 

Focusing at the term though some attempts have been made to detect North Bengal 

as an administrative unit since unknown past,2 it is not beyond suspicion. It is assumed 

that the term had been invented as a geographical definition.3 The northern or north-

eastern part of Bengal Delta surrounded by river Kosi in the west, river Ganges in the 

south and river Karatoya in the east with ancient alluvium has been identifying as the 

North Bengal Basin since the very beginning of the British regime.4 This periphery of 

North Bengal Basin is synonymous for Greater North Bengal in undivided Bengal. 

There was also a British version of Northern Bengal (including Purnia) which meant 

for the country, ‘bounded on the north by the lower Himalayan ranges, on the west by 

the river Koosee (Kosi), on the east by the Juboona, (Jamuna) a branch of the 

Brahmapootra (Brahmaputra), and on the south by the Ganges, locally called Pudda 

(Padma)’.5 The periphery of modern North Bengal more or less suits best with that 

geographical definition.  

Scholars have tried a lot to search for the geographic and cultural periphery of North 

Bengal since the last quarter of nineteenth century.6 But, North Bengal stands for north 

of Bengal in strictest sense. Depending upon O’Malley7, Dr. Radhakamal Mukherjee has 

tried to detect the characteristic physical features of North Bengal. He has observed: 
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North Bengal extends from north to south between the lower spurs of the 

Himalayas and the Ganges. In the north there is an unhealthy submontane tract, the 

Terai, 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, an outcrop of 

the “old alluvium” lying on the confines of Dinajpur, Malda, Rajshahi and 

Bogra…8    

Presently, North Bengal as a land and as a region includes eight north and north-

eastern districts of West Bengal. These are Darjeeling, Kalimpong, Jalpaiguri, 

Alipurduar, Coochbehar, Uttar Dinajpur, Dakshin Dinajpur and Malda; although there is 

no separate administrative unit of this kind except a development unit of Government of 

West Bengal named as Uttar Banga Unnayan Parshad is visible anywhere in present West 

Bengal.9 

North Bengal, both as a term and land has gone through a series of evolution. As a 

land, while its geographical definition was discovered as North Bengal Basin by the 

colonial geographers, it was confined to the limits of the Ganges and the Karatoya. This 

geographical division had been authorised by the contemporary Government of Bengal 

more or less through their ‘Division’ system. Needless to say that despite of frequent 

changes in the periphery of Divisional boundaries1 due to birth of new districts e.g. 

                                                             
1 For the origin of Bengal districts and Divisions in British period vide Rai Manomohan 

Chakrabarti Bahadur. Summary of Changes in the jurisdiction of Districts in Bengal: 

1757-1916. Calcutta: 1918. 
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Malda, Bogra and Pabna for the prevention of crime in remoter parts of large districts10; 

the existing boundary of Rajshahi Division in the late nineteenth century comprising of 

eight districts of northern and north-eastern Bengal viz. Rajshahi, Pabna, Bogra, 

Dinajpur, Rangpur, Malda, Darjeeling and Coochbehar was the echo of the geographical 

term North Bengal Basin. It is still surprising why the British Government did not adopt 

the title ‘North Bengal Basin’ in place of Rajshahi Division when the periphery of both 

of these geographical and administrative regions was almost the same. It may be assumed 

that the place name like Burdwan (in case of Burdwan Division), Rajshahi (in case of 

Rajshahi Division) as divisional headquarter was more favourable than that of the 

geographical terminology to the colonial masters.   

North Bengal, so far its antiquity has been discovered did not possesses any unique 

political identity since time immemorial. Politically though some minor dynasties had 

ruled over some smallest portion of the region with minimum influences, it was basically 

the parts and parcels of two great ancient empires of Eastern India. While one of them 

was centred around Pundravardhana, the second was centred on Pragjyotishapura. River 

Karatoya stood as the natural boundary of these two empires.11 Indian classical literature 

since the compilation of the Epics, the Puranas and the Smrities, introduced the region as 

the part and parcels of these two empires.12 References of Pundra Vasudeva and 

Bhagabhadra of respective kingdoms in the Mahabharata13 undoubtedly support the 

notion. During the time of Harshavardhana, it was governed by Sasanka, the king of Gour 

and by Bhaskaravarman, the king of Kamrupa. In medieval days the region was under 

the jurisdiction of Sultans of Gour, Maharajas of Cooch Behar and kings of Sikkim and 

Bhutan. It was only the British who captured the whole land and unified it under one 

umbrella. When the area was ceded to the territory of the British (except Koch Behar as 

it was under crown’s alliance and ruled by the Koch kings) it was included under the 
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jurisdiction of Rajshahi Division. When the decision of Partition of Bengal in 1905, was 

planned and implemented by Lord Curzon, the whole area excluding Darjeeling was 

ceded to the territory of newly found Eastern Bengal and Assam Presidency.14 Although, 

the decision of Partition of Bengal was abandoned due to nationwide protest termed as 

the Swadeshi and Boycott, the Great Partition of 1947 intersected the region again into a 

new dimension. ‘The districts of North Bengal’, as observed by Ananda Gopal Ghosh, 

‘were the worst sufferers of the Partition’ as against its southern counterparts.15 Four of 

the districts of Rajshahi Division remained in India and other four came to the hands of 

newly formed East Pakistan i.e. today’s Bangladesh.16 Cooch Behar, the only native state 

as mentioned earlier signed the instrument of accession with the Govt. of India on 28th 

August, 194917 and further got the status of a district of West Bengal in 1950. 

North Bengal as its heterogeneous political identity also inherits a plenty of 

variations from geographical perspective. It is characterised by three heterogeneous 

geographic and climatic situations. Its northern part is closely connected with the 

Himalayan climate and geography. The middle of the region is closely related to the 

climatic geography of Himalayan Terrain and Duars, and the lower or the southern part 

is connected with the graphical climate of the Gangetic Basin. Thus relation with three 

distinct geography and culture truly applies the theory of ‘North Bengal within North 

Bengal’.18   

As stated earlier there was no reference of North Bengal till 1850’s. Since the time 

mentioned the references of ‘Northern Bengal districts’ were found here and there in 

colonial administrative reports.19 Despite the acquisition of Diwani in 1765, the EEIC 

did not show their similar attention towards all parts of North Bengal. They were found 

to be interested only to administer the most fertile and previously familiar part i.e. the 
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south and eastern part of North Bengal. Though they were not totally unknown to the 

north and north-eastern part of the said region, it may be assumed that the existence of 

the align regime and the so-called forest belt hindered them to remain aloof from the 

region. They even surveyed the territory in 1780’s by Major James Rennell aiming at 

searching for traditional communication system facilitating the movements of forces 

easily to different important stations.20 Its natural resources and agriculture failed to 

attract them. 

However, it is more or less proper to say that the British were found to be interested 

to the northern part of Bengal since the later decades of the eighteenth century. Strategic 

and eco-political factors attracted them more towards the region. Northern part i.e. the 

Darjeeling Himalayan region attracted their attraction due to close connection with 

European climatic situation. The Terai and Duars i.e. the north-eastern part, which was 

once felt as the jungle belt got utmost priority when its rich natural resources like timber 

and tobacco (afterwards tea) were supposed to strengthen the colonial economy. Besides, 

the Company officials intended to settle a trade relation with Tibet through the ways of 

North Bengal Terai and Duars which is supposed to be the chief feature of ‘Eastern 

Himalayan policy’ of the English East India Company till the middle of the nineteenth 

century. Simultaneously strategic location and existence of several borders viz. the Indo-

Bhutan, the Indo-Nepal, the Indo-Sikkim and the Indo-Tibet borders compelled the 

colonial masters to pay special importance to the region. Thus, one of the best answer 

behind the colonial efforts for the acquisition of Darjeeling not only as a sanatorium for 

the young recruits of the Company, but as a strategically important place might be hidden 

on this strategic consideration.21 
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 The strategic and commercial importance of North Bengal having been realised, the 

English East India Company tried to link up the region with their administrative setup. 

Thus proper communication system was developed. But development is a process or 

series of evolution in existing system. Likewise, the development of transport and 

communication system in North Bengal has gone through a series of evolution. The 

primitive history of North Bengal still remains unknown. Few examples of Neolithic 

settlements having been found in recent excavations at Kalimpong and at Bangarh near 

Gangarampur in the district of Dakshin Dinajpur, it is assumed that the lower and eastern 

part of Bengal delta were beneath the Bay of Bengal for a long time. Sedimentation in 

Himalayan Rivers and changes in their courses made it possible to grow up the said land 

in later ages.22 Who can say that this might not be a clue for the delayed process of 

Aryanization of that part of Bengal?  Thus it may be assumed that the Aryan migration 

not in Bengal but whole of Eastern India was a later Vedic.23 Hence it is thought that 

proper communication system did not grow up smoothly in that zone in the early years 

of Indian civilization as against other places of India.  

  In the Early Vedic period the Aryans were confined to the Land of Seven Rivers. 

Their infiltration to the interior of Eastern India especially in Bengal was a later Vedic 

phenomenon not before the early centuries of the Christian era which might have been 

occurred ‘either in the wake of military campaigns or for more peaceful pursuits’ like 

initiation to Brahmanism, Jainism and Buddhism.24 Thus, no reference of Eastern India 

has been found in the Vedic texts except showing neglect and full of slights.25 But during 

the composition of the Mahabharata that negligence found to be disappeared. Though the 

routes of migration have not been clearly detected, it seems the Aryan migration to 

Eastern India was started and they became familiar to Banga, Magadha, Kalinga and 

many other ancient Janapadas of the East.26 This may be assumed that both waterways 
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and roadways might have been used by the Aryans. North East India being the byproduct 

of two great river systems- the Ganges and the Brahmaputra, closely connected with each 

other through their distributaries and tributaries, it can be imagined that the Aryans might 

have easily migrated to their destination. For that reason, all the ancient capitals those 

were acted as administrative and commercial centres were setup on the bank of rivers. 

These centres also were shifted accordingly when changes in river courses occurred. 

Simultaneously several references of Mahabharata implied the theory of existence of sub-

continental roadways which were used for military expeditions and commercial 

ventures.27 

 Greater North Bengal, at that time including the districts of Rajshahi, Pabna, Bogra, 

Dinajpur and Rangpur of present Bangladesh was under the jurisdiction of 

Pundravardhana and Pragjyotishapura. Perhaps the Mahabharata is the earliest reference 

that clearly depicts the knowledge and attitude of the Aryans towards North East India 

including North Bengal. References of long-distance trade with present North Bengal 

and Assam through land and river routes with various examples of ferries are found in 

the Mahabharata. Invasion to Pundra by Bhima28 and Pragjyotisha by Arjuna29 recognize 

the existence of long-run highways from Delhi or beyond to North East India through 

North Bengal. During the time of Rajasuya Yajna by king Yudhishthira, elder brother of 

the Pandavas for the acquisition of Rajachakrabortin, Vasudeva, the Pundra king; 

Aakarsha, the Bange king and Bhagadutta, the Pragjyotisha king with huge tributes were 

present at Indraprastha, newly found capital city of the Pandavas.30 Again, at the time of 

the War of Kurukshetra, these kings fought the war with their huge elephant squads 

against the Pandavas.31 Besides reference of Karatoya and Lohitya as greatest pilgrimage 

centres of Eastern India in the Tirtha Parva of the Mahabharata and visiting the places by 

the Pandavas implied the existence of proper communication. All the examples prove the 
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existence of long-run highway from North-East India to Northern India through North 

Bengal. 

 This can be assumed from the references of the Mahabharata that the rulers of 

Eastern India formed an alloy against the Pandavas under the leadership of Jarashandha, 

the ruler of Magadha32 and the joining of most of the rulers of eastern India against the 

Pandavas in the War of Kurukshetra was the outcome of this. As a result, there was the 

possibility of a long-run road from Eastern India to Western India through the Gangetic 

Valley where most of the prosperous kingdoms flourished. Following this route, Bhima 

and Arjuna, the Pandava brothers subjugated the rulers of Eastern India for Rajasuya 

Yajna and Ashvamedha Yajna of Yudhishthira, the Pandava king. Vasudeva Krishna, the 

ruler of Dwarka, subjugated and beheaded Naraka, the Pragjyotisha king, to lift the 

blockade of Pragjyotisha road.33 These are the strong indications of long-run highways 

between the said regions. Besides, the ancient legend of the escape of Bana’s daughter 

Usha, by Aniruddha, son of Sri Krishna, the Dwarka ruler and fight between the two 

hostile armies also seems to be a strong evidence behind this assumption. The Ushaharan 

Road in Gangarampur subdivision of Dakshin Dinajpur District is still memorizing the 

story. Chronological references of Bengal especially the region of North Bengal is 

available from the scriptures of third century B.C. Then it was represented as 

Pundravardhana. Despite of the antiquity of Pundravardhana having been detected not 

prior to the Mauryan period, it seems older than thought.34 It could be probable that the 

trading relationship between Pundravardhana and northern India had been established in 

pre-Mauryan time perhaps mostly in the 6th century B.C. when the Mahajanapadas and 

the Janapadas started to be flourishing through commerce and military expansion. In 

fact, all India inland transport network had been developed at that time. Thus, we find 

several references of Banga, Pundra, Pragjyotisha and many others in the Ramayana and 
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the Mahabharata. The Buddhist sources including the Jatakas refer a very good network 

of roads in Eastern India of that time mentioned. It seems that the shift of political 

activities from Northern India to Eastern India and growth of several Janapadas or 

Mahajanapadas in that region fastened the rapid growth of communication system. All 

the administrative centres were interconnected with roads which encouraged the national 

trading activity. An old Brahmi inscription in Prakrit language having been found at 

Mahasthangarh in Bangladesh, clearly denotes that the region probably came to the hands 

of the Mauryas35 and it is probable that proper communication between this region and 

Pataliputra, the Mauryan capital were set up in due time. Similarly, as the Arthasastra 

refers to Navyavakashika of Kotivarsha,36 who was a rendezvous of merchants and 

businessmen and as Pundravardhana is famous for producer and exporter of different 

kinds of cloths,37 it seems that there was certainly a long-run royal road which was 

between Pundravardhana and Pataliputra.  

 This could be probable that the royal road might have been extended up to Burma 

border. The references of Dukulas (cloths) of Banga and Pundra and Patrorna (cloth 

produced from saliva of a kind of maggot) of Magadha and Pundra in the Arthasastra 

strengthened the assumption.38 Several references of Pundra, Pragjyotisha, Manipur and 

many other places of Eastern India in the epics especially in the Mahabharata suspects 

that compilation of present version of the Mahabharata was occurred in that period. 

Though the early administrative division of Pundravardhana kingdom could not be 

known, but it is clear that Pundravardhana having been conquered by the Guptas; it was 

converted to a Bhukti (division) and Kotivarsha as a Vishaya (district).39 Therefore, it is 

logical to imagine that the pre-mentioned system of communication was present during 

the time of the imperial Guptas. 
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 The itineraries of foreign travellers are very much useful for imagining ancient 

Bengal communication and transportation. Basically, being interested to trade and 

commerce, Strabo, the author of Periplus, Ptolemy and many other western travellers 

referred so many items produced in North Bengal in the list of exports from India to 

Western world. The Greek historians referred some products of Pundravardhana and 

Varendri and few from the Terai and Duars region of the Himalayas which were imported 

to the markets of Europe through the port of Gangaridai.40  

 The Chinese travellers were magnificent in this respect. Their itineraries were more 

relevant than their European counterparts. The first reference went back in 126 B.C. when 

Chang Kien, the Chinese ambassador at Bactria submitted his famous report mentioning 

a continental overland route from southern China to Afghanistan through India. It can be 

imagined that pre-mentioned royal road was connected to various ports and harbours of 

Eastern India of that time through cross roads for exporting as well as importing 

merchandise. References of that road as a part of famous silk route connecting China and 

Western Asia from Burma border to North Western frontier through North Bengal were 

also available in Chinese sources of later days. Hiuen-Tsang also travelled some portions 

of that road in the seventh century A.D. for visiting the places of Karnasuvarna, 

Kajangala, Gour, and Pundravardhana and after crossing a big river which is supposed 

to be Karatoya, he finally reached Kamrupa at the kingdom of Bhaskaravarman. Kia-Tan 

who visited India between 785 and 805 A.D. also quotes for a land route starting from 

Tonkin to Magadha which joins first at Kamrupa, afterwards crossing Karatoya and 

touching Pundravardhana it crossed the Ganges at Kajangala and finally reached 

Magadha.41 But no reference of that road is available since the early years of ninth 

century A.D. It seems that frequent changes in courses of rivers of northern part of 

Bengal, decay in silk trade and rise of regional powers with a history of constant struggle 
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among themselves abandoned the age-old royal road. Besides references of another route 

from North Bengal through the passes of the Himalayas past Sikkim and Chumbi Valley 

to Tibet and China were also available from the later Chinese texts and that route became 

the corridor for the Buddhist pilgrimage from China and Tibet to Magadha through the 

centuries.42 

 It is found that no reference of pre-mentioned royal road regarded as a portion of 

‘Silk Route’ which was referred by the Chinese travellers in several times as the chief 

highway from North East India to North West India through North Bengal till first quarter 

of the ninth century A.D. was seldom available from any foreign or indigenous source 

which testifies the notion of non-existence or abandoned of the road. It can be imagined 

that rapid changes in river courses in north and northeastern Bengal occurred in due time 

which cut off the traditional lines of inland communication. Again, the Matsanyaya 

which is thought as one of the darkest episode of Bengal followed by natural degradation 

in trade left negative consequences on communication system of Bengal. However, it 

does not mean that the country remained roadless or without having proper 

communication. The establishment of the Pala dynasty in Bengal and their expansion in 

all-over Eastern India seems to have restored the situation. The alternate routes through 

different regional headquarters were discovered as a natural event. During the time of the 

Palas, the road networks of North Bengal might have been restored again. Establishment 

of royal capitals by different Pala kings in different places of North Bengal and scattering 

of huge number of scholastic centres known as Viharas or Mahaviharas perhaps resulted 

the rapid growth and development of inland communication system in North Bengal. 

Alberuni, in the eleventh century, refers to sixteen travel roads starting from Kanauj to 

different directions in his famous itinerary.43 One of these was extended to Bari and from 

thence to Kamrupa through Bihat (Betia of Bihar) and Tirhut. He also hints that Nepal 
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was in the north from Tirhut and there was a gap of three hundred miles to Bhoteswar 

(Bhutan) from Nepal. 

 It seems that Kajangala or Rajmahal in the north and Rangamati of Rangpur district 

in the east were regarded as the gateways of North Bengal through the ages. While the 

first one always stood as the junction of all roads of Eastern and Northeastern India 

proceeding towards North and Western India, side by side the later possessed the same 

for all roads proceeding towards Assam and beyond. Periplus in the first century 

mentions this route being used for silk trade of Tibet or China targeting to export to 

Europe. It seems that the pre-mentioned Nepal route was the common route coming from 

Tibet towards Central India followed by hundreds of Buddhist travellers from Tibet to 

India or vis-à-vis. Horses might have been imported to Laknawati along this track in the 

beginning of thirteenth century as Tabaquat-i-nasiri says.44 The Kathasaritsagara of 

Somedeva in the eleventh century A.D. (1053-1081) refers to Pundranagara or 

Pundravardhana as a flourishing trade centre properly connected with trade network of 

Pataliputra.45 Dr. Nihar Ranjan Roy indicates on a road from Pundravardhana to Mithila, 

then passing through Pataliputra, and Buddha Gaya on to Varanasi and Ajodhya and 

finally proceeding to Sind and Gujrat.46 It is surely a trade route which probably 

connected Sourastra, the early-medieval Indian seaport of Western India with Gour, 

Varendri and beyond. There was a separate trade route from Uttara Rada to Kamrupa 

through Pundravardhana which was used for carrying out business activities between 

West Bengal and North Bengal.47  

 The impacts of Muslim rule in Bengal since the early years of the 13th century A.D. 

were unanimous. Needless to say, that the transport and communication system in Bengal 

got a new impetus for the direct patronage from the crown. A proper road network had 
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been developed since the early years of the Bengal Sultanate for connecting different 

administrative centres and considering military needs. Being familiar to the Central Asian 

climatic geography and highly depending on cavalry from military perspective, the 

Bengal Turks were naturally fond of good roads. Thus, several roads were made of. 

Simultaneously river logged Bengal and its dependency over river communication 

system since unknown past also gave a chance to the rulers of Bengal to include navy to 

the royal force.  

Depending on Tabaquat-i-nasiri, it seems that Baktiyar Khalji concentrated to set up 

basic administrative infrastructure in his newly acquired territories. He divided the whole 

territory into different administrative units posting his Amirs as heads	of the said units.48 

It seems that proper communication system mainly road communication system 

connecting all of the administrative headquarters was developed accordingly. It can also 

be assumed that he might have built up Devkot-Ghoraghat road before he started to 

invade Tibet as Ghoraghat on the bank of Karatoya was regarded as the border between 

Laknawati and Kamrupa kingdom. Baktiyar preferred to invade Tibet by road due to his 

dependency over cavalry and that is why he followed the age-old Kamrupa road through 

Ghoraghat and Rangamati.49 Thus, the bases of ‘Shahi Sarak’ in the Sultanate period had 

been started to build up centring around Devkot and Laknawati. Consequently, 

Giyasuddin Iyus Shah constructed a high embanked royal road between Devkot and 

Lakhnor or Rajnagar of present Birbhum district with a view to save and open the roads 

from the rains of Bengal.50 The traditions of constructing high embanked roads were 

carried on by all the remarkable rulers. For example, Hussain Shah constructed a high 

embanked road from Gour to Ghoraghat.51 This tradition of erection of shahi sharak 

reached its utmost position when Sher Shah, constructed the Badshahi sharak known as 

sharak-i-azam from Sonargaon to Lahore. This royal road was upgraded by the British 
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rulers as the Grand Trunk Road. Sher Shah benefitted commerce, postal activities and 

fulfilled his military needs through this road.52 Thus, the tradition of constructing royal 

roads which had been started during the early days of the Muslim invaders in Bengal 

developed gradually throughout the Muslim rule in Bengal centralizing their provincial 

headquarters which were Devkot, Laknawati, Gour, Pandua, Tanda, Rajmahal and 

Murshidabad.  

The water communication system in North Bengal seems to be grown up all through 

the ages. Dr. P. C. Chakraborty has rightly observed the role of water communication 

through the rivers of Bengal by saying that: 

the chief routes of internal trade were probably the waterways of the province, in 

proximity to which stood the principal towns. The role of rivers in the economic 

geography of Bengal cannot be over-estimated. They fertilized the soil by the silt 

which they carried; they eliminated, to a large extent, the need for artificial 

irrigation: and being navigable far inland throughout the year, they served as 

‘corridors’ or ‘natural routes’ for long-distance traffic. It is probable enough, 

although statistical data are lacking, that throughout the ancient and medieval 

periods they bore the greater part of the inland traffic of the province.53 

Being the byproduct of two great river system of India i.e. the Ganges and the 

Brahmaputra, North Bengal rivers with their tributaries and distributaries always 

remained navigable throughout major parts of the year and easily accessible to all India 

water transport network. During the age of the Mahabharata, the Pandavas were familiar 

with two rivers of North Bengal i.e. Karatoya and Lohitya which is similar to the 

Brahmaputra.54 Bhaskaravarman, the Kamrupa king of the seventh century A.D. 

positioned his royal navy with that of the royal army at Kajangala or Rajmahal while 
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intending to invade the kingdom of Gour and he passed up the Ganges with his army and 

navy through Bengal, Bihar and Eastern Uttar Pradesh for participating in the Kanauj 

Assembly on the invitation of Harshavardhana.55 Hiuen-Tsang, the famous Chinese 

traveller of that time also travelled Karnasuvarna and Pundravardhana by crossing the 

river Ganges at Kajangala. He even visited the kingdom of Bhaskaravarman travelling 

through the age-old Kamrupa road after crossing a great river ‘Ka-lo-tu’ which is likely 

to be the Brahmaputra.56 Probably, it is true that the water communication in that land 

was commonly used for transportation of armies and merchandise. Chronological 

references of water communication of North Bengal are common from various 

indigenous sources from the time of the Palas who maintained a higher class royal navy 

with squads of fleets which were timely used for regional invasions.57 The Senas of 

Bengal also followed the line of their predecessors. Lakshmana Sena, the last remarkable 

Sena king of Bengal also used to possess similar types of navy.58 The sultans of Bengal 

also followed the same tradition all through their reign as their Hindu predecessors except 

a short break of early Muslim rule in Bengal when cavalry had been regarded as the chief 

ingredient of the royal force.59 Ibn Battuta in fourteenth century referred to the ‘Blue 

river’ of Chittagong being used for carrying merchandise to Laknawati,60 the capital of 

Bengal through Sonargaon, the port of Eastern Bengal.61 It seems the rivers being 

connected with all India waterway networks always became favourable to the royal 

families for comfort, secrecy and security. It is evident that even during the reign of 

Murshid Kuli Khan, Nawab of Murshidabad in the early part of eighteenth century, the 

royal families of Dacca visited Murshidabad court in the rainy season when traversing 

from Dacca through river Ganges to the upward countries.62 Side by side, references of 

Saodagar or Bengalee merchant communities since the time of the Palas throughout the 

Muslim period vividly found in the Mongal Kavyas proves the notion of prevailing 
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healthy water communication system. Here it is interesting to note that after the twelfth 

century A.D. not even a single reference of Bengal merchants dealing with caravan trade 

of North India has been found from any source. Does it hint for the collapse of inland 

trade of Bengal followed by the process of ‘eastward march’ of Bengal rivers as remarked 

by Dr. Radhakamal Mukherjee,63 which cut off the previous road networks.	Perhaps the 

yearly appearing floods collapsed the road networks for which the rulers and merchants 

rapidly attracted towards inland navigation which is more accessible although the years 

having less maintenance cost. In fact, that eastern march of Bengal rivers changed the 

riverine geography of Bengal which was also noticed by James Rennell in the last quarter 

of eighteenth century.64 There was also a strong indication of thieves in the highways and 

full of forest with wild beasts all-over North Bengal as mentioned by Ralph Fitch (1538-

91) which positively hindered the travellers to travel long-distance alone.65  

Early medieval and medieval internal trade routes of North Bengal as found in 

indigenous and foreign literature were of two types- roadways and waterways, though 

waterways were preferred much for business in the early medieval and medieval Bengal. 

The nagaras, directly connected with roadways and waterways, were the chief centres for 

internal business. Kotivarsha in Damodarpur Copper Plate and Pundravardhana in 

Kathasaritsagara were examples of these kinds.66 The hattas or hats also carried on same 

activities. The references of different types of tax collecting officers of the Pala-Sena 

Bengal in tolls e.g. tariks who was responsible to collect tolls on merchandise at ferries67 

proves the notion of healthy trading activities depending on better communication 

system. 

The routes of communication in pre-colonial India- roadways or waterways, 

whatever might be; should not be characterized by any specific route like trade route, 
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military route or by any other, as it today. The Chinese travellers not only in Bengal, but 

all-over in India traversed by same routes which were at the same time characterized by 

trade route, military route and pilgrimage route.68 Hiuen-Tsang’s itinerary citing on 

Buddhist monasteries in North Bengal from Kajangala to Kamrupa through 

Pundravardhana seems to be a perfect example of this assumption.69 Yet, as a natural 

event origin of communication network always depends on requirement of man. He 

always sought for best way which is sorter, chief and safe. Thus, it was found that the 

Chinese ambassadors in the first half of fifteenth century, proceeded from Chittagong to 

Nawabganj in Malda by boat through rivers and from thence to the court of Pandua in 

Malda by foot.70                

Lack of good network of communication system and also scattering dense forest 

compelled the Muhammadan rulers of Bengal to accept the traditional rulers of Bengal 

as zamindars who started to rule more or less independently in northeastern, eastern and 

western parts of Bengal province.71 The Bengal land revenue settlement of Todarmal in 

the sixteenth century, timely revised by Shah Suja and Murshid Kuli Khan in the early 

eighteenth century established the Bengal zamindars as a more constructive class of 

landed gentry. It is understandable that the advent of big traditional zamindars in different 

places of Bengal including Northern Bengal helped to develop good network of 

communication between the zamindaries and that of the provincial capitals and divisional 

headquarters like Sarkars or Chaklas. These zamindars following the royal orders had to 

secure the highways and waterways from offences like dacoities and piracies for the 

smooth conduct of business.72                 	         

 The pre-colonial transportation system in northern part of North Bengal seems to 

remain more in obscurity in comparison to its southern counterpart. The southern districts 
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which had been closely linked up with the imperial political, administrative and financial 

set-up naturally caught the colonial attraction as against the northern districts. Side by 

side, Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri under the jurisdiction of align Sikkim and Bhutan Raj 

respectively remained aloof from the outer world for a long time. Coochbehar, despite of 

a foreign country, was commonly famous to the outer world as against Darjeeling and 

Jalpaiguri due to its rich heritage as a part of ancient Pragjyotisha and Kamta-Koch 

kingdom of later days. Thus, it can be said that studying history and other related issues 

on the districts of Coochbehar is easier than those of Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling. 

 The origin of three extreme north and north-eastern districts of North Bengal viz. 

Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri and Coochbehar was politically differed from that of the southern 

districts of the region. While most of the southern districts were more or less remained 

under same sovereignty in ancient and medieval period, the case was different when it 

dealt with the north. Coochbehar was under the sovereign powers of Pragjyotisha rulers 

in ancient times while Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri were under the control of the rulers of 

Tibet. Since the early medieval times when brother empires of Tibet were grown up in 

Sikkim and Bhutan, major parts of Darjeeling and some portions of Jalpaiguri came to 

the hands of the respective powers. In medieval times when Kata-Koch kingdom grew 

up centring around Coochbehar, the Raikat families took over the charge of most of the 

areas of Jalpaiguri district. However, we do not possess sufficient data to analyse the 

communicative history of the region. Darjeeling being a strategic point of communication 

supposed to act same as it did in the early part of the twentieth century. This could be 

probable that the hill areas of Darjeeling as a traditional trading region sends off branches 

of roads for trading and religious activities with Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim and Tibet which 

were still existed in the early twentieth century.73 The Tibetan pass through Chumbi 

Valley was the age-old ‘Silk Road’ as stated earlier. It seems that this route was 
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frequently used by the rulers of Tibet for invasions and sending royal embassies to the 

courts of Bengal or vis-à-vis in medieval days.  

The Bengal Duars which were collectively reorganized to form the districts of 

Jalpaiguri in 1869 were mainly retained their stands as the entry points of the 

merchandise to Bhutan or vis-à-vis. Though the ancient history of the land is not clearly 

known, it seems that some semi-independent rulers like Jalpes, Prithu and many others 

who governed the land for some years, might have been concentrated to construct and 

develop the communication system of that region. The advent of Raikatas as rulers of 

that land commonly known as Baikunthapur seems to develop the traditional 

communication system and also to establish better communication system with their 

mother empire ruled from Coochbehar. Side by side water communication through river 

Karatoya and Tista also have been flourished as a natural event.          

  The transport and communication of Coochbehar in pre-colonial and colonial period 

generally depended on Rangpur district of present Bangladesh. The famous trade route 

from Magadha to Kamrupa that was further extended to southern China intersected the 

land of Rangpur and several branches were sent off. It can be imagined that a tributary 

line was set up between Coochbehar and Rangpur as the former was one of the entry 

point to Bhutan. There was also a proven line of trade sending off the main route via 

Darjeeling, Sikkim and Tibet. It was the most popular route to Tibet and the Indo Tibetan 

relations through the ages has been carried on using this route. The Kamta kings also 

tried to construct and repair several roads for the betterment of trade and commerce.74 

These roads were most common to indigenous literature as malli or ali (for example 

darpar-malli or baro-ali). Thus Nilambar, the Kamta king set up a new road from 
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Coochbehar to Ghoraghat through Rangpur which served as the principal road between 

the places.75 	

The earliest reference of North Bengal in terms of communication and transportation 

found in the Mahabharata as stated earlier probably hints for the use of animal caravans. 

Though the Mahabharata referred the region from military point of view discussed as 

expeditions of Bhima and Arjuna and the valour of Pundra Vasudeva, Bangasena, 

Akarsha, Bhagadutta; it seems that huge army with them might have used traditional 

roadways or waterways. Vasudeva, the Pundra king and Bhagadutta, the Pragjyotisha 

king reached the court of Indraprastha during the time of incarnation of Yudhishthira 

with huge tribute those might be carried by caravans. The extensive use of elephant squad 

by all the kings of Bengal in the War of Kurukshetra76 proves that it was the popular 

means of convenience all over Bengal through the centuries due to availability of the 

animal in the forests of Bengal in large scale and unavailability of good quality horses in 

Bengal. Despite this, it seems that common people used to travel by foot which was the 

basic characteristics of means of communication all-over Bengal all through the ages. 

Hiuen-Tsang, the famous Chinese visitor in seventh century and all other visitors of later 

ages travelled the places of North Bengal by foot.77 

Several instances of Palanquins as the common convenience for the use of royal 

families and of the richest class from the Palas onwards are vividly found in the 

indigenous literature and inscriptions. The use of horses though not unknown to the rulers 

of Bengal,78 might have been started vigorously since the establishment of the Muslim 

rule in Bengal. Side by side the bullock cart had been regarded as the common means of 

transport all-over Bengal since road communication started to be developed or when rains 

and occasional floods did not hamper to traverse.  Side by side, ponies or packed animals 
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like donkeys, horses and mules were regarded as the chief convenience of the hill regions 

of the North. 

In comparison to roadways it is the fact that Bengal always depended upon its 

waterways through the ages.79 Then it was possible to communicate any nook and corner 

of Bengal through the Ganges, Bhagirathi, Brahmaputra, Padma, Meghna and their 

tributaries and distributaries. Communication between eastern and southern Bengal 

through North Bengal was chiefly maintained by Karatoya.80 In the Charjagiti and 

Mongal Kavyas the references of boats and different parts of a boat e.g. haal (rudder), 

gun (tow), khol (hull), daar (oar), paal (sail), kachhi (anchor) and many others have been 

so excessively used that it might be proper to assume that boats had been regarded as an 

integral part of day to day life of Bengal.81 The Bengal army, following the ancient Indian 

military tradition always comprised of five ingredients which are infantry, cavalry, 

elephant squad, chariots and royal navy.82 Lakshman Sena, the last remarkable Sena king 

in Bengal frequently used high-speed Chhip boat for traversing long way quickly.83 The 

royal navy during the time of independent sultans of Bengal comprised of different types 

of vessels like Ghurab, Jalia, Kosa, Pansi, Pasta, Markosh, Lakhai, Balia, Machoa, 

Konda, Guthar, Chhip, Dingi, Bachhari, Paloyar, Balam, Bepari, Patil, Patua, Bhar or 

Jung, Khalu, Dham and of many others.84 There were also several references of boats 

viz. mayurpankhi and saptadinga used for amusement or travelling the royal families or 

merchant class and for carrying merchandise in the Mongal Kavyas of Medieval Bengal. 

Jagajjiban Ghosal in his Manasamongal refers to several woods for the construction of 

good boats.85 Alivardi Khan, the Nawab of Bengal used different kinds of boats viz. 

Bajra, Mayurpankhi, Bhaulia, Piyara, Mahalgiri for hunting and excursions.86 In those 

days, the Kaivarta community generally treated as the fishing community of Bengal in 

Varendri or North Bengal probably attached with that convenience. The ferries in rivers 
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since the time immemorial stood for a good substitute of bridges. Sometimes it was well 

operated by females.87 However, references of bridges and culverts made of bamboos 

and woods were also available in the Charjapadas.88  

In 1757, the English East India Company achieved the political supremacy of 

Bengal. It was achieved by winning over the Battle of Plassey depending on the 

diplomacy of Lord Clive, the Governor of Bengal and the Calcutta Council. Although 

most of the scholastic pursuits dealing with the causes of the said battle basically related 

to the political conflict between the Nabob of Suba Bengal and the EEIC, it is evident 

from the general terms of agreement between the Company and the conspiring team of 

Nabob’s court signed on 4 June, 1757;89 and also from the post-battle settlement between 

Mirjafar, new nabob of Murshidabad and the Company; that there must have commercial 

interest of the said Company. Thus except huge financial payments, tributes to the 

officials of the EEIC and monopoly in some trading activities like saltpetre, opium etc. 

the English achieved no territorial gain without having the zamindary right of all the land 

between Calcutta and the sea.90 Hence, the overall question related to the political 

supremacy of the British power in Bengal after the Battle of Plassey decided by several 

wars between the Bengal Nabobs and the EEIC, was spin around the matter of financial 

benefit of the EEIC and more significantly of its employees’ concerned. It was found 

within less than a decade that the ‘Private trade’ and misuse of ‘Dustak’ by the officials 

of the EEIC and their agents were the major causes for hostile relations between the 

warring parties of Nabob of Bengal and the EEIC.91 However, the EEIC at the same time, 

also succeeded to overcome the hurdle of quest of power from the similar trading 

Companies like the Dutch and the French. Side by side the Company got the right of 

extracting the revenues of Midnapur, Burdwan and Chittagong in lieu of financial 

penalties before the acquisition of Diwani in 1765.92   
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It is clear from the records of the EEIC that the business of the factories at Calcutta, 

Cossimbazar, Dacca and Patna achieved tremendous growth since the Battle of Plassey.93 

Depending on the evidences from the official records of the Company and contemporary 

personal letters, Ramesh Dutta has rightly observed that every village in Bengal had come 

under the periphery of the private trade of Company officials.94 It is beyond any doubt 

that the said trading activities were mostly confined within the limits of the riverside 

village marts or suburbs because of the paucity of all-weather trunk roads throughout 

Bengal or higher road transportation cost in comparison to waterways. At that time, the 

routes of Jalangi and Atrai were used to communicate Dacca with Calcutta.95 

Henry Vansittart, the Governor of the EEIC in Bengal (1760-1764) appointed and 

instructed James Rennell to make a survey of the entire province of Bengal for his own 

interest to inquire into the safest passage to Calcutta from Eastern and Northern Bengal.96 

He was also instructed to prepare a ‘journal’ with necessary information of all the villages 

with their production details and other things and all the channels connected with the 

mainstream.97 The detail of the survey published long after his demise named as ‘The 

Journal’ (1911) by the Asiatic Society of Bengal, clearly proves the Company’s official 

motive to acquaint with the country, especially Northern and North-eastern Bengal for 

more financial activities. Even he surveyed the land with his teammates after receiving 

special instructions from Lord Clive in 1767, the next Governor of Bengal for preparing 

a complete map of Bengal, Bihar and Orrisa and of the Mughal Empire which was made 

and handed over to the Governor on 27th January, 1767 during the time of his final return 

to England from India for the use of Robert Orme.98 It is still a surprise why he did not 

publish his work when he was in service in India, while he got tremendous fame after 

publishing his first work depending on it styled as ‘Description of Roads in Bengal and 

Bahar’ in 1778 by the order of the Court of Directors of the English East India Company 
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for the assistance of the young officials joined the service in a remotest place or in time 

of their sojourn due to necessity arose.99 This was also followed by a same kind of work 

named as the ‘Bengal Atlas’ (1781). Finally, he endeavoured to publish his last work 

with all illustrations on this issue styled as ‘The Memoire of Map of Hindoostan or the 

British Empire’ in 1791.  

Let’s have a fresh look on all the works of Major James Rennell, the first Surveyor 

General of India. G.W. Macgeorge seems to be partly accurate to say that the 

appointments of Rennell and other surveyors for preparing detail maps of Bengal or other 

parts of the country was due to ‘accompanying armies in the battlefield’100 rather than 

assisting the Company to expand business and trade. But, the draft proposal and reports 

of Rennell’s survey clearly hints for the expansion of trade with an object to secure the 

protection of Dacca and Chittagong and other territories of the company by sending 

troops easily by road or river in case of emergencies. He was appointed for the causes of 

strategic, commercial and military purposes.101 

The works of Rennell depict a clear picture of contemporary communication system 

of North Bengal. He used to travel the places of present Coochbehar, Darjeeling and 

Jalpaiguri district for the purpose of his survey while surveying most of the places of 

eastern Bengal districts with a small passage of Dinajpur district by way of rivers and 

marshes.102 While surveying the land of Coochbehar and other parts of Bengal Duars 

with the frontier of Morang and Purnia district, he was assisted by a team of sepoys under 

Lieutenant Morrison for saving him from the Sanyasi-Fakirs who started an uprising 

against the Company rule and after a pitched battle between the two groups Rennell faced 

severe causalities.103 He was sent back to Dacca for treatment by means of Palanquins 

and native boats after six days of the incident.104 It is interesting to note that Rennell’s 
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work ‘The Journal’ what was published later by the Asiatic Society does not contain any 

distance table prepared for existing road network without spending few pages for inland 

navigation networks.105 His ‘A Description of Roads in Bengal and Bahar’ (1778) was 

rather a systematic work on the description of inland communication system of Bengal 

in comparison to his ‘The Journal’. He had tried to publish a proper ‘travel guide’ 

depending on road networks connecting different important administrative and 

commercial centres throughout Bengal with detail descriptions on postal ‘stages’ where 

proper accommodations for halting could be availed. It not only furnishes the route map 

of major roads proceeding from or toward Calcutta, Murshidabad, Patna and Dacca but 

of the crossroads between important strategic, military and commercial depots with 

complete descriptions of rivers or fords which had to cross over. It is thus beyond any 

doubt that it was truly a ready reference to the servants of the Company for many years 

after its publication providing detail knowledge on Bengal roads in the early years of the 

Company regime. Though he does not spend any sentence on his source of knowledge or 

about the origin of these roads or conditions of these roads which are seemed to be the 

major drawbacks of this valued work, some common conclusions can be drawn from this 

work about the existing condition of the roadways of that time.  

Firstly, Hunter and many other Company officials of later ages who are in the 

opinion of non-existence of roads in India especially in Bengal in pre-colonial age106 

perhaps might not be right. Rennell’s description of roads with route charts between 

important stations has proved the notion futile, although some later versions of 

Government Gazetteers especially dealing with Bengal districts claims the ‘Description 

of Roads’ as the paperwork rather existed practically.107 It is true that these roads as 

described by Rennell were not any kind of highways or even any sense of modern kind 

of roads. He also does not forget to point it out that most of these were surrounded by or 
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through the jungles, groves, paddy fields, marshes etc. and only passable for three to four 

months of any year.108 None of the roads were bridged properly rather fordable or 

crossable by ferries. 

Secondly, it seems that there were only a handful of trunk roads in the province. 

Most of these were between the places starting from Murshidabad as it was the seat of 

Bengal Nabobs in pre-colonial and early-colonial days. However, these roads were very 

handful in North Bengal.109 After the Battle of Plassey these roads seemed to be extended 

up to Calcutta for its stand as the official headquarter of the EEIC in Bengal. However, 

it is clear that northern part of Bengal was then connected to provincial or regional 

headquarters or important commercial or military centres through some trunk roads viz. 

Murshidabad-Delmacotta Road, Murshidabad-Rangpur Road, Patna-Rangpur Road, 

Calcutta-Rangpur road, Rangpur-Buxaduar road and Patna-Bisney road. Here it is 

interesting to note that at that time, Malda and Dinajpur was connected to Murshidabad; 

Coochbehar and Jalpaiguri were closely connected to Rangpur; while Darjeeling was 

connected to Purnia. It can be assumed that being the capital of Kamta-Koch kingdom 

Coochbehar naturally kept its direct communication with that of the nearest imperial 

sittings of the Mughals which was at Rangpur at that time. Thus road communication 

with Murshidabad which grew up as the capital of Bengal in 1704 through the district of 

Dinajpur with Coochbehar seems to be the part of later days’ development. It seems that 

the roads between important traditional centres were the traditional roads of the region 

developed during the rules of Mughals or later Mughals. The crossroads between 28 

important stations110 of all-over Bengal might have been developed in early colonial age 

for administrative, financial or military purposes- whatever the cases might be. 
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Thirdly, the Company records till the third quarter of the eighteenth century did not 

possess sufficient data about the maintenance of these roads. Yet, the EEIC used to 

maintain a good network of postal ‘stages’ throughout the major roads. In fact, after the 

acquisition of ‘Diwani’ the Company tried to set up good postal networks between the 

places due to administrative and financial transactions. For that purpose, Clive introduced 

some postal reforms in 1766, though it should be remembered that there was no full-

fledged Postal Department in India till 1774.111 

Rennell’s ‘Bengal Atlas’ (1781) compiled from his original survey and published by 

order of the Honourable the Court of Directors for the affairs of the EEIC was a first-

hand work before the officials of the said Company for familiarizing them with different 

routes of Bengal inland navigation connecting important places with that of the major 

commercial centres viz. Calcutta, Murshidabad, Dacca and Patna. The basic object of 

publishing the ‘maps of Bengal’ was in the words of Rennell, ‘to render them portable to 

those who travel over the extensive country’.112 The Bengal Atlas, according to 

Markham, Rennell’s biographer, ‘was a work of the first importance both for strategical 

and administrative purposes, and is a lasting monument of the ability and perseverance 

of the young Surveyor General’.113 Thus it is found that both of his works jointly gave a 

clear idea about the communication system of Bengal in the early years of the EEIC’s 

administration.   

From the map of Rennell it can be seen that the major line of communication between 

Calcutta through Murshidabad and Northern Bengal districts in Major Rennell’s time 

was through the Rangpur line, though a separate line was from the first was originated at 

Boalia to reach Malda and Dinajpur and extended up to Delmacotta. The major line of 

inland navigation between Calcutta or Murshidabad and North Bengal went through the 
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district of Rajshahi and depending upon the tributaries and distributaries of Ganges and 

Brahmaputra one could reach his destination. The following table shows the major routes 

of inland navigation of North Bengal which were used for communicating Calcutta or 

Murshidabad from North Bengal or vis-à-vis. 

Table No- 1.1 

Distance of district towns of North Bengal from Calcutta and Murshidabad 

Place River route Distance in miles from 

Calcutta Murshidabad 

Cooch Behar Jalangi-Brahmaputra-Dharla-Torsa 666 572 

Jalpaiguri Ganges-Mahananda-Tangan/Punarbhava-

Atrai-Tista 

434 242 

Malda Ganges-Mahananda 303 106.5 

Dinajpur Ganges-Mahananda-Tangan/Punarbhava 354 162 

 

Source: James Rennell. A Bengal Atlas: Containing Maps of the Theatre of War and 

Commerce on that side of Hindoostan. London, MDCCLXXXI (1781). 

Besides, it is still worthy to note that the road communication system between the 

stations of North Bengal was available only for three to four months in dry seasons when 

the rivers got swallowed for plying the burden of merchandise. However, describing the 

routes of inland navigation he did not forget to mention the alternate routes available both 

in wet and dry seasons respectively. From the months of May through October when the 
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rivers rose high the inland navigation made available for any size of burden to all the 

directions. Yet, it is not improper to say that the communication system in Bengal 

inherited some unique features also. For example, the merchandise, at first were collected 

from the interiors of the country and transporting by roadways or waterways were stored 

at the riverside depots besides the main line of riverine communication and finally started 

for destination if the depth of water was manageable.114 The officials of the EEIC used 

to travel the province with their guards by foot or by various types of ‘palanquins’,115 

although they generally intended to make their journey more comfortable by using 

‘budjrow’ (bajra), a special kind of leisure boats when water communication was found 

to be available and the currents and winds in the river were calm. The sepoys of the 

Company generally used to make their journey by foot following the main lines of roads 

or cross roads. 

The geographical knowledge of the company on the province of Bengal appeared to 

be very timid till the Battle of Buxer. The EEIC used to depend upon the indigenous 

guides even during the time of war for searching new routes of communications.116 It 

seems that Rennell was appointed by Vansittart to overcome this shortcoming. Therefore, 

he was ordered to survey the tract of eastern and northern Bengal. Perhaps, the strategic 

location of North Bengal and also of its commercial importance inspired the English East 

India Company to pay special attention towards the land since the acquisition of Diwani 

(1765). That is why Major Rennell prepared a separates maps of this tract in his ‘Bengal 

Atlas’.117 In fact the Company tried to initiate a separate policy towards North Bengal 

since the last years of 1760’s due to several causes. Politically it was the track for growing 

a new tension facing from the ‘sanyasi and fakirs’ who started to attack and plunder 

Company’s territory, although there was no separate political agenda of these plundering 

community who were found in Bengal especially in the northern and eastern part of 
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Bengal since the beginning of eighteenth century.118 Strategically, the region was the 

natural boundary between the Company’s territory and that of the align neighbouring 

countries like Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim and Coochbehar. Economically, since the early 

days of the Company’s establishment in Bengal, the Company officials sought for a 

shorter way to Tibetan China through Nepal, Bhutan and Sikkim. Thus since the very 

beginning of the 1770’s the Company tried to concentrate the region in a new angle. 

Besides, Tobacco and timber of the Duars and Coochbehar region attracted the Company 

towards the land. 

It is, therefore, found that it was Major Rennell who seems to convince the Company 

to realize the importance of North Bengal. In fact, the EEIC in Bengal though achieved 

its political power and prestige after the Battle of Plassey in 1757; could not achieve its 

constitutional right over the land of Bengal till 1765 before the acquisition of Diwani 

from Shah Alam II, the Mughal emperor who was regarded as the constitutional ruler of 

India. From then onwards the Company mostly concentrated and engaged themselves for 

its administrative and financial reconstructions. Thus no expansion policy towards the 

north was taken by the Company. Basically, the colonial expansion policy in Bengal from 

its initial years never deposed of even a single evidence for the same till they faced any 

problem from the native rulers hindering their trade. Even after the victory over the Battle 

of Plassey the Company sought for hassle free trade. After the acquisition of Diwani they 

got the chance of collecting the revenues of Bengal, most of which would be invested in 

trading activities. Even, a native power could be able to succeed to maintain its existence, 

fulfilling the financial and other requirements of the colonial Government without 

hampering the British Paramountcy. Perhaps, it is the clue of securing the independence 

of Coochbehar by the Cooch kings throughout the colonial period only by concluding 

Subsidiary alliance with the Company.   
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The military history of the EEIC clearly depicts that its military strength was very 

nominal in the early years and mostly depended upon the strength of the native sepoys. 

But the conflict between the Company and Mir Kasim led to a sudden increase in its 

army. The number of ‘Sepoy’ battalions in Bengal, according to Dodwell, ‘rose from one 

in 1757 to nineteen in 1764’.119 The institution of Bengal army had been reorganized 

throughout the colonial period time to time starting from the last term of Robert Clive as 

the Governor of Bengal. In fact, the army of the EEIC was the sole factor behind its 

power and prestige. Robert Orme has perceived this rightly.120 Although, the 

management of the EEIC’s administration in India known as the Governor-in-Council in 

the early years of the said Company; composed of three different boards- the Board of 

Trade, the Board of Revenue and the Military Board which looked after all the managerial 

part of the EEIC;121 a portion of the military forces had been posted in distant parts from 

the Presidency headquarter, since the early days of the Company Raj. This centres were 

styled as ‘cantonments’ where forces were installed temporarily or permanently for 

maintaining law and order or other military purposes. It is probable that the absence of 

good network of communications, ignorance about the geography and climate of distant 

places and to handle the indigenous reactions after the acquisition of Diwani forced the 

Company authority to set up the Cantonments. Besides Dumdum, Berhampur and other 

important cantonments; Major Rennell also mentions some cantonments in Northern and 

Eastern Bengal.122 It is to be noted that all such cantonments were grown up on trunk 

roads of Bengal and the management of these roads were handed over to the hand of the 

‘Military Board’ for their strategic importance.   

It was since the early years of 1770’s when the EEIC started to involve the affairs of 

North Bengal. The severe Famine of 1770 and its drastic impact on northern and north-

eastern districts compelled the authority of the EEIC to keep intimate with the region. 
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Besides, the outbreak of the Sanyasi-Fakir uprising which has been regarded as one of 

the indigenous response towards the administrative reforms of the EEIC123 and its 

rapidity in a vast area of northern and north-eastern districts of Bengal gave so much 

trouble before the administration of the EEIC that decisions were made for suppressing 

the same with brutality.124 In the meanwhile, tensions between Cooch kings and the 

Bhutiyas in the northern frontier of the Company’s territory and Cooch Behar’s urge for 

assistance gave a chance to the Company to involve in the matter of North Bengal.125 In 

fact, it was Warren Hastings who was the active supporter for carrying on the ‘Bhutiya 

trade’ which was extended up to Tibet and China. For this reason, he firstly concluded a 

treaty with Coochbehar in 1773 during the time of Bhutanese aggression,126 by which he 

secured the same line of trade in Coochbehar state and also strengthened the security of 

Company’s territory by positioning Coochbehar as a ‘buffer state’ between Bhutan and 

Bengal. Secondly, depending on this treaty he defeated the Bhutiya army and by 

concluding a treaty in 1774 he tried to get an opportunity to actively participate the 

Tibetan trade. For this purpose, some missions were sent to Tibet but all came in vain.127 

It is interesting to note that Hastings was so fond of his ambition that he provided much 

facilities to the Bhutiya merchants.128 It seems that the inland navigation and road 

communications were developed for this purpose. It can also be said that Rennell in his 

Map, cites nearly ten roads129 most of which were used in those days for Bhutiya trade 

connecting Duars with Rangpur through Cooch Behar. However, it can be said that 

Hasting’s attitude towards betterment of Tibetan trade was engraved with his return to 

England. 

The sudden increase in Company’s expenditure in war purpose made an instant 

effect by shortening the budget amount in infrastructural development purpose. Thus 

after the natural calamities of 1787 followed by crop failure and devastating famine, the 
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urge for Government relief and repeal of land revenues had not been paid the heed.130 It 

seems that the Government in most cases rejected the demand of infrastructural 

development of transportation. That was found to be evident for the urge of dredging the 

Atrai river for facilitating transportation which was refused by the Government showing 

the paucity of funds.131 Besides, special provision was laid down in the Regulation IV of 

1813 for levying on boats, Rafts, Timbers and the like, passing through the Bhagirathi, 

Jalangi, Mathabhanga and Churni rivers; and that Regulation had been rescinded by 

Regulation VIII of 1824 for ‘determining the rates of toll’ and for ‘providing for the better 

collection of the toll’ and for the ‘secure navigation of the aforesaid and other navigable 

rivers’.132 The zamindaries came under the grip of the Permanent Settlement had to 

maintain roads under their jurisdiction and had to make these roads accessible to the 

travellers without any fear of robbers.133 Accordingly, Regulations VII of 1822 and IX 

of 1833 were enacted for imposing the road cess upon the zamindars for procuring the 

cost of repairs of roads.134 Similarly, town duties for maintaining the roads in good order 

was also thought to be implemented.135 In fact, speaking truly that the EEIC in Bengal 

never invested for making roads from their revenues till the middle of nineteenth century. 

Rather, they either imposed cess or duties on the zamindars or bestowed the zamindars 

on their benevolence for improving the inland means of transportation. That is why, it 

has been found that Maharaja Tarak Nath Rai Bahadur constructed several metalled roads 

in the district of Dinajpur.136   

The episode of surveying Bengal what was started by appointing James Rennell by 

the English East India Company had been continuing by its later Surveyor Generals who 

engaged themselves totally towards the task. Being a part of the military wing who were 

basically the members of the army crop of “Bengal Engineers” their basic intention was 

to find out the military needs for the use in war purposes. Thus till the end of eighteenth 
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century the surveys in Bengal mostly followed the line of Rennell though sometimes his 

findings were critically opposed by his successors. However, the first survey in modern 

line had been carried on by William Lambton in 1802 and followed by George Everest 

termed as the “great Trigonometrical Survey” (1830-43) where the survey was made with 

more detail and accuracy.137 Side by side, the ‘statistical survey’ by Francis Buchanan 

Hamilton who was appointed to report on the topography, history, antiquities, the 

condition of the inhabitants, religion, natural products, agriculture, natural calamities, art 

& architecture and commerce of some Bengal and Bihar districts also equally is an 

important work.138 The descriptive volumes of Bengal districts regarding the same issue 

written by Walter Hamilton published under the head of “The History, Antiquities, 

Topography and Statics of Eastern India” in 1838 however, ignore the existence of roads 

in Northern part of Bengal. The ‘revenue survey’ of 1850’s and Hunter’s detail survey 

reports published as ‘A Statistical Accounts of Bengal’ in ten volumes also furnish the 

clear picture of transportation in Bengal. 

The base of communication network in North Bengal in modern lines seem to be 

grown up in pre-colonial era. Before the advent of colonial rule most of the administrative 

centres, trading centres were connected by roads and rivers. Yet, it seems that the basic 

character of these roads was especially administrative, military, commercial. As the rural 

economy was based on self-sufficient village economy and the village people were 

mostly confined to their villages, the necessity to traverse were merely felt. It was the 

British who connected the village economy with that of the colonial economy. Thus, the 

basic character of roads was bound to be changed in colonial regime. However, when the 

EEIC tried to intrude the land by taking advantage of the Battle of Plassey (1757), all the 

important centres of North Bengal were connected by roads or by water to Murshidabad, 

Patna and Calcutta. The works of Major Rennell, although had been published merely 
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after twenty-five years of the establishment of British supremacy in Bengal; the findings 

of his works were mostly the echo of pre-colonial set-up. The English East India 

Company did not construct any road in North Bengal in the very beginning of their 

acquisition of Diwani. The initial efforts were made by them were to develop the 

communication system of the land by means of employing convict labourers to repair the 

olds or construct the new ones.139 ‘Murshidabad Road’ between Murshidabad and 

Dinajpur which was one of the major trunk roads of this region till India achieved her 

freedom, was the great instance of that kind. In fact, it served as a major ‘Dak Road’ used 

for conveying parcels between Calcutta and Dinajpur through Murshidabad.140 The water 

communication was more favourable in those days as against the roadways. After the 

Battle of Plassey, Edward Thronton remarks, ‘the money was packed in seven hundred 

chests, which being placed in one hundred boats, the whole proceeded down the river in 

procession, with banners waving above, and music pealing around them’.141 Hence, it 

can be presumed that after the acquisition of Diwani, revenues from districts were sent 

to Calcutta through rivers. Alexander Dow has rightly observed, “the easy 

communication by water from place to place, facilitated a mercantile intercourse among 

the inhabitants. Every village has its canal, every Pergunna (Pargana) its river, and the 

whole kingdom the Ganges, which, falling, by various mouths, into the bay of Bengal, 

lays open the ocean for the export of commodities and manufactures”.142 Yet, the river 

communication in those days were mostly time bound. In 1755 it was found that a boat 

from Malda laden with a bell of cloths could safely reached at Calcutta by 45 to 50 

days,143 although time mostly depended upon the factors of heights of water and velocity 

of currents of the rivers.144  
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