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3.0 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The early history of Assam is not clearly available. It is 

available only from the references in the Mahabharat a mythological book, 

the Puranas, the Tantras, the mythological tales and the travel accounts 

of Hiuen Tsang. It was only after the coming of the Ahoms in Assam in 

1228 A.D. when valuable information' were recorded chronologically about 

the reigning Kings. 

The record shows that the first racial migration took place 

to this area with the Austroloids or Austro-Asiatic speaking people from 

the east during the pre-historic time. Before coming to this region perhaps 

they used to live in the foothill:bord.ering the Brahmaputra Valley and driven 

to the hills of the Meghalaya subsequently by the later migrants of the 

Tebeto-Burman stock. 

The second group came to Assam from north-east and east 

who spoke the Tebeto-Burman group of languages, especially Eastern 

Himalayan, North Assam Bodo and Naga groups of languages. Racially they 

belong to Mangoloid and migrated from the east across the Patkoi-Arakan 

Yoma ranges from Burma. 

At the same period another groups of people speaking Indo

Aryan languages started migration from the plains of northern India with 

the help of local kings and chieftains in search of their livelihood into 

the Brahmaputra Valley. Originally they were of the Caucasoid racial group, 
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who offen mixing with the local other racial stocks formed the Hindu 

population of the area. They have also built up the Vedic socio-culture 

in Assam. 

While the old Indo-Aryan socio-cultural stream was still 

trickling in, the migration of a new group of people started with the invasion 

of Assam by Md. Bin Bakhtiar Khiliji, a Muslim General of Kutubuddin 

in about A.D.1205. At that time Mahammedans entered Assam through 

Goalpara district. Khiliji was defeated and some of the captive soldiers 

settled in Assam, in the area between Hajo and Sipajhar in the Brahmaputra 

Valley (Taher, 1987). This led to the spread of Islamic influence in Assam. 

The first Mahammedan invasion took place during Ahom reign in 1527 A.D. 

In this battle the Ahoms defeated the Mahammedans. The next invasion 

made by Turbak in 1532 A.D. and the present Maria Muslims in the 

Brahmaputra Valley are the descendants of the captives during the battle. 

This battle took place in April 1532 A..D. when a Muslim commander of 

Bengal named Turbak invaded the Ahom territory with thirty elephants, 

one thousand horses, many guns and cannon and other fire weapons and 

large battery of aritillery. They encamped at singri (at present in Sonitpur 

district) opposite to the Ahom Fort on the back of the river Brahmaputra. 

On hearing this Suhungmung, the Ahom King sent his son Suklengmung, 

with a strong force to Singri and himself advance to Sala. Suklengmung 

became impatient and without fortifying the rear strongly, crossed the 

river Brahmaputra and gave a vigorous battle to the enemies. On this 

occassion fortune forsook the Ahom general. An innumerable number of 

the Ahom infantry and eight of their commanders were killed. Suklengmung 

was severly wounded .. The Ahoms then moved back to Sala and Senglung 

was made Commander-in-chief. 
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As the rain started the Muslim army halted their further 

advance at Koliabar (Nowgong district) and during this period they captured 

seven· boats of the Ahoms, on the river Brahmaputra. In October, the 

Muslims advanced to river Ghiladhari (Darrang district) and halted there. 

In November, 1533 A.D., Suklengmung recovered from his 

wound and took the charge of Ahom forces at Sala, on which the · Muslim 

soldiers made an attack. They set fire to the houses outside the fort but 

are routed on a surprise attack by the Ahoms. Next the invaders attacked 

with cavalry and artillery, and put the whole Ahom troops into confusion. 

The elephants in the front line failed to stop the enemy advances and the 

Ahom troops lost this_ battle. Later on, in March, a naval engagement near 

Duimunsila resulted in a great victory· ·for. th~,,Ahoms. Two Mahammedan 

commanders, Bangal and Teju (sic), were slain, together with a large number 

of mercenaries. Two thousand and five hundred men of the invaders lost 

their lives along with twenty ships and a number of big guns. 

In the mean time, Turbak received reinforcement from 

Hussain Khan, another Muslim general. Hussain Khan reinforced Turbak 

with six elephants, one hundred horses and one thousand infantry. He now 

took up position at the mouth of the river Dikrai, while the Ahoms pitched 

tents on the opposite bank under the leadership of Senglung. The Ahoms 

defeated the Muslim invaders in a series of engagements. The final defeat 

of the Muslims took place in a battle near the river Bharali. Turbak was 

transfixed by a spear. During the pursuit, Hussain Khan was caught- and 

put to death. The head of Turbak was entombed on the charaideo Hill (Gait 

1926, Barua 1966, Acharyya 1966, Bandopadhyaya 1982). 

Nine hundred Muslim invaders were taken prisoners by the 
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Ahom king during this war and he settled them in different parts of the 

Brahmaputra Valley. According to traditional belief, the Ahom king first 

ordered them to cut grass for the king's elephants, but were found quite 

unfit for this work. They were next employed as cultivators but it appeared 

they were absolutely ignorant about cultivation that once the Ahom King 

commented, 'Naha Marai Chaha Dhan Pale' (Nine hundred maria had grown 

only six hundred paddy grains). Next they were ordered to construct houses 

but they failed to do this work also. 

After a year the disgusted Ahom King then released the 

prisoners so that they could earn their livelihood in whatever way possible 

for themselves without being a burden on the royal exchequer. Some of 

the mercenaries had knowledge of welding of brass metal as they had used 
~·-------·-

guns which they repaired themselves. However, after the release S'ome of 

the Muslim mercenaries had taken to working in brass as an occupation 

and finally settled down in the Brahmaputra Valley. It may be mentioned 

that, since the Maria Muslims came as invaders in Assam, so they did not 

bring any females with them. The Ahom king then decided to offer them 

low caste Hindu ladies. According to a legend, once the king invited all 
1., 

the young Hindu females in his palace. The king presented them Mekhela-

Chaddar and ordered them to go back by wearing the Mekhela-Chaddar 

presented by him through a marshy path. The king was observing them 

from behind. He observed that, some of the females crossed the road, pulling 

the Mekhela-Chaddar upto their knees to save the new clothes from the 

mud but some of them crossed the path spoiling their new clothes. The 

king then decided to offer those who crossed the path, pulling their ~ekhela

Chaddar upto their knees to the Maria Muslims. Because the king thought 

that they were born in the low caste and hence were shameless by nature. 

I 
I 

-- --------~--
1 

I 
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So, the king picked them and ordered them to marry the Maria Muslims 

youth. After getting married with the low caste Hindu ladies, the Maria 

Muslims finally settled down . in the different parts of the Brahmaputra 

1 
Valley . 

The above mentioned story indicates that at the begining 

of the settlement of the Maria Muslims in this valley they were assimilated 

with the Assamese Hindu society. However, a new community appeared 

in the plains of Assam in the 1530's. They started their occupation as 

braziers but some of them had also taken up rearing of domestic animals 

like bulls, cows etc. In a zikir (a type of religious song) it is sung that, 

'Gariar Garu Marai Bai' means - cows and bulls of the Garia (another group 

of Mus lim) are reared by the Marias. 

Slowly their settlements were distributed in different parts 

of the Brahmaputra Valley, from Sibsagar where they were kept in the jail 

and released from it. 

Very little information can be gathered about the Maria 

Muslims during the British period. W.W. Hunter mentioned in his book, 'A 

Statistical Account of Assam' that the braziers formed a distinct and 

separate community and used to depend entirely upon their trade for their 

livelihood. The brass workers were paid at the rate of six pence per pound 

of metal worked up. The Marwari traders used to supply metal to the 

manufacturer and used to sell the finished utensils to the traders (Hunter 

1879). 

1. The legend was narrated by Gausal Ali of J ayantipur village, Koliabor, 

Nowgong district on 24.12.88. 



Another view about the Maria Muslims is that, ..... "they 

were looked down upon with detestation by the orthodox followers of Islam. 

Becuase of their habit of 'drunkenness' contentious character, they were 

regarded as a group of degraded Muslims. They participated in Islamic rituals 

only nominally. The Marias were looked down upon with detestation because 

of their lowly occupation. But their occupation was not related to the notion 

of pollution. Because brass utensils produced by them were used in the 

'Namghars'. So it can be assumed that they were treated as a group of 

degraded Muslims because of their profession. In social relationship also, 

the syads and Sheikhs tried to keep away from the Marias. Social relations 

among ·these· groups are guided by superiority-inferiority attitude among 

the members. Because of the social distance, maintained by the two 'Elite' 

groups, the Maria Muslims have become an endogamous group." (Saifun 

Nessa, 1984). 


