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DAVN OPF A NKEW ERA —
THE IMPACT OF WESTERW
CONTACT 1IN NORTHERN BENGAL



The last gquarter of the nineteenth century witnessed a
gradual change in the socio-political life of the people in the
northern districts of Bengal, There were o¥ious reasons behind
this, Contact with the western people and their culture, the
spread of western education, the development of communications,
the introduction of local Self-Government as well as the formation
of some institutions like the Fnglishbasar, 014 Malda and Jalpaiguri
municipalities that reflected the aspirations of the educated
people, contributed to the vrocess of change under discussion and
the growth of nationalism in Northern Bengal.

While disoussing the growth of nationalism in the region we
should note a few essential pointe that will provide a vivid
picture of the socio-volitical and economic milieu in which develop-
ment of national consciousness was possible, Mention may first bde
made of the fact that Northern Bengal is inhabited by people of
diverse ethnic, linguistic and religious groups like the Bengalis,
the Rajbanshis, the Nepalese and the Lepchas, Thus Northern
Bengal is a composite region in the real sense of the temm,
Furthermore, the present districts of FNorthern Bengal were not in



existence in the beginning of nineteenth century. The distriot

of Malda was brought into existence in 381?;90lg,;1l1n5 parts Pf

the districts of Purnea and Dinajpur,’ The distrioct of Jalpaiguri
which comprises the territory wrested from Bhutan as a consequence
of & war with that Himalaysn Kingdom was formed in 1869 2 while

the distriet of Darjeeling was acguired in 1835 by the Government

of Indias by virtue of a deed of grant’ signed by the ruler of
Sikkim, the tiny  Fimalayan Kingdom whose existence was threatened

by constant pressure exerted by the neighbouring ltlt.l.‘

The native state of Kooochbehar tucked in the North EFastern
corner of our area of study came under British influence in 1773
as a result of British intervention precipitated by a conflict
between Phutan and xooohbchar.5 The princely state of Kooshbehar
underwvent a process of modernisation under the enlightened Maharaja
Fripendra Narayan of Brahmo marriage® fame, The modernisation of
Koochbehar, it is interesting to note, coincided with the growth
of nationalism in some other regions of Norther Bengal.
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Until the late fifties of the Mineteenth Century the western
system of education 4id not spread to the farflung areas of
undivided Bengal as well as its northern parts lying Worth of the
Ganga and south of the eastern Himalayan Tarai.

As early as the 1680's the Fast India Company had ereoted a
fhetory” in the district of Malda where the Dutoh® and the rrenoh9
Companies t00 had their footnings, After the tlpl. of a Century
following this a new dimension was added to the commercial activities
of the English people in the region with the initiation of Indigo
oultivation at several places 1nolud1ng‘ﬂualalstylo and lnﬂnnbati%;
Some officials of these factories later on earned reputation for
their keen interest in the history, religion and culture of this
region, Mention may be made here of George Udnoylz

Charles Grant as resident of Malda factory in 1786 and his

who sucoeded

colleagues, especially Fllertonl’ and Femry Creighton’* of the
factory of Guamalaty and the illustrious William Uarnyl5 who was
placed in charge of the factory of Madnabdbati
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Ellerton on hinii‘z&iﬂgtiﬂ established some vrimary schools
in hi; locality as early as 180% and taught his pupils in
vmmlu-.“ He also wrote some text books to facilitate the
curriculum of those nhoolo.” This was the earliest attempt by
any Puropean to teach the local children in vernacular in the
region, Meanwhile Fenry Creighton had toured the dense wood in
the vioinity of the factory of Guamalaty and sketched several of
the mediaeval mo numents of the sbandoned oity of Gour C while
¥illiam Carey at Madnabati came in contaot with a large number of
people with a view to converting them to shristimnity dbut without

any success, 19

WVhatever may be the reasons for Carey's failure or the
withering away of the Schools founded by Ellerton in a few years
time, the early contact with the Europeans and the spread of
education sudsequently are of immense lipitiounoo./ E'ho spread
of English education was a gradual process with the first Government
Sghool coming up in the distriot of Malda in 1858, namely the
Malde Zilla Sohoolzg which grew up to be a high school from a middle
Fnglish School to be followed by the estadblishment of three more

English Sehools in the district by 18‘!0."'!1
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As regarde the district of Tarjeeling the Toreto Convent
for Nirle was established in 1P46 while the St, Paul's School was
brought into existence in 186°, Teceiving affiliation from the
University of Calcutta the St, “avl's School hecame the first

Colleze in Marjeeling in 1880,°7

It is worthwhile to mention that the schools at DNarjeeling
d414 orovide education for tre Turopean and the Anglo-Indian Children
only, during the early days.23 Tater on Christian missionaries
introduced elementary Schools for the lepcha and the Fhutia Chilc‘.ren.z4
Around 1850 a miscsionarv named W, Start had established a vernacular
gchool for the Lepchaa.zs Another miscionery, namely Iiebel, wrote
gome Leocha primers and taught his children in vernacular.26 But
the most effective work in the field of vernacuvlar education in
Darjeeling was done by William McFarlane who came to Darjeeling in

1869.27 1In the years that followed there was significant advancement

in the field of vernacular education,

The Jalvaiguri Zilla Sehoo1?® was started in 1868 while the
Zenkine School at Coochbehar in 1861.29 The Sunity Academy, L the

Girle' School of Coochbehar came into existence in 1881 while the

22, Banerjee, AKX, et al,, 0P, Cit,, p, 475.

2%, Ibid, pn. 474.

24, Ihia.

25. Ivid, 479.

26, Ihid,

27. Ivid, p, 480.

28, Jalpaiguri Zilla School Sataharshiki Smark Patrika, 1969,
29, Magumdar, 0,, OP, Cit,, p. 174.

30. Sunity Academy Satabarshiki Smark Sankhya, 1981, », A7,




Vietoria Collogesl of the same town, a very prestigeous institution
of Northern Bengal was founded in 1888,

The part of Northern Bengal which is now within the territorial
limite of Bangladesh was also brought under the network of Schools
and Colleges established by the new system of education, The
Rujehnhl College and the Carmichael College of Rangpur produced

many of the early nationalists of our area of study.*

s Another factor that accelerated the ghange of Soclo-economic
milieu of Northern Bengal was the development of the means of
sommunication during the second half of nineteenth century,
Particularly the extension of railways to Northern Bengal was of
great importance, The Northern Bengal Railwuyn’z was introduced in
the 1870's while the Darjeeling Himalayan Railway > was brought
into existence in 1880, In 1893 the Bengal Dooars Railway ® and
the Koochbehar State Railvuy35 became operative, Thus the people
of Northern Bengal were hrought closer to each other the consequence
of which was indeed important.

The newly formed class of Fnglish educated gentry mostly the
vproducts of schoole and colleges mentioned above and eager to keep

eontact with the world outside was thue provided with a great impetus,
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As early as {h21880's some mufassil gentlemen were attracted
by the Indian Association, a political organisation led by
Surendranath Banerjea., The National Conference held under the
auspices of the Indian Assooiation in 1883 4id inolude in the list
of delegates the representatives of Jalpaiguri and Siligur1.36 On
the other hand the third session of the Indian National Congress
held in VMadras was attended by Radhesh Chandra Seth from Malda who
was at that time a student of Rajshani College,>! Radesh Chanira
had also formed an organisation named Malda Assooiation’e of which
Social service was a fundamental objective and himself developed

close contacts with the Zemindars' Association of Cnlcuttl..”

The formation of some municipalities in some Northern Bengal
towns during the period was of tramendous importance, The old
Malda ard the Fnglish basar Municipalities were brought into
existence in 186940 while totally under Government control the
municipality of Jalpaiguri was formed in 1885.‘1 In the same year
the Town Committee of Kooohbehar*? was founded, This committee was
a nominated dody,
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The 014 Malda municipality effers us an interesting case study
of how the civic bodies occupied the mindes of educated people, The
publiec opinion in that teuﬁ?%harply divided over the issue of the
formation of the munioipality., One seotion of the gentry opposed
the working of the civic body and wanted its nbolition43 while
another group appreciated it and wanted the municipality to continue
for the benefit of the peoplef'4 This was actually a conflict
between the traditionalists on the one hand and change seekers on
the othcrf’ The dichotomy becomes orystal clear to us when we find
Radheshechandra Seth, till then a student, leading the second group,
It was under his initiative that a pamphlet was publicised contain-
ing cogent arguments in favour of the existence of the uunioipality‘5.

The municipality was allowed to continue and as a matter of
fact this was a morale-booster to the ohnngc-ucekora.‘s Persons
involved in the controveray over the oivic body later on indulged
in various social and cultural activities with an indomitable
spirit, Radhesh Chandra himself published the Gourbarta a fort-
nightly news paper and founded the Krishps kali press which ran on
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a co-operative tasis, The "Sourbarta, however, did not continue for
a long time for lack of resnonse from the veonle vet unprepared to
appreciate the pioneering venturp.‘7 Tesnite the initial fallure
Seth's initiative did not wane and soon after he published the
Gourdut in which numeroue articles were printed highlighting iserues
like landlord-peasant disputes, maladministration of the municipali-
ties, the District Roard and the Tocal Boards, Police inaction in
respect of law and order, the necessity of extension of railways to
the diptriot eto.48 The end of the Gourdut came abruptly. A
violent earthauake destroyved the Krishnakali nress in 1897. There-
after Seth joined the Maldaha Samachar as a regular Columnist, The
publicationsof the Gourdut could tre resumed only in 1910?9 a little
before Seth's death,

Curiouely enough the wave of national consciousness also
grioped the royal family of Coochbehar to a certain extent in the

late nineteenth century.

In 1877 a movement had started against the Fovernment decision
of lowering of age as regarde the eligibility of candidates
intendeing to appear in the ICS examinations, Surendranath Banerjea,
the leader of the Indian Amsociation toured almost the whole of

India Lecturing over the issue, One such lecture was delivered at
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Bankipur near Patna. MNaharaja Nripendranarayan of Rochbehar who
was a student of a Govermment institution at Bankipur at that time

had attended the meeting addressed by Surendranath Banerjea. >’

In 1886 the Sgkhi Ssmiti was formed by Swarna Kumari Devi,
editor of Bharati, a noted Bengalil poriodionl}with the object of
campaigning in favour of economic self-sufficiency and spreading
of female education.’l The Sgmiti organised fairs in which were
displayed indigenous goods, These fairs received liberal

contridbution from Suniti Devi, the wife of Maharaja Nripendra

"rmose

During the Congrees session held in Caloutta in 1896 an
exhibition of indigenous goods was organised, The inauguration
ceremony of this exhidition was presided over by Maharaja Nripendra
Narayan of fochbehar, On this ococasion he delivered a nice little
lpceoh.” Pinally we should refer to the Congress Report of 1886
which inoludes Naharaja Fripendranarayan as one of the contributors
to its funa,>*

These contributions or the sympathy with the national
organisation need not lead us to the hypothesis that the Kochbehar
family had any sympathy with anti-British feeling, With the growing
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disapproval of the Govermment of India the contridbutions ceased to
flow to the Congress funn.55

Nevertheless Maharaja Nripendranarayan had sympathised with
some gwadeghi commercial ventures generated after the partition of
Bengal in 19505, Fe associated himself with the Hindusthan
Co-operative nantss and sincerely believed that spread of primary
and secondary education was an imminent necessity which was revealed
by his speech delivered at Mathabhanga, a town in the state of
Coohbehar, !

The Western part of the district of Dinajpur which forms part
of our area of study was by and large a neglected area and 4id not
undergo any considerable socio-eceonomic change during the last
quarter of the nineteenth century. The sub-division of Balurghat
was formed only in 1904.58 However, the town of Dinajpur, the
headquarters of the undivided distriot withessed the growth of
national conseciousness at an earlier date, The Indian National
Oongress established a dranch office at Dinajpur town in 1895.59
The politiecal soctivists of Dinajpur town gradually sprinkled their

ideas to the interior regions,
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In Forthern Bengal the social fabric was also undergoing
transformation in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. With
the influx of people from Aifferent places who engaged themselves
in higher independent professions like legal and medical practioces,
various GCovermment services, teaching assignments etc, and were
keen in sending their childrem to schools for receiving English
eduoation, there was a growth of Bhadralok class in the towns like
Jalpaiguri, Siliguri, Alipurduar and Darjeeling,

The distrioct of Malda, formed much earlier, had already provided
a base for the Bhadrploks particularly in the towns like old Malda
and English basar, FHere a conflict was in progress between two
gsections of affluent peoples, One section mostly composed of
affluent landholders and merchants, given to luxuries of many tindlso
was opposed to the wave of transformation while another seotion of
which men like Radhesh Seth were the products, forged ahead with
their new ideas and aspirations.* The outcome of this confliect was
the splendid growth of gwadeshi movement in Northern-Bengal in the
first decade of the twentieth century in whioch the Malda Bhadraloks
like Radheshchandra Seth, Renoy Kumar Sarkar were in the forefront

inspiring their compatriots at Jalpaiguri, Siliguri and Balurghat.

60, Nag, Girishchandra, Deputyr Jiban, p. 187 f£f,, Caloutta, 1%%4 B,S,

¢ It appears that the members of the former group were not eager

to part with the power and influence which they had hither-
to exercised,



