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WEDIEVAL MORTHEAST INDIA ; POLITY , SOCTETY AND BCONOMY
1200 - 1750 A« D.

I. State and the Rice Beonomy
Political Setting :

The land of Kamrup that omce extended from the easternmost limits
of the Brehmaputra valley to the banks of the river Karatoya was long in
its ruins when in the early 13th century Turko-Afghan adventurers from
Bengal ami the migrant Ahom (Tai) settlers from Upper Burma‘appeared on the
soenes No more was there any semblance of a central kingship lefte Norwns it
#o rodpparr-acon-  during the subsequent centuries under review. Instead
there persisted a fragmented political system. Several new tribal state
formations as well as a number of petty nonwtribal kings and armed lande
contrallers (bhuydn/bhaumik) - the latter mostly comentrated in the western

and central parts of the region - coexisted side by gide. -

The Ahoms were an advanced plougheusing tribee. Their rudimentary
state had at its base not only their own settlements but also the subjugated
nonwAhon villagess both settled and shifting. The Aiom nobility had domains
allotted to them» and at their head was the king chogen from the royal clane
The king appointed select noblemen to important offices and could dismiss
them when necessary. In turns he was himself appointed and could be removed
from office by the council of the p-e‘_t noblese The adult male population
owed the obligation of periodic service to the state. The utilization of
the manpower pool was organized by the king with the help of a hierarohy ¢
officers. The labter were emtitled to sxploit a portion of the mobilise
labour for thedr own private gainse The Ahom polity was thus a quas

)



. Of the two other medieval tribal state formationss the Chutiya
Kingdom was completely absorbed into the Ahom State by the early 16th
certurys The Kachari Kingdom too was gradually pushed back by the
Ahoms further southwwest to a precarious existemces often under corditions
of vassalage. At the same times the westward thrust of the Ahom State
was largely at the cost of the bhuyans. Bven as all this was happening in
the early 16th centurys there emerged another tribal state formations the
Koch Kingdom. In course of the century: it consolidated its power over the
entire wostern part of the region from the Karatoya to the Barnadis all the
time oxpanding at the cost of the local bhuydnge In 1563 a Koch army
marched to the Ahom capital » Garhgaons and sacked ite But soon the Kingdom
was split into two - Koch-Bihar and Kooh-Hajos the latter co=terminoys with
the western part of what is teday known as Assame The state of Jaintia that
-emerged by the 15th century in the Khasi hills and was marginally present
in the plains will not be brought much into our present discussiofe: It was

v an extremely loose and amorphous tribal polity» more akin to its eastu?n
neighbowrs in this respect s than to the Ahom Eingdom on whose economic and
social formations we propose %o focus. The State of Mandpur also remains

outeide our scope» largely for the same reason; and also because sources
for its history deserve detailed gerutiny. '

By the time the Koch and the Ahom powers were pogited for a

confrontations many of the distategratod bhuyans were absorbed as petty
- officers into the lower echelops of the new machinery s set up foxr mobili
 he obligatory labour services to the two statese For they constituted an
-;th elite having a formal edusation in scriptures » mensuration
.~ arithmetics and also a proficionoy in the use of armse As the bhuyans did
s e never completely lose their local influence at the gragsrootgs the importen

horo played during the 13th-15th centuries doserves & mention?
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confedederaciess Now and then a petty Tulers claiming descent from an
ancient royal lineage and styling himeelf as "Kamesvar" or "Kamatesver” »
demanded loyalty from thems If the claimgnt was strong enough» the
neighbouring bhuyans did reéognize him ns their overlord and paid homage
at hig courts Otherwise: they remained independente (Chandibar Bhuyan —
2 14the-century migrant who 'commanded 80 ghields' —— held allegiances for
instance s to Gandhnrvaral» vhos in his turns was a vassal (chotarafa) of
the King of Kamata (]f;;,g;’eggz:;r).1 On the other hands his contemporaxy
Purushottan Das» grandson of a dependent bhuyan commanding 2 thousand
gvordsmeny claimed himself to be independent and granted a vaillage to 2
Bl'za.hlnin.2 :

Most of the bhuysng were highwcaste pigrant adventurers from Nerth
India and their descerdents; only some 7OTre of local descente Though byand
1arge Kayastha by cnste » the bhuyon category did not altogether exclude
Brahming s Dedvajnas or Muslimse Thelr various surnamess suoh as bhuyans
glrls Téd» dalad Sg_wm;_) and khan» suggest that they represented not
merely a status.group but also a claoss of armed 1and=controllerse They moved
to virgin lands to set up their new homesteads and e‘ultivatiom they provided
protection to their dependent neighbours ageingt the ot and Kachari
inoursions; and they also flayed a leading role in the cultural life as well
se in the comumal dyke-building activities for mmtemmcontrol. Theys as a
groups dominated the caste=differentiated Assamese-speeking mainstream of
the population. The population 7as then o nyrind= tongued tribe=pecsant
OWQ Bycept for the Ahomss the rest of the tribal mﬂ” it”
plaing were of TibotosBurnan stocke o ihoms belonged fo the SinoTed
lingulstio family. e v 1
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 The eastern and larger part of Koch-Hajo — subjugated by the
Mughals but frequently changing hands during the 17th century - was finally
annexed by the Ahoms by 1682. The Ahom expansion as far as the river Manas
became then a settlad fact. It was thorefore in course of the 17th century
— the century of Ahom Mughal conflicts —— that the relative isolation of
the region was breacheds ard the economic impnct of the outside world began
to be folte In this changing political sotting» the region's overall
production activities and trade could not but undergo slow changes in
diversity and volumes if not also in quality.

_ In fact the process of state formation within a tribe could have
had started only when it had»s to a considerable extent » moved from shifting
to permapent cultivations with or i thout the use of ploughe Fors a quantum
of surplus was necessary to maintain cven a rudimentary state apparatuse
The subsequent process of political congolidation over the centuries was
coterminous with the twin processes of social comsolidation through progress-
jve sanskritization i.e. Hinduization of the tribes and their peasantization
and of economic consolidation through market linkse This involved not only
a degree of upward social mobility into and within the caste sogiety r but
also economic changes. The invagion of the plough in pockets of ko and
digging stick cul tures meant an extension of the wet rice (ga1i) cultivation
at the cost of that of dry rice (flm 7/ 8us) and of the transplantation
technique in preference to the broadecasting of seeds. The packnge changes
in the rice cconomy ensured an 1mreased productivity » thereby giving
sugbenance to the riging popllntion azx! to the state apparatii. ;

u | -lﬂ of Wet Rigo Culture
e wevsdling nodes of oultivation aml their iz were largsly o
ouponse to the varying ecologioal comlitions. In the raiafall-rich regions

dobted vith forests and swanpss huntings fishing and other
’mmunmw Taé 38
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Of the two major varieties of rice » Ghu was a shortematuring one which was
gown brondcaste It needed no gtanding vater ands hences also no ridges
(14 ) built into tho fiolds.” A4 s a more produotives longenaturing
varicty that needod wet copditions and transplantations Slope being an
important factor for congideration in rice culture’ wet rice needed sweh
ficldg =

(4) as could be flooded artificially from ad jacent streams as

and when needed » or

(11) as could be reduced to a dead 1evel so that it could retain
the rain water.

A'l'hﬁ' first was a technique of gravitational irrigation with its
applicability limited only fo sloping submontane tracts vatered by hill
streams. It involved the throwing up of dams acToss the hill strea-_ip their
apper reaches and leading the stored-up water to the fields through n network
of dug-out chonnels. The Kacharis were adept in this techniques The
existemoe of suoh irrigation works in 13th-century Assom appears to have beem
noticed both by Minhajeul-Siraj and the first Ahom sottlera.’ The second
technique suited the extensive central alluvial flats» made up of clayey
soil » onoe these were cleared of deep=rooted forestse It involved swrfacing
of the soil and raising of low ridges in o orisscross pattern so that the
¢101d ws divided into a mumber of 6 to 10 yards rectangulaz blocss and the
rain water could be held in the right quantity and let out when neededs

Low builtein ridges s crisscrogssing the rico fields and breaking the
monotony of their flotness » are cruwirl to the wet rice The
-mmrdumtwwafma,ﬂ ) et
explained in
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The grassy benks and islands of the Brahmaputras being sandy and
exposed to anmunl inundations were wnfit for any kind of permanent culti-
vatione So were large parts of the undulating plains and submontane tracts
where the slope remained an inhibiting factore Most of these areas wore
however suited to the growing of TGhu culture even after the hoe or the
digging stick wns replaced by the ploughe In the region's agrarian historys
improvements did take ploce over the periods but without driving out the
old techniques into total obsolescemces The tribal factor and the given
ecology were largely to explain this phenomenone

In the 13th centurys the Ahomg and the nonetribal population in
general were agsooiated with the wet rice (gaid) culture of the central
plainse Some advanced sections of the tribal population, like the Kacharig»
also marginally grew wet rice of another variety in the submontane tractse
This varicty wns Khommg abge vhich was irrigated but not always necessarily
tronsplanteds .At the same times all othnic groups without exception had
also o varying interest in the dry Bim oulturcs In cowrse of the subsequent
centuries s the Ahams played a significant role in widening the basc of the
wet rioe oulture of the gali variety in the undulating plains of eastern
Assame Apparentlys the iron implements they had for reclamation and surfaces
levelling work were relatively more efficient and abundent than their
neighbours's For they had direct acess also to supplies from Upper Burma
acrose the hillse Their use of buffaloes as the major source of animal
powers a8 in Southeast Agiss was another factor that contributed to their
efficiency in bringing wnstelands under the plough. However their main
strength. L v the Mﬁmn.l!::l militie gystem they shared with their
idniamen in and Vietnate Such o militia had to resder service to

ymnmww-ummm-. Next to defence s the
 mogt importont fumtion of this militia wis to bulld and mainfaln an '

[ - -
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Role of the Militia in Rice Culture :

The militia wns employed to reclaim cul tivable 1ands from forests
and swomps. These were then systematically gettled with the sunlﬁu
population from older habitationse Hundreds of miles of river embonkmentss
crossed by high raised pothvays and joined by smaller punds graduating
dowvn to nnd connecting the villages ond fieldgs formed 2 network that

’ helped retain or keep out the inundntionse. These massive workss built up
mainly in course of the 15th=17th centuries» remained unparalleled elgevhere
in the region. The land gurface was also coused to be levelled up vith
particular cares "Tn this country they make the surface of the field ond
gardens so level” wrote Shihabuddin Talish in the 1660s "that the eye
connot find the least elevation in it up to the extreme horizons” .4 The
reference wag obviously to the Ahom part of the regioms j.e.s engtern Assam

o where gali accounted for an overvhelmingly mejor part of the rice productions

In courge of the popular Vaishnava movement since th‘e 16th century:»

o network of monasteries ( gatrg) — these appear to have numbered more then
t » thousond affound 1700 Ae De — come inmto being. These institutions slso

took part on their owms and independentlys in the reclamation of waste lands |

for cul¥ivations vhile prossing their claims for an exemption of o1l momS—
G celebate or morriede-from obligatory militin gervices to the States The
monks evaded sueh services as and when they coulds by peying ﬁ.'na or -
othermige. At one stoge the Stote tried to suppress a large section of the
monasteriess seize the monks and send them to labour camps to build roads
and embankmentse In due course» the Mhom state homever changed its poliey
<ode. during the 17th - 18th conturiess ondoved o number of those momnsteries
Atk grapts of rovenue-free wisto londe ~ad M.b%ﬁw ‘




The Ahom militia organization was so intrinsically integrated with
the economy at large that it deserves some elaboratione Originallys each
household contributed one militia man (ghar muri ¢ pova). With the
exception of the attached serfss slavess priests and men of noble birth
the entire male population in the 15=60 age=-group was deemed to constitute
' $he militia. They were known as paiks and » in due courses were organized
by gots (units) — each consisting of four adult males and jointly held
responsible for one man-year of service to the states One senber of each
got was obliged to report for duty s in rotations» at appointed places "for
swh work as might be required of hims and during his absence from home s
the other members were expected to cultivate his land and keep him supplied
with fcmd."5 In times of an emergency like wars the second and even the
third member of a got might be called up» at ome and the same times even
to the detriment of their household agriculture.

Bach paik household had access to common lands such as forestss
grazing grounds amd fisheries. Begidegs it held in private occupation three

types of land :

i) homestead and garden lands suited fo growing bamboo s
areca-nuts» betel-vines and sugarcane s vegetabless» frudt-
begring plants » lac s silks tobaccos jute or some suwch crog;

4i) inferior lands suited to fluctuating plough cultivation of
Bl rices mustard-seeds and pulses; and

4i1) wet rice lands.
s & :
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For the first two categories of landholding » the paik had no obligation
. 4o the state. Subject to a degree of clam control » homestead and garden
lands were treated as private property. Inferior lands going periodically
waste were hardly claimed as permanent private property under the given
conditions of land abundance. A household could get hold of as much of
P guwh lands for wse as it could managee On the other hand s all wet rice
lands were deemed to belong to the state. As against his service obli-
gations to the states the paik was entitled %o enjoy7demarcated plot of
wet rice lands free of all taxes and subject to redistribution from time to
time, Since the 17th centurys the sigze of this allotment used to bes
generally » 2466 acTes; and in Kamrup where the average quality of wet rice
ed | land was inferior» four acres. Incidentally Kamrups representing new
conquests in the 17¢h centurys was the westermmost district of the Ahom

dominionse

Bven as late as the early 16th century) this basically tribal
gystem of manpover utilization was not sufficiently coercive and» hence»
ree had its loose endse "Some Ahoms camplied with» some did note Only the
conquered gubjects” » a chronmicler lamented » "perform vhatever work is givem
to thnl".s It wae in the reign of Pratap Singha (1603=41 AeDs) that a
degree of coercion and sophistication was introduced into the reorganized
nflitia. It was then split norizontally into a mumber of functional/
loealitywise divisions called khel: each with a hierarchy of officers -
tholoﬂatmuthnholdixﬁ-ohagod twenty ggtse Under the re-
organized system» cach individual paik served the state for a stipulated
period of three months in the year. Faika of good birth were not expected
to do manual labouwr or to fight as common soldiers; they therefore remiered
L 2




-t 10 3=

non-manual services: in accordance with their respective skills» aptitudes
and status, Separate fumotional khelg were also organized for such non-
manual -serviccse Craftsmen contributed» in lieu of labour» a fixed portion
of their respective products to the royal treasury. Agains some of the
khels were engaged in cultivating crown lands or working in royal karkhanas
and granaries. Tribal cultivators of the marches » not using the ploughs were
not within the purview of » or integrated into, the system.

This system worked in such mammer that one=fourth to ons=third of
the militia were always available in readiness for such work as might be
required of them. Since ministers and officers were not salaried s they
were provided during their temure as their perquisites with cultivable lands
and a quota of servitors (Likohou) from the paik units they commanded. So
miserable were the conditions of these Likchaus as unpaid labowr for a
limited period that they often preferred to pay their officers heavily in
cash or kind to escape the ordeal, Besides» the bigger officers - all noble
men — had their ancestral estatess slaves and gerfs which were their private
feulal properties. The traditional practice of land grants to Brahmins »
temples and religious institutions in the region was initially discontinued
by the Ahoms. However from the 17th century omwards » they too fell in line.
They createda on hn extensive scales large private feudal properties in
favour of the above-menbioned categories as they had done earlder in favour
of the nobility in office. In that processs a gsizeable portion of the paiks
were transferred from the state's jurisdiotion to that of the lords temporal
and spiritual » so that the latter could exact labounerent directly from them.
Private feudal properties also existed in the Koch torritor:lesn later prese

n.ttu- of the .uim system as 1t fumctioned in the non-Ahom
ww-mmsmnm. In the Koch and Kachari Kingdoms — and also
Qmmum«:ammmw.;awdmm
ys ¢mmwmmmumntum
' mau-mmu_‘.ﬂn
mwummt
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The Iﬂ Im&t
With the imposition of the Mughal reovenue administration on the

Koch territorics and the imcreasing role of money in economic life since

the cloge of the 16th century: profound changes began to take place not

only therc but also in the adjacent Ahon Kingdoms The Mughal administration ;

demanded from the paik allotments revenue in cash in lieu of the traditional

militia service. TFrom a larger part of Koch-Hajos the Ahoms ousted the

Mughals but basically retained their land revenue system. In the Ahom

territoriess relatively affluent padks had already been looking forward to

comutation of their service obligation into kind or cash payment. This '
was increasingly comeeded to0s though with son® rolurtangc. {
Only a manpower CEnsus s ard no land surveys used to take place
from time to time in the Ahom states The earliest reference in local
chronicles to such a census is to one that dates as far back as 1510 A«De
Tt was not the custom of the Ahaps to take any land tax from the cultivators
. -t "in every house oné man out of threc® » as Shihabuddin Talish observed »
had to renmdor service to the Rajah. "If this country were administered like
tho Taperial dominions” he ostimated *it is vory likely that forty to forty=
five hkhaozr\meowouldhaooneotad ﬁmmmmwﬂnﬂ-
the price of the clephants caught in the jungles ard other - This
wq,&gl thinking had not left the Ahoms umaffocted. Inpressed by the Mughal

e P A U
. Dang Nghien Vans "An hai in Vietnam” » |
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laul neasurement systems they started a countryewide detailed land survey
amd almost comploted it duwring the years 1684=1751s In that processs

attompts were made to detect taxable wet rice lands held in oxcegs of the
prescribed paik allotments and to explore new avonues of taxations vhile
keeping the militia system basically in tact. Surveyors werc brought from
KocheBihar and Bengal. Selective commutation of labour scrvice obligations
for cash was also in progresse By 1663 pineapple and tobaccos both
contributions fron the New World s worc undor cultivation in the region. Both

had potentialities as cash cropse

By the end of the 16th century» some types of land had definitely
acquired a selecable value in the western parts of the regions though lard
sales were still rather unusual. The author of Kathaeguru-charits casually
refers to three such transactions related to the purchase of homesgtead
slots taking plse in the 16th comturys'© In the noxt centwrys the fact of
land purchascs actually tald.ng place in the same area is corroborated by
- soveral extant documentse Three of them - dated 1667 A.D.o 1685 AeDe and

1723 AsDe respectively - strictly belong to our per‘iod. The first is a
gonad issued by Bmperor Aurangzcb in favour of two temple mriests of
Pargana Pandu. Trough not a sale deed» it mentioned the market price of
the 1end donateds The sccond and third were actunl land transaction deeds»
in cach of which a higheranling nobleman in office featured as the purche
asers The third document recorded the purchase of a eacre plots suited to
"'~ both orchard and rice cul tivations at the price of rupecs twenty=-five from

10 KallieguEuoharit: 7R 7+ 142 ool 263.
' ! : hato » PelB w Oomum inscrip-
s Assan Seorctariats Shillong/Gaubati.
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some vaillagers of Maligaons Pargana Dehare The place of transactions
nomes of witnesses presont and boundary demarcations were mentioned in the
documents All the places mentioned in the above documents » however s
related to western Assam - the present district of Komrup to be more
precises It appears that in cngtern Assom private 1and rightss cven when
rocognized as saleables romained inseparably linked vith overeriding clan

and community rights down %o the British days beginning 18264

1T. The Caste-Society and Division of Labour

Eeology and Socicty

_Throughout the historical period the Brahmaputra - the region's
1ife line flowing between softs sandy banks —— was also ruthless to its
vicimities all along its courses Though favoured with westorly winds» its
navigntion in the rainy season 78 nazardous » uncertain the dangerous far
bonts other than canoes» because of floating trees and the difficult
tracking along its junglo=covered and crushing bamkss - Village settlements
follomed therefore o linear pattern along the banks of its tributaries
rather than nueleating on the banks of the Brahmaputra itself s cxcoph for
a fow sites protected by natural rocks from its vagariese. Clusters of
henlet=type settlements were » more often than nots separated from cach
other by jungles and swanpse infested with wild animals including herds
of buffaloos s clephants and deers Under the circumstonces» if politieal
dovelopents were at a level different from thoso in the nowth Inddan

plainss society and economy too had their distinguishing W

e s e Tt
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Assam now villages settled with several caste groups including artisamlm

The attempt hovever apparently failed to give n different direction to the
vi]iage gettlement pattern. The brotherhoods that developed on the basis

of furctional khels » institutionalized by the same king for administrative
conveniences largely irhibited the growth or autonomy of village communities.
Only in some pockets of western Assam could one come across a semblance of
big mul ti-caste villages =— thats toos not frequently —~ and never were

they oriented to jajmani relations.

In general » caste rules were less rigorous» less specializeds
less claboratc and less inhibiting in this region than clscwhere. For
example » thore was no taboo against Brahmin women's participation in the
sowing and harvesting operations in rice fields or in weavinge Many of the
Brahming were agriculturists; thoughs for the ritually inferior act of
.ploughing » they had to depond on otherss The caste society was openwcnded
at its bottoms liborally admitting not only individual entrants but also
vhole tribes —- Koch» Ahom and Chutiyas for instance - as new castes
through prosclytization. The Vaishnava monasteries played a significant
‘role in thi.s respects This steady process of detribalization over tho
centuries aleo meants intor alias the proselytes' adoption of mud-plinth
dwellings in place of pilowhouscs» of tho caste society's dominant
language in place of a tribal dialect and of the plough in place of the
hoe or the digging stick. Tribalism nevertholess died hard since fregh
groups of tribal hillsmen contigued® to come down and sottle in the plains»

'  thercby somewhat noutralizing ‘the proccss.

#

.+ It ie difficult to say to vwhot oxtent trados crafts and monoy
~ oiroulation provailod in the rogion dwring tho 13th-15th conturioss No
,ngm.um.mm;MWcmwnm
m y tho Turko-Afghan raldors, Nor oro thoro
; ‘h#%ﬂh‘m”
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It is highly probable that importod cowrics (concheshells ) contdmued to
bo in circulation. For we find cowrics being roforrod to as moncy in an
ocarlicr inatu*.lv"::!.on."2 Bartcr nevertheloss romaincd the main fom of
oxchange » alongsido of the usc of cowrics and Bengal coins coning into the

£ rogion through tradce i

Village self-sufficicncy in a total sensc was 2 nyth oven in thosc

timese Salt had to come from the brine springs of the surrounding hills
usc of varying ccological conditions s
thore was a degrec of micro-rogional gpocialization in rospect of crops
1ikc cottons sugap-canc s nustardesoccdss lac and gilk. Hlcphant tusgks » buffalo
he horns » rock-salts inconsc and iron weres for the most parts mroducts of the
foothills and the hills; @0 was raw cotton. Merchant-horocs participating |

in longedistance s riverine (and goa) trade with boatwloads of - Wlaals POPPRT ;

(pdppald) » inconsc s ginger » nustard=scodss ownin scods and nutmegs otee
ov:l.dod a popular thome for the 16th-contury Assamesc litoratwrce This
Pdigte euggcsts oxistomso of swh trade in a7noar paste We lcarn from Miphaj that
nt on , pogulor supply of horscs usod to roach Bongal from Tibet (and Bhutan) via
Kemrup in the 17%h oontury Prado links botwoen castorn Assam and Upper
Burma » and probably also gouth China » wOXe nadntained acrose the hills

throughout tho {3th=15th conturics.

and / or from constal’ Bengale. DBeca

Mopey and Trodo

Fron the late 16th century ommards » information is mawe

about tho region's cconomic conditions; .dw&um-ﬂlm
thwnuatom\omunq
mﬂnUWMm ummdm-f
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period were gold coins issucd by an thonm King in 1543 LeDe No fthom
coins wore further issuod during the contury; but the Koch Kings simce
1555 AeDe s and the Kachari and Jaintin Kings thorcaftor s took to
regular coinnge filling in the vacwumes The Ahons also resunod ninting
agnin in the nifi=17th contwry. By 1663 thoir currency consisted of gold
‘coinss silver rupees and cowries. By the ond of the oentury halfwrupec
and quarter~rupec silver coins and by 1750 also onceeighth rupce and
onc-sixtoonth rupce coins were oxtensively in circulation throughout the
rogions The standard phom rupec-coin weighcd two-fifth of an English
ounce; zmdo in the abseme of a copper coinnges cowrics met the necds of

‘hpo\:b'.ﬂ:rcdo. The rapid incrense in mopcy supply from scveral sources

indicatod that #ho demand for media of cxchange and trades both introe
regional and inter-rogiomal, werc incronsing over the yoars 15001750 AsDe

Some idea of the trandc conditions could be derived from Katha-
guru~charita s sinco o mmbor of 16thecontury Vaishnava saintss whosc

- biographics this book contoinss had participated in trade as youngmens

The author classificd morchants (pudpi) into throe catogories — (i) shope
keopors dealing in gold and, jewellss €i) thosc doaling in a varioty of

silk and cotton fabrics and (111) thoso doaling in commonplace articles

1iko salt and Kigr (an alkaline substitute for salts prepared from

vegetatle ash). The first two categories dealt ovidontly in luxury goods

and th~ thirds in nocossarics. Big or amalls the merchants of the reglon
were men of modest means by north Iniian standardse The scalc of operationss
Qallll' montionod in this sowrccs was of the ordor of rupoccs onc lakh or
Qn in soveral cases; in ono places o crodit capital of We4 lakhs is

| '5 4 m‘ in cowrse of a story. No particwlar castc speeialized in trade.

mmmw«mmvmumummh‘
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Tradors uwscd to form tomporary partncrships to trade in digtant

narkots with boateloads of local products and roturning with a cargo far

grlce On comploting the roturn voyage and salcse the profits were shared

" and the partnership was dissolvode Cormoditics involved in trading wore
g3 ornanental unbrellas nade of
knivea with

nustardesceds; arccaenuts; betel leave
banboo and takaupat (loaves of a plant of the peln fanily)s
ornancntal handless galt; silk; back peppoer; clephant tusks and golde
Generallys the first throe items procurcd from KocheHajo were offercd for
the romaining items of the above list obtainable in the Ahon K:lngdm.w-

Tradors sonctincs gpecialized in 2 single comnodity likc salt or
To somc oxtents gpecialization in the production of a copmd.:lty
was achieved also localitywisce Ooncentration of betolevine and arccaenubt
opchards in the village of Kupajhar and its vicinitioss and Paralahiat ‘
sorving the arca as a narkcting comtro» were noted in Kathoguruschorita.
In a1l loeal hats» which wore wockly or biewockly nartss one could purchasc 1
piccomgoods ctCes but presunably \
not a very wide range of goodse Surprisingly » therc was only a small daily J
bezar on a narrow strect in tho Ahon capital of Garhgaon in the 1660s; :
ond the only sellers vho sat tharce as Shihebuddin observed » were boteleleaf
gellerse However» women vendorss smongst othorss brought hoadeloads of

various provisions for sale %o Nagzirahat » 10cated outside the city gatess
1

This wo loarn fron Kathgeguruecharita.
Village pottors used to go out with boat-loads of their carthem L
wares for bartors Smwmuwmwmugm‘
umuaumocmboowu.fmm:d-mﬂ' ‘
locally bartering these for salts oil» orecoenubss rico and such other

arccaenutse

botclelcaves » arecn-nuts » carthen warcs»

#

160 Kallih queharita s poe 63+ 82-51 ond 1313 G
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nocossarios of lifes The author of Knthaeguru-charita also notod
occasional sales by thom of vogotabless mustard oil and wood fucl.
Thug » for the most parts gxchange was intraelocal on a petty scale and

at a poddlim level s vithin the limitations of a basically barter and
cowric cconomye In such an cconomy the sellors were often thomselwes

also the producers or gathorcrs of the goods solde Then nots they
gonerally had their goods procured directly from the producers, in villagos

X s

accessible by boats rather than through intcrmediaricss Besidess big or
1
snalls the tradeors did not normally smap their links with agriculturc. L

Bullock carts were not in use; nor were bullock caravanse

Let us take the carcer of Hhabananda Kalita (bs cirea 149 AeDs)
who was described as n bapesadogar or big merchant. He was born in an
afflucent agricul tural houschold congisting of fourtcen mombers» including
a2 bondsman or two. Jointly with his umelcs he owned a large boat and
gseveral heads of cattle and buffaloes. While migrating to o new villages
with all their moveable propoerticss young Bhabananda and his uncle lost
everything - even their family - in a boatewrecck. Howevors in course of
his resisting a betelelonf verdor in a hat ands laters of participation
in that trados Bhabananda made a small fortume of 640 cowrice (normally
equal to halfea=rupec). Through gambling this was augmented to rupces foure
In partnership with a fricnd he thon took to goatebreeding and further
improved-his pecuniary position. In partncrship with six friondss he now
took to riverinc tradc. Gradually he beeame a boateowing merchant dealing
mainly in mustard-sceds. Basod on the Koch Kingdoms he used to travel as
far as amd boyond the fronticrs to trade with men from tho Garo Hillss
Bautans Mughal Bengal nnd the Ahon Kingdome His avasion of the Koch customs
* m beon once detoctod o he wne finally granted taxefrec privileges

_ a——" N s
T

a9 WD 123, 2440 2505 307 and 331.
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In his old age.howuswen,-setmd in his forme

all over the kingdome
by bonded or slave 1nbour and his resources
18

housc # with agriculture carricd on
comitted to tho cause of the Vaishnava movenent e

-

e know also of other enterprizing Assamcse merchants who took f

thair troding boats ns far ns Dncca or followed an overland tradewroute

across the Jointin hills to Sylhet to trade with Bengal in the early 17th
centurye The Assanese diplomatic envoys» vigl ting Tripura thrice during
170915 AeDe s noted important trnd o=contres and loeal mroduces they found
on their zoute — obviously with an cyo townrds trade promotion. Their
oritton nceounts are oxtont.!? A chain of foothills mawts - suoh a8
Nogalits Borhats Kicharilits Rehalints Gobhalint » Benitats ond Phulagurihft
— fncilitnted rogulor trnde between the .pln.ina of the region ond the hills
of northerst Indine Raw Gotton ~nd iron of the hillsgs in porticulars were

cxchanged for rices aried fish and cotton and silk fabrics of the plainse
“and also for belle-metal nnd brazon utensilse |

Thore werc reguler trnde relations between Mughal Indic and the

Ahom Kingdom s cxeept when such relations remnined suspended on diplomatic

grounds. The Mughal ~dministration had an ingatinble demand for live

clephonts and 2g0X (Mm or nloo=woods The normal ageTEY
for procuring clephants wns s however s not tho traders. For clephante
catching wns o highly 1aboup=intensive » sophisticnted onberprises necesserily

organizod ot the state levels A goldene=huod silk varicty of Assone QUER®
dal and Molabar

wos an article of ’cx;c‘fe in Bongal o8 well as the Coromo
contwurye Hvery yeor in normal timess wrote Shihabuddin»

congts in the carly,
popper » spikonard s musk» gold ond a varioty of silk

. quontitics of nloo-woods
wore offered in oxchange of salts sdltpetres sul phur cnd severnl other

oroducts of Mughal India ot tho thon-Mughol ohoakepoate ]

18, Tbids DD 79.101-and Pe 424+
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The eenponition of the Mughal-ihom trnde could be roughly
comprehondod for the first half of the 18th century from the oarlicst
avzﬁ].able estimatess based on the customs checkspost returns of the year
18%{/-92‘. These are tabulated below with a coution that the Ahom

» kingdom was not even half as populous then as it had been around 1750
Nevorthelesss the figures are valid for ouwr purpose in their ordinsl

mogn:ltudesr
TXPORTS FROM BENGAL INTO (HOM STATE IMPORTS FROM AHOM STLTE INPO BENGIL
5 QUANTITY e ; VALUE QUANTITY : VALUB
" (1000 mounds) (se1000) (1000 mounds) (Rs1000)
Salt . ; 3540 192.5 Stick-1lac 1060 350
Ghec (clarified
N .gutter 1.0 1.6 Raw cotton ; 7.0 35.0
*
Fine pulse - 0s8 Mugn silk Ot 2849
Sugar and spices - 2.0 Mustardesceds 15.0 2060
Gop‘per - 4e8 Ivory 645
Red lead and paints - 1.5 Bell-metal vessels ( 2.1
A “ and iron hocs ) -
Stone bendse cerals» S 8.0 :
pearls and jewells v 3% i Black peppér and () O 048
Buropean glasswares ( 2.8 hong pepser ‘ i
‘eutlery & woollens *?  Indian madder 045
Muglin C- 10,0 Thaikel (%) fruit Oe1
© Othor luxwry fobrice - 4.5 Slaves (100 persons) s k. Bald
i ’ A 13040
‘ Oe1 Gold and Silver 97«4
. C 22843 22843

i ’«Qm mlw.u 75 nds of “Muge cloth (dnotd).



The trade patterms as indicated aboves and by Shihabuddin earliors
suggests that the merchandise trade .sm'plu wns generally in favour of
Mughal Todize In other wordgs the bullion inflow from Burope into India
4id not emter imto the Ahom domimionse Secondlys salt accounted for an
overvhelmingly larger part of the imports into the Aihom State. Around
1750+ the annual salt imports from Bengal were about 120 thousand maundse

Unlike the trade with Bengnls the region's trode with Tibet and
Bhutan wos favourcbles the outstanding balances being settled with gdld and
gilvere The latter countrics offcred rockesalts woollenss gold dusts
horsoss yalketails (chomor)» musk and Chineso silks in cxchange for lacs
driod fishs cotton and silk fobricss and perhapse also rice and iron. The
bulk of this caravan trade was between the Ahom kingdom ard Lhnsa aond was
negotinted at a place in the foothillse The total value of this trade was
estimated ot rupees two 1lakhs for the year 1809.23

The range of trading activities at various levelgs as surveyed
aboves wng cxtremely amall because of two serious limitations : (1) the
surplus largely taking the form of laboun-rent / rent-in.kind for direct !
appropristion by the ruling clnss and (ii) the houschold consunption needs
of rices cloth and oil being »lmost cmtirely satfsfied by production within
the household itself. There wns no orgonigzed grain market» nor was there
a vertically ond hrigontally orgrnized chein of intermediaries to interven®
in the market. "The inhobitants store in their houses ome yecr's supply of
food of all kindss and" wrote Shihabuddin” are under no necessity to buy
or sell any eatables.” In March 1662 the inveding Mugbol ommy found in the
capital eity of Garhgaon om0 to ton thousard maunds of rice atored in caeh 0
about 170 granariess all presumably belonging to the state and the rich

t .
23, Gromois Hamiltons poeT3e74; DolibpistBieieGhudle 2677

24, Goite ppe134 amd 150.
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Yot wdor the Mughsl imprct things wore surcly chonginge We find in three
oxtant coppor-plate chartorss datoed 1739 1743 and 1755 A.De rogpoctivelys
normal priccs boing quoted for n range of food orticles like ricecs pulnocos
clarifiod buttor (ghoo) » solts oils arccamnutss botel-lonvoss gingors milks
joggory (gux)s and black-poppor as well ns ineonse and earthon vossels for
rogular futurc purchascs to be made by coertain tomplcs.zs

A11 snide onc has to note that big bankers» insurcrss sarrafse
brokers amd a1l that paraphornalin of o developed moncy cconomy WCXC CONS-
picuously abgent in the rcgion cven by 1750 in contrast to what oho
fourd in contomporary Mughal India.

Crafts and Tochnology

Bocnusc of the limited growth of tradcs the dovigion of labouwr —
both in torms of the numbor of castos and in torms of the actual occupational
spocinligation — wog cxtromoly stuntcd and roemoined more or lcge so until
the ond of our periods Weaving and spinning worc not castowspecific profoss-
iongs and profossional weovers ware not manye. There was no geparatc oilmen's
easte cithor. Weavings eil-crughings rico-poundings baskot-mcking and a
number of othor crafts wore carricd on largely within the hougcholdse It was
only in Kamrup that onc could come ncross o xr.lllo.gc'or two cntircly scttled
by oilmen or weavers; but thoy too hod agriculturc ns 2 scconmdary occupations

Tho Kalita castcs csgontially peasant in orientations permitted its
membors nlso to form diversc occupntional groups guch as those of wheoleusing
pottorss Nuakuuhao goldgmithss bellemetnl artisangs carpenters ond boat-
m and woaverse Tho groups tendod to bocomo sub-costoss but finally did
i m W enstos roduced to untouchability were tho Hirfo who
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faghioned enrthen pots without using the whoel; the Brittials who were

goldgniths; nnd the Nadidls who were not-using fighernen. The Moriis

— Muslin settlors originally coming as prisoners of war — were A :
braziers » nnking utensils out of brags-sgheets; they were looked down

becruge of their nddiction to drinking. Artiscns nnd fishomen were not

necogsarily delinked from agriculture.

It vas but naturnl that in n timboperich regions the art of
enrpentry would be highly gilled. The timber palace at Garhgnon built
by 12000 men in one year» nccording to Shihnbuddin. inpressed hin for
its exquisite '.7o<:'d.-\—m1'k.26 The nmumcrous locnlly=built wnm=boats of the
Assamese olso impressed the. Mughnls for their agility. The technology
enployed in boatemnking s however primitive. Large clinkor=built .
sailing bonts were diffioult to ply on the Brahmaputra and its tribu- ’.
tories. Hencc it wns the dug-out canoe with engy access to both that wns
perfected for usé in local wntorse.

i

The trnditionnl boatebuilding technique » surviving till the -
recent times s deserves o mention herce Roughly hollowed logs» with their
ingides soraped off until the thicknoss of tho outer skin wos rodused te
sbout an inch and o quarter» were gneared with liquid mud ond were placed
inverted over n line of burning cnborse Thus subjected to a steaning
prooess nnd softeneds the bont in moking wns widened by insertion off
thuartse If it split in the proccss — and usually it did — the roent
wns potched with o piece of 200l fagtenod in by clampse In this process
bonts with n width of six to seven feet and a length of sixty feet could
be builts vith n naxioum burthen of 30=35 tonse.

- —

bﬂlllwawfcmmsm»mhg“ﬁw v 4
Two flot boards and o stone=londed small boam were all “ug v
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the cattle - powered mille Swh a nill was also used for sugarcane
orushing. The dominant tochnology in weaving did not differ much fron whe

seoomgorily provailed elsevhere in Indiae

Mineral production was an important economic activitye Gold
usod to be obtained from river sands by members of the Sonowal (gold-washer)
Khel — o nultiecaste guildwworking in groupse In Shihabuddin's times s ten
%0 twelve thousand Sonownls were engaged in gold=wnshings and they paid to
the Rajah & tola of inferior gold per hoad per years which fetched a price
of rupecs eight to ninc. A1l the four altermative methods employed in -

goldewmshing involved a tedious proocss.27

So were the methods of mamufacturing galt. There was a chain of

brine springs along the hill ranges close to the foothillse At these

Pl ages wells were dug to a considerable depthe Joints of large banbook9 #
opencd out so as to resemble canoess WOIe filled with btrine armd werc
placed side by side over a very long watem-filled carthen t¥ough . used as
a boilere Wood fuel was burnt for the purpose. In this rude way» the
brine in the bamboo joints was evaporated until salt was formede This salt
wns more expensive than inmported Bengnl szilt.zs

Olose to the brine spring sitcss, there were also beds of clay
iron ore which were worked heavily in the medieval timese Mining vas
carried on often to the dopth of twonty=four feet to obtain this olay~ irone
It was then cleansed of ite impwritics by washing nnd wns finally nelted in
gaall clay furnaces. In a working teams for every five men cngnged in .
enclting there would be about five times the number for preparing the ore

~and m»«;l. The wholo group wna headed by a mostor crafteman (gjlin) who

- :ﬁ&mnﬂtﬁli&toﬁwtwmonnddmoutﬁalmpirontrmit.

~ hspomese furmacos were 1@s officient than those in use in the Khasi Hillss
3 b_{_ w‘ yo o2 4o Ly voleT # m..

< v ) ;. ‘ e 2 -

by of Bopgals voleS» 1636 0s208; Galts pe142e
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gorked by double b01lows.29 The iron and iron nanufactures from Jaintia
and other parts of the Khasi Hills had a big market in medieval AsScolle

While technology in general mé backwvard » metal working in
gnithics wns not soe Byport Muslin artisan recruits from Mughal India
were orgmnized into a separate Khel or guilde Metal-casting processes
were used for making articles of golds silver: bronze » bellenetal » brass
and irone According to Shihabuddins the Ahons cnst cxcellent natchlocks »
and made firsterate gunpovder and artillery piccess S0 wns the opinion
of Tavermere He however wrongly orodited Assom with the discovery of
gunpowd or and gunse In fact s fire arms and gunpowdor were introduwed in
Asssn in the carly 16th t::crrtzu.ry.'jo The roynl Karkhongs in eastern Assam,
aperts there was one village of metal workers in Kanrup» Sarthebari » thot

gicill in metal castinge The impact of Mughol Irmdia

wos known for its
s like brass ensting »

facilitated the imtroduction of some new craft
tailoring nnd the manufacture of rose perfuncs and granulated sugarse

Many artisans were cngaged in the royal iGxiliGmag. Others worked

to private orders vith rov neterials handed ine The W

introduccs us to an jndebted and poor weaver +ho charged o piecewrate of
vth yorn supplied by the customeTs

eighty comries per cubit of cloth wovens
part of his practioc.

A little pilferage of the customer's yarn was also
n the advice of a Vaishnava precoptors he stopped puu._forinc and
Soons freed of a1l debéss

There ere nlso more

Laters o
bocane knovm a8 an honest» hardeworking weavers

he becene affluent providing small loans to otherse
affluent master weavers (0ege ome deseribed in the 16th century a8

tantriekulaekanala s 1eGe s & lotus in the guild of scavers ) counted anongst
the patrons of 14 toratours and roligious refmeu.” Weavers and other

29, Robinsons PPe34=35;
m-m ff.

304 Gadts ppe =95 and 148e
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artisans had often thoir respective guilds and guild-nmostors (dalai/ojHa/ ::
paral)e Jowrneymen werc knovn os Polis 0iv

To sun ups the uneven devolopment of tochnology over a range of A
crofts stenmed from a somi-tribal cconomic bases a small quantum of :ﬁ
surplus in circulation and n relative scarOity 7ithin the region of basic -
netals liko irone A mininal use had to be nmade of vhatever iron was Sl
available for purposes other thon those of woapon-nakinge As a result, et
gimple bamboo and wooden inplements continued to be uged in most crafts th
and agriculturcs while manunl skill wns raised to 'a high lovel of perfection 14
to achiove the cndse Natural factars also came in the way. Any kind of e
wheoled earringes was not in use becnuse the heavy raing for about eight A
months in tho year made the roads urnfit for their use. The region being be

earthquako-pronc » thore wns no appreciable dovelopnent in the art of of
building with bricks; nor wns the ancicnt art of building with scul ptored
stonoc-slabs appreciably revivede y

III. Population and Urban Centres 0]

T;lO gl zo of the population nt difforent points of time until
1872 is anybody's guces. However from around 1500 to 1770 AeDe» One comcs °
across dofinitc signs of a .donographic growth in the rogions in the wako
of improvements and oxpansion of the rice cconomye This was evidont from
the contimous attompts made by the atatc and the Vaishnava monastorics
ot sotting up now villagos in areas romotc and desolate. Surplus -
P 4 m&&mm dravm from older habitations to these ncw villagese Other
: ,w«fmmmtomrowmmmmuadwuma
. _intonsive cultivation mothods and a stoady flow of inenigrdtions
: uﬁﬂ of landwabundance s the rogion novortholges -
0 u MM tmo
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.

The growth trends that was so obvious for a long time un®il
1770 in the Ahon territoricss was halted and totally reversed during the
noxt half centurye Thore was a terrible depopulation in course of the
Oivil War years? 1770=1809» when half the population was wiped outs
Agains the atrocitics cormitted by the Burmese occupation farces during
tho years 1811-1825 furthor roduced tho renaiming mumbors by ono-third
or so.” The ccnsus that followed British ammcxation of the Ahop
torritorics in 1826 yiclded in that ycar a count of only 7 to 8 lakhss
half of this congontrated in Kanrup lying wost of the Burrmd:l..34
llowing for gapss this figure could bo rovised %o one nillions Finallys )
the official population roturn for t_ho sane arca in 1872 was less than
145 nillions» oven including sonc 40;0(30 born ohtsidc the provincce
Kooping all thoso ¢nots as woll as obsorved variations inm tho sizo of the
Ahon rdlitia in views and prosunably working backwards fron the 1826
bonchenark s local historians have cstinatod 'thc nide18th cenbury population
of tho arga at 245 nillions.35 This sounds rcasonablos if not a little

on thc lower s.ido.

Other ncthods could also be triocd for our purpose » calculating

on the basis of the nilitia sizee In the roign of Pratap Singha (1603=41) » l
tho arca lying botwoen the Barnadi and the Manas » is0er the district of
Karrup » was not yot includod within the Ahon torritorics« The mmerical
strength of his army was ostinated by the author of Hdghph ¥oah ot ome
hundrod thousand foot» ome thousand cléphants and a large floete On

anothor occagion» the author of Wesﬁmﬁat it at
three hundred thousand foot» 180 clephants and four thousand 7ap=bo S

324 WM)-mMmﬂm
33, By Bale's acqmting to ho Gapiidee Histomy of Talias Vol.5r 2:558
ThokdalePhulcan s pRs74=T5+ ' ’
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The wido difforonco betweon those two ostiratcs of Pratap Singha's amy
strongth could bo largely resolved by roferring to the fact that the
proportion of tho available adult nanpowor pool actually callcd up

(i.04 5 tho offoctives) could vary in accordance with tho cxigeneiocs of
circunstancos. Besidess on the latter occasions Pratap Singha's owm forces
were joined also by the displaced soldiors of Koch-Hajoe

Assuning that onc paik per got (of four nenbers) was called up
on tho first occasions and further thet ot loast five thousand paikg were
there with thoe clephants and the fleots tho relovant adult nmale population
(in the 15=60 agoegroup) could be derived as 4.2 lakhse It was most likely
thats on the socond occasions ieces tho ono noted in Baliarigtsnei-Ghaybi »
two pajks per got were called ups On this assunption and a further one
that therc were sonc five thousand paiks posted with tho dophants and tho
f£loct s the rolovant adult male population could be dorived as 6e1 lakhge
In yot another ostirmatc contained in tho Akhabaratei=dorbar-i-Muals dated
10 Docembor 1669s the combined strongth of the infantry and cavalry under
the comnand of the Ahons was pub ot about ono lakhe !
nent imvolved was still the samce but the total population nust have
undorgone a fall meanvhile duc to the lingering AhomeMughal hostilitics and
the cxcoptionally scvere drought of 1665, Assuning that only one paik por
got was called up in this caser owr catinatc of the total adult ngle
population for 1669 is four lakhse

The arca of recruit-

At this stoges by using a nultiplior of 4 on the basis of the
obsorved ratio botwoon tho total adult mele population (in 15=60 agu=group)
and the ovemp-all total population in undordeveloped countrice like Indias

Q pt 1468 and 2,44 millions» respectivelys as alternative population
' 08 for about 1615=1620 » and 1460 nillions for 1669 For all thosc
MWQW”M-:O. ﬁommmm
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annexed Kamrupe A further clarification may not be out of place heres
Tho Kings in thoorys could call up even throe paiks Por got in an
cmergencys but in fact he would have hardly dared do so for fear of a
congsequent total collapsc of the ngrarian cconomy due to manpower

shortagce

Assamese chronicles provide us with clues for an exercise in
population cstimates also for a period when Kamrup was an integral part i
of the fthom States In ce 1711 AeDs King Rudra Singha (1696=1714) was s
geriougly considoring nn invnsion of Bengal. The militia regigter of
nis State at that timo revenled that 260 thousand paikg could be
mobilized if the combatants (KZmrd) alome were called upj 360 thousand :
paikss if the nomecombatants (cms ie0es men meant for nomemanunl ;
gervicess toos were called up; and 400 thousand paikse if the quota of i
awxdlinry forces contributed by the vnssnl chiefs were also comrbed.38 ‘
According to one chromicles two paikg por gob were alerted on this
oocr'.aion.39 -@Given the methodology worked out aboves three alternative

posgibilitics regarding nopulation cstimates follows which are tabulated

ce-1711 3 T H
: (1) : ‘

below :

Paiks Called Up 0.26 0436 0440
\dult Malo Population  0.52 072 0480
Total Population 2,08 2488 3420

" % dult male population multipliod by 4e

Quite obviouslys the ostimote in the socond column alone is relovent
for our purposce Fors a sigocblo scotion of thepopulation is left out ]
- e

- - v

"h% -
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third colunns a major soction bolongod to tho Kechari aml Jaintia :::
Kingdonse Thuss finally we have the folloving population ostimates loft

for our consideration : g

d hon

Ahon Stote oxclusivo of Kanrup Ahop Stato inplugive of Keprup -

about 16151620 1669 ce 1711 ok

1468 2.44 1.60 2.88 nillions of

ni

" Having adjustod thege figurcs to put thon on o comparablo bagis in point 9
of torritorial coverage for all these yoars and also for 1826 and 1872 it
ig suggosted that the actual population of the Ahom territorics up to the

Manas ranged from two to three millions over the ono=nnd=a=half century Dh

enddng 1750 . g te

E th

For a similar denographic exercige for the rest of the rogions be

tho mynilablc data arc not adoguate. Howover according to Rkbar Nemah s by

the Kingdom of Koch-Bihars lying cast of the river Sankoshs had two +]

hundred fhousand foots four thousand horsecs one thousand ships and seven £
hundred elephants.4o Applying the same mothods as aboves it is suggested
that the relcvant population was somewherc between 1.64 and 328 millions

around 1600 A.D. For tho part of Koch-Hajo lying botween the Sarkosh an L

#ho Manass 1.0e s the arca that was undor the Mughals until the end of our R

poriod s we have no cgtimate to offere

t

Quite an insignificant portion of the rogion's populations nuch a

less than that of north Tndia s lived in concentrated gottlements that could h

nor were these necessarily or I

. beo ecalled townse Such towns were not nany »
 predoninantly non-agricultural in charactors
mm%mbmnmlﬁewmﬁanofaumbordﬂlmnmm
dg and a walled palace complox — all togother emcloged within a threo-

: “duwmmuaahﬂou. It had no narket plwa ot 7

]
{

Garhgaons the Ahon capital
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than one which had betel-leaf sellers as its only shopkeeperse The
houges were built in a scattered fashions and every man's orchard and
plough land were situated» as Shihabuddin tells uss in front of his
nouge.}! Nevertheloss s Garhgaon was algo the abode of a large mumber of
artisans attached to the royal household and Karkhanas; and highequality
clasp-knives were mamufactured here for a wide narkets The new capital 1‘
of Rangpur - a brick city close to Garhgaon — was found %o be twenty !
miles in extent and thickly populated in 179 by Welsh. Yet its populations

perhaps» never exceeded ten thcusani.42 ‘

Other important towns were all in the western parts of the regione
Dhubri s Ghilas Gauhati and Hajo — each of then with a fort — were referred
to as guagbag by the Mughal se Originally a betel-mt nmarket and later since
the 17th century7a centre of provincial administrations Gauhati was found to
be an extengive amd populous tovm» situated on both banks of the Brahnaputra »
by Telsh in 179=94. Hajo was "the nost important town and the capital of
the Kingdon of Cocho” in 16265 as it is known from the letter of a Jesud®

father visiting it that year.43

In the populous capital of KochwBihar (Coochbehar ) » there were in ‘
the seme year many bazzars which were visited by merchants from Patna»
Rajmahal and Gawr. In the 1660° Shihabuddin vas impressed to see its
gtreets lined on both sides with flower-beds and u-eea.M' Rangamati as a
town came into prominence by 1606 when it had two churches and inker alig
a small Portuguese populations and by the end of the century it became the
headquarter of a Mughal Fauzdare The town was two miles in breadth and five
niles in length ands about 1770+ had nearly 1500 housess'> A consideralle
quantity of Garo Hills cotton used to enter the chdnubimm
Wma Beruas Asamebandhus Vol.1s 1885

PellOe 3
43, Gaits ppe216=17; Wessels» Ppe 12324 for the *
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All those townss as mentioned aboves hovever owed their inportance
prinarily to the political factor. Only Barpeta -- a cluster of artisan
villages huddling together in and around the campus of a Vaishmava
monastery — owed its impartance prinarily to crafts and peddling tradee
In 1872 and 1881 it was found to be more populous (134758 souls in 1881)
than Gauvhati or any other town of the Rrahnmaputra valleye In our periods
a few artisan villages like Sarthebari» Sualkuchi and Ramdia — all in
Karrup — developed » respectivelys as contres of bell-netal » silk-weaving
and cil~curshing industries and becane trade-centrese

The distritution of population over the region had discontinuities
and a degree of unevennesse In 166263 Shihabuddin observed that the
habitations» north of the Brahmaputras had greater abundance of cul tivation
than those south of ite Yet when narching along the south bank from
Kaliabar to Garhgaon — a distamce of one ndred miles or so — he found
"houses and orchards full of fruit trees stretch in an unbroken line";
and "roadss houses and farms in the sane style" » also from Lakhugarh to
Garhgaon. He observed that from the wide embanked road — lined on both
sides with bamboo groves upto the foot of the hills — there were cultivated
fields and gardem.46 Koch-Hajos toos was "very populous and rich" as a
Jeguit father observed in 1626s These qualitative statements suggest that
the northeast region in 17th-18th centuries was not as desclate and
depopulated as it was found to be in the early 19th centurye However the
urban content of the population was extremely lows not even an estinated
two percent of the population being covered by the so-called towns of the

regione

- IV. Soci Stratification and Levels of Livi

Largely based on a matural economy and lacking in urbanizations
he medieval society of northeast India had basically three troad classes
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of people — (i) a privileged aristocracy not obliged to render any kind

of mamual service to the state or jts nominees; (ii) the peasantry -
fishermen and artisans included — <ho were required to render such

sorvice or to pay a tax in lieu of it in kinl or cash; and (iii) the

servile clags constituted of slaves (bandimbeti/golan/das) » serfs (bahatiya)
and bondsnen (M* of several types none of whoms excepting
perhaps sone of the last-mentioned » owed any kind of service to the statee.
They all served their respective masters alonee

Artisans and fishemen weres by and larges at the same time also
peasants having ocultivation as their major or subgidiary occupatione The
same was true of many traders as wells but not alle Some of them emerged
from the lower ochelons of the aristocracy. Traders and artiéana had not
yet erystallized into a gseparate and viable. gsocial groube It was only in
the latter phase of our periods as roflected in the kathBeguruscharitas
thats under the impact of linited market opportunitiess the traders amd
artisang tended to become digtinct identitiese No more in the caste sense»
but in the real occupational sensees

The above c‘lassificafion will remain inadequate unless the role
taken by each class in production is also stateds The secular aristocracy
was constituted of the rajahses vagsal chieftains and chief noblese They
had hereditary estates on which the slavess bondsmen and tenants
(bilatiya-paikg) carried on the cultivation. Besidess they had a monopoly
of all inportent offices of the states While im offices they were given
portions of crown lands as their perquisites and » to get these lands-
cultivateds also a mmber of padl servitorss denominated as Likohaug» from
the state militiae '

* Men who have mortgaged their labour; debt-slaves.

1
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Alongside of the lords temporal » there were lords speiritual as
well. The spiritual aristocracy consisted of all big holders of revenue-free
land grants nade in favour of three categories of grantees — (1) tenple-
gods (in the case of devottar grants)» (ii) religious institutions like the
gatras (in case of darnotter amd pirpel grants) and (iii) learned Brahmins
(in the case of brohnottar grants). Throughout our period big tracts of
lend » with or without serfs attached to then: continued to be donated by the
rulers. As in the casc of the secular aristocracys these landholdings were
worked by slavess soerfs and other bondsmen as well as by dependent peasant
8 . the latter permanently transferreds togother with their rights and
obligations» fron the register of the state militia to the jurisdiction of
the respective grantees. Such paiks constituted a body of tenantrye A
ponber of the aristocracys temporal or spiritual » was always formally
addressed as dcuta or prabhus which terns could be literally translated as

'101'd'o

The easemce of the paik system could be best conprehended with a
roference to the details of its working under the Ahons in Assame In the
jower echelons of the aristocracy and at its margin werc the ghomud paiks
who werc not required to render manual service of anmy kind to the states
because of their good birth or relative affluences In factmmy of them
occupied a niadle position in the socio-economic hierarchys having no big
také in ranks power or estate-holdings They had access to the petty
otﬂ:oes in the militia and the bureaucratic establishments and they managed
to carry on cul tivation with ones two or more of slaves and bondsmene In
the 16th centurys the household of Shankardeva (1449-1568)» a Vaishnava
reformers was said to have had a number of slaves and bondsrnen.'7 Disposs=
~ essed bhuyans » men of so-called good castes jncluding traderss artisans

and scribes amd the village headnen were largely found in chamua rankse
e Peasant Paikse vhen exenpted fronm manual service on grounds of their holding
mﬂl in the militia or on grounds of their caste originss were

- N




pronoted into this chamia status-group. Those few chanuas who were
freed from even the obligation of non-nanual service were known as a=paikan

(non-paik) chanus

The peasantry constituted the largest class ith a degree-of
stratification within ite In functional and status termss they were
denominatod as Kaxri (archer) paikse Subject to rendering service to the
state or permitted to pay compensation in lieu of its they carried on
cultivation in their omn holdingse Alongside of cultivations» they also
carried on fishing and othoi' collecting activities as well as craft
activities like weavinge spinning» bagket-naking » etce within their own
houscholds. Timbers bamboos reedss thatching grass and canes ~were largely
froe forest productsa These were used in the construction of houses and
the making of toolss weapons» traps s ploughs» stamping blocks_and pounding
poles » ropes and canoese They nutually helped each other in harvesting s
nougesbuilding and other sotivities vhich needed more labour at a point
of time than a household could provide on its owne

Peasant inequality stermed from one or more of the following
factors — (i) windfall bumper crops or a sudden logs of crops or draught
animals; (ii) the degree of participation in profitable craft and trading
activities or in the production of cogh crops; (iii) the extent of
aveilability of femily labours depending on the-household size and its
compogition; and (iv) an access to perquisites of petty offices in the
militiae Such inequality was of ten noasured: by the mmber of plough units
or granaries a household owods Most of the peasant households owned oné
plough and had one graparys; but some had twos and the rich had three or

norees
Once affluents» the peasant could parchase - as the lords did -
a slave or two; but this rarely happeneds ‘More often he got the labour of
a poor peasant nortgaged to him against a W‘E loan. That the prectice w
' : weah AT 2 r.
well-ostablished at least since tho 16t contury is corroborated by faeta
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recorde One of Shankaradeva's disciples was formerly a bonded labour

_ for consideration of a loan of onme rupee worth of cowriese It is stated
in the Kgtha-guru.charits that Bhebananda» the merchants tqok pity on a
bonded ploughnan and got hin released from bondage by paying off his
outstanding debt of rupees five. Momai Tanmulis who rose to the rank of
a minister and nobleman in the 17th century was also believed to have been
a bonded labourer against a loan of rupees fours in his early life.48
Many such instances could be given. The labour mortagage system provided
opportunities to the affluent peasants to exploit poor peasants for
private gains. Ircidentally s nortgage of land was not yet in vogue in

o wriod.

The peascat generally enjoyed his land rights undisturbed. As
long as he continued to fulfil his obligation to the state » he had the
right also to cultivate his portion of the wet rice lands or an equivalent
portion given in lieu of ite Hig freedom of r:mve.ment was not restricted
except when on militia duty. In the case of homestead and garden landss
his rights could not be casily taken away by the state. We have the
instance of an Ahom householder successfully resisting royal oncroachment
on his 1and in the 16th centurye In another case in the 17th centurys
King Pratap Singha had to conciliate the villagers with a feast and
gifts to get additional lands for his ancestral farn.4 In due courses
however » peasants' traditional rights were increasingly threatgned by state
claims. It was in the 17th century that the ,feudal relations emexged as a
centralizing force both in the econony as well as in the polity. But at
their bases the militia contimied to retain much of its tribal legacye
The result was a contradiction that precipitated a crisis after 1750 » not
to be resolved even by a lingering civil ware In the capacity of paikss

48+ Tbids p,101; Bouyan. Wﬂmﬂ-- e 17; Neogs
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the peasants had their worst time vhen they had to work as allotted
likchaug in officewholders' estates and householdss with full exposure
to their cruelties and extortionse It is estinated that one-fourth %o
one=third of the mobilized paiks were allotted as ;m?o Available
as they were for a limited period s exploitation was more ruthless in
their case than in the case of slavese Fors the latter were valuable
personal property and had to be preserved. Moreovers all paikg including
likchaug had to face war hazards wheﬁ their turns came; but the slaves

did not have toe.

Under the circumstancess the nilitia obligations were beconing
increasingly unpopular towards the ermd of our periode One form of protest
was to evade registration as a paik on attaining maturity or playing
truant by tribing the petty officerse Yet another form of protest was to
take refuge in a Vaishnava nonastery as a monk and claim exemption on that
grounds The Vaishnava movement therefore had to fage oppression by the
state from time to time in the 17th - 18th centuriese There were even
satrag that funotioned underground with support at the grassrootse In the
early 16903- thousands of monks were dragged from their monastef;‘.é‘a and
were farced to build rosds as fiks. ' Tt appears therefore that there was
a correlation between the spread of Vailshnavism and the peasant protests
against imposed feudal control and bureaucratization of the militia system

from aboves

Slavery that prevailed in the region was both é.omastic and
agrestic. Prisoners of wars persons purchased from the hill tribes:
cond emned oriminals and persons born of slaves constituted a major section
of tl:n“lasrvﬂe classe Slaves .could be bought and solds Though there was
no organized market for such transactionss slaves were often an export item
in the trade with Bengals Bhiutan and Upper Burmas and they featwyred promie-
nently in the marriage dowry of rich men's daughters. Thexe were also

50o Tbids peTle . Ty et
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elling themselves or their wives

and dmgh‘l:ers.52 Yo strict distinction appears to have been maintained
between serfdom and slaverys in the absence of the classical form of a
dehumanized slaveIye Serfs and bondsmen often lapsed into conditions of

slavery in course of tinme; and slaves: toos vhen attached to land were
nzly as serfss with some socially recognized rights
It is estimated that slaves?» serfs and

treated increasi
sﬂentlracquired meanvhile.
bonismen/constituted 5 to 9 per cent of the populatione

Standard of living varied both regionmwise and class-wisee Bast
of the Barnadi» silk ws used more than cotton clothes almost by everybody
whereas most peovple used cotton clothes more in the western parts of the

region. Men's clothes as revealed in sculpures of the early pert of our

period consisted of a single unstitched cloth piece (dnoti) wrapped round
The same continued to be the

the waist and hardly reaching the knee.
and freely moved amongst
4

common wear. vWomen did not use any kind of‘veil

men. About the common dress in eastern Assam Shihabuddin observed :

“wrt is not their custom to tie turbans round the head »

trousers or shoes» OT to sleep on
ece of fine linen round

to wear coatse
wodetcadss They only wrap a Pi
the heads and a waisthand around the middles and place

 * @ chaddar on the shoulderse Some of their rich men in

winter put on a hal f-coat like a jacket."
‘In the biographies of the Vaishnava reformerss one comes across frequent
references to three pieces of men's clothes — (1) bhuni (dnoti) of silk
“or-cotton covering up to the kmees:

ia — oy ’
52, Doowments cited in PrichistBsarBvalls v -T2 102 o Lo
2 i ’ 3 So : ¥ Review » Vol.3 ’ .p99233-340

(4i) pachara (srapper) and (ii) dopatd

g2 o O



-t TP -

or tamd (double-folded scurf %.7° Chauga (vaist-coat)» Chapkan (long
shirt)» Jame (Jaoket)- turbans etc. as parts of ceremonial costumes
nade ,their appearance in the royal court, from the close of the 17th
century and » later also in the gatrage .

i s I R

Rich or poor» people lived in thatchedihouses. the greater or
lesser use of timber and space meking all the difference. Common people's
needs were simple» and these could be by and 1arg,e' met from their own
production and collection activities. Rice and fish = rivers and marshes
abounded in fish — constituted regular items of diet for both the rich )
and the poore So was a variety of vegetables» roots and tubers —- both
groyn and collecteds A majority of the people also consumed an alcoholic
drink prepared from rices though the habit was looked down in caste societye.
Tt appears from literary sources that the per capita intake of rices fishs
meat and leafy vegetabl es was higher in the lator phase of our period
than in the Br,lﬂsh period. The per capita intake of salts oil and cotton
c¢loths on the other hand » was obviously much lesse Salt being expensives
poor people used more of alkali (khgr) as its substitute. Ghee was also
not a common item. of foods The scarcity of salt and non-use of ghee as *
well as the excessive chewing of pan (betel-leaf w7ith betelenut) were
particularly noted by Shihabuddine - |

The ecological balance between man and nature » maintained
throughout our periods hads on the wholes a determining influemce on the
consunption pattern and its continuitye Northeast India was particularly
free from any devastating famines » though frequent floods and less frequent »
jolting earthquakes put the people in distress from time to time. In the I
years 1569+ 1570 1641 1642 and 1665 there were partial crop failures due
“to Loousts s droughts or floodse But famines with such virility as ome
¢inds clsevhore in Iniia never threatencd the lives of the people of
northeast Indla during the period under révievs |
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g v In the matter of using furniture and utensilse there was a
different life style for the aristocracys but not much difference
between different strata of the peasantry. Aongside of earthen potss
a few vessels made of brasss bell-metal and copper appear to have
congtituted the prized possessions of many householdse For sleeping»
people used bamboo matse Those who ocould afford it slept on a plank
of a few inches' height (chElpira) which served for a bedstead.

: Phe aristocratic style of living was one of pomp and splendour

I and was marked by a wasteful use of oo many gervants. Noblemen and
heads of gatras used sedan-chairs (d0l3)s elephants and pleasure-boats of
gspecial make as status symbols while moving from one place to anothere.
Lesser richmen too emi ated them within the 1imits permitted by the status-

conscious aristocrecye As to the £o0d in high societys we can make a

fair idea from the provisions which were supplied to high-ranking guests

of the state (see Appendin-2) on several occasions in the 17th-18th

centuriess taking into consideration their preferences and prejudicese

An affluent household owning several plough units was al so
generally bigesized, with dependants includeds In Katha-guru-charitas we
come across a pundit who had a joint family household of 260 members and

anarieg» and a state official who had four to six granariese
had on his 32-acre homestead

nine gr
Another officials working for a paik units
plot a 150-member household establishment inc
dependants. He had also a flock of 200 gogts and two herds of
Kept by four cowherds. No more details are available about their life styles’

cattle

Since money loens had emerged as a major instrument of creating
‘and stabilizing economic inequalitiess a pertinent question arises as to :
the rate of ‘interest chargeds Fro% the single instance provided by

, the rate appears to have been in ond case 22 per cent

ZULL L & -1 U
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compourd or 45 per cent simple per year for a oredit of Pse120/=» extended

by a trader to a householder in the form of goods and remaining unpaid

for seven years.sv Tnsolvent borrowers who had their labour mortgaged to

the creditors had to remain tied to the latter for years for gettling the

principal sum and the growing interest. Meanwhile further borrowing more

often than not made his release from bondage a remote possibilitye Borded

labour was not treated wells One who was freed by Bhabananda» the merchants

was reported to have complained — "They beat me; refuse to give food and
wear. "hat to tell about my miseries 7  Slaves and bondsmen were of ten
fed from the common househald kj.tchen.58 For the poorest stratum of peoples
the soclal treatment that was meted out in the medieval times remains more

or less the same even todaye.

V. Contradictionss Crisis and Collapse

Thatever changes were perceptible as a long=-term tremd over the

centuries under review in n_ortheast Trdia's medieval politys gociety and

economy were obviously slow by modern standardse. Bven at the threshold

of the 1750% the Assamese traders weres by and larges still at the stage
of peddling. Most artisan crafts — even weaving and oilecrushing ——
continued to be largely combined with agriculture in peasant householdse
The state continued to collect the bulk of its tax proceeds largely in the
form of labour-rent (except in Kamrup) and only partly in kind or momeye
Thus oxtrrotod the surplus was only re-distributed within the ruling classe
The extent of taxation in moneys though marginals was on the increase»
alongside inoreasing coinage simce the 16th cetury. Yot its impact was
so inadequate that Captain Welsh found no grain market to resort to as
late as in 1792-94 when the British Bast India Company's interventiomist

57« Tbide. De553e
58, Ibid, Pe101 and pe297e
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troops were quartered in the Ahom xingdon.59 As noted abover Mir
Jumla's troops also had to face the same problem in the 16608.

Yet within these limitationss a small and growing market-eector

71np. was indeed in operations Bxchange operations were7conducted on both

g°ly parter and cowrie currency termse Land salese though umaunon- did take

places sporadicallys in some thickly-populated arease Private property

rights over certain categories of lands draught animals and grain stocks
did oreate a degree of differentiation by 1750 within the peasant gociety.

Indebtedness was an jncreasing phenomenon in this society.

The quantum of surplus products of the region marketeds largely

4n Bxchange [imports like salts saltpetre: sul phur
muslin and a few sundry articless however remained too small to stimulate

ny kind of sophistication within the region's craft and trade organization.
Muga (a semimvild silk variety) was an item that entered into long-distance
jnternational trade. But its production
perceptible structural change. Thd same wass more or ljesss true in the
case of other traded goods like 1a¢c and other dyes» mch in use thomms Trow
materials in Bengal's textile jpdustries. Even the increase in outputs
if any» in response to demand from outside remained modeste

» copper and other metal s»

bage hardly undeworn¥ - any

£ trading with the
antss respectivelys of

Let us take Dupleix's private experience o
phom Kingdom. In collgboration with two other merch
the Pnglish and the Dutch East India Companies and with high hopes?
Dupleix sent to Garhgaon a private trade mission in 1739. At least ten
boateloads of broad cloths vermillions ourals and other supdry goods for
sales together with presents to King Shiva Sighas were sent with the
missions The ymmediate objects of the mission were to procure white

silk (pat)s» pepper? musks elephant tusks ebc in exchange and to explore

.‘;'“‘ &nla Muos on a regular bas:ls for the future.

cited by Gaito Da21Te
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Tho misoion apparontly exded in failuro ~nd had to roturn to
Doooa with muoh of tho Assamebound corgo romaining unsolde Failing to
procurc degired quantitics of whitc gilks musks DPOPPOT and clephant
tusks ot pricos ho thought roasonnblces Dupleix concludcd that the
prospects of trading with the Ahom Kingdom wore bloake ™So all that
has boon roported to us about the country" — wrotc he in uttor disgust
in courge of a privato lottér — "must bo falso”.

_— —

Such worce the conditions that porsisted within the Ahom Kingdome
Gonditions olscwhoro in northeast India’ (as dcmarcated for this study) '
wore also no bottors sinoc tribel and somimetribal strueturcs within the
rogion's feudnl mode of production yot remoined to bodi:‘s’solvod. Their
oxtromely low lovel of commodity production foilcd to rcléase forces
~dequato to act os ~ffoctive dissolvants of such struoturcs.

Moanwhilo the feudal modc —= CVOD beforc it had attained
naturity = headed towords a orisis in the middle dceades of the 18th
contury. Fors contradictions within it dovoloped and shorponode Tho
main contradiction woss of courscs botweon the cntire peasantry (ireluding
partetime tredors and artisons and tho tribal shifting cultivators at the
periphorics) and the ruling nobilitys both tcmporal ond spiritunl. The
peasantrys rich and poor alikes looked forward to frocdom from tho
opprossive compulsions of the palk militin systom at o time whon the
ruling olass was soroving up tho tax machince The uppor stratup of the
poasantrys constitutod of affluont poasonts ineluding ponsant ortisens
@ tradorss would in on attompt to got rid of tho hatod kompd Belks
sorviecs ovon put forwnrd a claim to and accopt commutation of their
sorvice obligationsinto the form of a momey taxe But oven this was nob

M—#

60, Duplcix to Mathecs 8 March 1740 : Duploix's corrospondonce in
1739=1740s B.lle Tr. 8982 £ 66 Vi» Bibliothoque Natiomnles Pariss
oonsultod and translated by my colleage ot tho Gonmtres Dre Indra
Rwotumpmlothermm 3 X
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conceded to by the Ahom State as a gonmeral policy.

As a rosults both tho upper and poorer strata of the peasantry
inoroasingly played truant whonm called up to service as kanri paiks
amds finallys they rose in 1770 ina big way in open revolts against
the stpte and the private foudal estates. The contradiction between
the hierarchy of high feudal officers and the by-and-large democratic
and popular basc of the largdy tribal and semi~tribal peasant militia
was but a reflection of the main contradiction botween the two major
classoss Amongst othorS®,the contradiction betwecn different sections
of the ruling class was also jmportant. Prolonged and frequent absonce
of the militia men from their production sctivitics in the 18th century
gurely tended to affcot production and hence also the process of
surplus extraction. To that oxtonts the maintenance of an evemeexpanding
ruling class was becoming increasindy difficult. Thore was also a
vigorous emergence of tribal revivalism amongst sections of population
in thc wake of the increasing exploitation.

All these caused the feudal crisis to deepen and burst into a
series of peasant revolts converging on 2 religious civil wer that
devastated the Ahom Kingdom from cnd to ends during the years 1770-1809.
This devastation took place at a time vhen the company-ruled parts of
portheast India were also undergoing ruination undor the great Bengal
famine and its aftermath.

It was undor those circumstances that the Burmese occupation
forces-&aig 1817-1825s and the British occupation forces who rep].aoll
them inodiately thereafters stepped in. Whatever local crafts a.nl geeds

61 A more detailed disscussion by the present author of the feuial
orisiss that deepened after 1750» and the civil tar will soon follow

in the Gontre's-mimeographed Occasional Papers Series under the title
sm to Insurgency @ I!%Wo‘f?ﬁalmmpeam

mammu

isﬁ-mt\w Assam. '
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frading activitios survivod the Civil Wer (cege poasant

tradors donling in nustoriesoods anl sonding thoir boats as for as
Bongsl) wore suldonly cxposod dwring the 19th century to the largo-

gscrlo trading

operations of tho Calcuttoebased British nanaging agerey

housos and Morwari trading capital in thoir sorvicce What followed

wag the onsla
stultificd st
to a plantati

ught of a dcindustrialization proccss and a structurally
~rt in nodernizations The concomitant foreced transition

on cconony in the region introduccl only ncw conploxitics

and dincnsions of undon=developnent rathor than ronoving what was

'prinitive' on

A "backward! in its medoval socioecconomic rilicue

:
|
|
|
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Appengiz-I
Notc on Katha c t

Written in Assamesc Pprosce the toxt of this source was
@M tod by Upondrachandra Lekharu and was publishels with an introduction
in Bnglishs fron Nalbari in 1952, The original manuscripts contoining
onc hundre” and fifty folios of sanchi (W barks was
oarlier obtained from the &ﬁpeta Satra by Banikanta Kakatie

After the leath of Sankaraleva (1449-1568 A+Ds )» tho founder of
the neo=Vaishnavite novement in Assans a tralition leveloped in ue
course amongst the Vaishnava nonks to narrate in congregations accepted
varastoss of various episodes in his 1life as well as the lives of other
important Vaishnava saints to followe This accumulater biographical
loros preoserved almost in original form and orally transmitte! from
generation to genorations constituted the basis of a number of attempts
at reducing it to writing = first in verse and then also in proscCe
Katha=guruechorita was one such late attempt at rocording oral history
reloting to the lives of the Assamese Vaishnava saints and their
geneologies and covoring the entire periol from the 13th to the carly

18th centurye.

Although the compilation renains anomymous and unlateds internal
ovidences cstablish conclusively that it was rocorded within o few years
of » and not oarlier thans 1716 AeDs It ig also almost cortain that this
18th- century work pre-cintes tho lingering civil war that broke out in
1770 md ruisd Assam. For othorwises the listurbances of the civil
war periol would have hal 1cft their imprints at loast oesunlly» iz 3

gensitive work like thise
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A compilation of this nnturc cannot be oxpocted to be totally
froe of dcliberatc or unconscious tomporing by scribes. Howevers as
Assem had & strong tradition of local historiographys such tampering
of facts = if any at all = was not likely to toake place on a motionable
gcalo. On the contrarys on acutc sonse of chronclogy 2s well as a
concorn for both facts and corroboration permeates the work throughout.
Tho availability of a mmbor of charita-puthis (biographical works)
by other authors moro or Joss in the same tradition also helps us

ecross-chock the factse

A more scrious problem is posed by thc appearance of cortain
dotails (ceg. reforenco to particular types of coins in circulation)
vhichs though rclevant to the author's timess» might not be so in their
spocified contoxte Obviously» in rcconstructing the pasts the compiler
dids to a marginal oxtents urnconsciously projoct tho social milicu of
his own times into the 16th - 17th centurics (but not the carlicr).
Howevor this hardly offocts tho value of the source for our purposcse
Firsts bocausc the pacc of social change during the medicval times was
eoxtromcly slow by any gtandard; snds sccondlys because we arc no less |
sntorostod in the oorly 18% contury when the limitod modicval growth in
popul ations trode and monctization was at its height in northcast Indice

Though of immense importance to roscarch in social and cconomic

history of northeast Indias Kotha-guruscharity has not yot received
adequate schalarly attention it descrvese A more carcful and geientific

aMﬂg of the work on the basis of regorous toxtunl criticism and
ennotation is long over-duce .




Appendix-z

FOOD PROVISIONS SUPPLIED TO DIPLOMATIC MISSIONS BY THE
HOST GOVERNMENTS : 1640=1723 AeDs

To the Ahom Govermment's Envoys by the

_______ Mughals 4 ol Goverment's Envoys -
At Shoh Buruj near at Dolhi WI:““ABS:’
Gauhati
__G. 1640_As De __ C._1663 AeDs G 1650 AeDs
Z L /7 2 /
L e i . W, of Ay oy A R A o S i s Wi el oy
!
Grain Rice Rice Rice
(quality not nentioned) (both fime ond course) (both fine and
courge
Mung (phascolus nungo);  Mung; Khosari/3 n Mung; -
Pulses Moswr (lentil); (Lathyrus sativus); Motinoh (phaseo-
MEh (phascolus randiatus). Mosur; Mahe. lus aconitifoli-
: us
Moat ?rgi:oizzstmtad % Decra Goat (cagtrated)
¢ : ; Deer; Chicken
. Pigh & Bggs Fish — Fish
Duck's cggs
, Milk Products Ghce Milk Ghee
Ghee
. Cooking 0il Mustard 0il e Mustard Oil
. Condinments Pepper; Ginger Pepper; Twrmoric
(powdored); Ginger;
Asafoetida; Tejpat Fopmw
(bag=leaf)

Vegetabless»
Fruits & Pickles

Sugar / Gur Granulated Sugar; Granulated Sugor
Gur (1iquid). .
Conmmon Salt Common Salt

Dried Arcco-nuts & Dried Arecommits &
Betelelcavese Betel-leavess




Appondix-2 (Contd.)

;o_ _ﬂ;g_v_z:.ssa} _!_z_ph.ari King by tho fhoms To an Bnvoy of
T messsSe=n===S""" th Jaintic King

At Bojoypur At Sala v At Sala
' ' by tho Ahonms(with
1708 A, D. 1708 A. D. o ..1109 f'.D.: - lessor court

shown than usual)

At Rangpur
/ Ce 1723 Ae Do
L 3 Ik 4 i/
‘-————-—-—----———------———--—f--——-—-—-————.
1e @Grain : Rice Rice Fine Rice Rice
f (two vorioties) (both fino and  (of malati yarioty) (both fine and
coursc) courso
2, Pulscs Mah Mung (finc and  Mungp
(fino voricty) split); Matipoh Maob (split and Mah
(split) conmon)
3¢ Mont Tortoise Tortoise Deer; Tortoise» e
Duck; Goose»
Gnmo=birds.
4, Fish & Bggs Fish Figh Fish Fish
| Duck's eggs Duck's cggs
5« Milk Milk Milk Milk;Curd; Cows provided
; Ghee . Ghee Ghec for nilk; Ghoe
§ 6. Cooking 0il Mustord 0il Mustard 0il Mustard 0il : Mustard 0il
: 7. Condinents i Pepper Pepper Peppor; Ginger
8. Vogetabless ichn
Fruits & amboo-shoot Vegetables Vegetables; _Vegctables
Pickles pickled) Khorichy (bomboo-
v shoot pickled)
9. Sugnr / Gur Sugnrs; . Sugar; Sugar (in ball Gur (in solid
- Gur (in-solid Gur (good form); forn)
forn) 5 qunlity and Gur (in solid -

d in liquid form); forn)e
Gur (inferdor in

: solid form)
10+ Salt Conmnon Salt; Common Salt (fine Common Salt (fine Common Salt,
assortod and medium); Salt ond medium); Salt and Khoolon
2 (made (in solid bar (in solid bar
in Upper forn) forn); Kha-lon

Assam) salt;
twicow-boiled
salt; Kha-lon |
¢ Arcca-nuts Raw Areca-nuts Rew Arccn-nuts (in Row Areca~mits
(#wo varioties) (of two varieticg bwo varictics) and and Beotele
 Botel-leaves Botelwlenves Botel-leaves loaves

s



Note

Sourcces

Quantitics in the sources are given in weights in some casess

but mostly in torms of baskotss pitcherss potss bundless bunchess» X
pioces and numbere Obviouslys when food provisions were supnlied

to onvoys at their campss their preferences and prejudices as well

as the question of local availability were also taken into

considorations Bnvoys of the Ahom and Jointia Kings worc Brohmin

by caste and the Mughal cnvoys vere Muslims. In the case of the

Jaintis King's envoys the Ahom officials were instructed to

roceive him with a show of coldnesse

In the 1660s Shihabuddin observed that it was not the custom of
the people of castern Assam to take Ghece

Komruper Bwrenfl, pp, 46 and 86;
Joyonti? Buronfl pp. 92-102 and 123;
Assn Buranfl, p. 77.
Purani Agam Buranfl, p.137.

/
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