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The caoutchouc (India-rubber) forests in Assam extended over
large areas in th. Kamrup, Darrang, Nowgong, Sibsagar and Lakhim-
pur distiicts and in parts of the Naga and Khasi and Jaintia hills,
upto an elevation of 2,500 feet.! These were generally situated
at the foot of the hills in low and damp gound, covered with dense
evergreen forests. They were very much scattered and were at a
considerable distance from the inhabited paits of the province.2
The tree was believed to have been originally discovered by Dr.
Roxburgh, a pioneer in botanical study, in 1810. The gum found
here was peculiar to this region, and was different from the one
found elsewhere in the world. The gum or the juice was extracted
by transverse incisions across the bark dewn to the wood, a fuli-
grown tree having many such incisions at the same time. The
quantity obtained from one single tree had not been accurately
measured, but half a maund could well be considered to be the
average produce.’

The first experiment of the manufacture of rubber in Assam
was made in the Charduar forests in the district of Darrang by
Messers Kemp and Brownlow, who were allowed exclusive privi-
lege of manufacture of rubber for one season, from October 1838
to May 1839 on payment of rupees four for every maund of the
manufactured article. The estimated quantity to be produced
at the factory at Charduar during that period was extremely small,
viz. seven hundred maunds (equivalent to fifteen hundred maunds
of the liquid) and the revenue to be derived, at the rate of four
1upees a maund would be Rs. 2,800.> At the request of the manu-
facturers this duty was later abolished and the forest was rented
to them for three years at a fixed annual rent of rupees three thou-
sand.* The sudden death of C. Brownlow, one of the partners of
the concern, however, brought an abrupt end to the operation.
Since then two or three experiments were made to manufacture the
article but all proved abortive.

- The growing demand of the article in England soon induceq



other speculators to enter into the field. Amongst them was I. N.
Martin, Executive Officer of Lower Assam, who solicited on behalf
of his brother an exclusive privilege to collect caoutchouc gum
from Charduar forest rent-free for a reriod of ten years with a
view to manufactize rubber by a new and improved process.” Martin
was also of the opinion that the land sorrounding the Charduar
forest being incongenial for summer cultivation the same could pro-
fitably be utilised for the development of a permanent trade in an
article like caoutchouc, which, in his opinion, would not only be-
nefit the state but also the inhabitants of the region by holding out
to thum the means of collecting the gum and selling the same to
the manufacturcrs.® The Board of Revenue, Lower Provinces,
was conscious of the benefit which the province was likely to derive
fiom the produotion of an article of such commercial importance
and was desirous of “affording all reasonable encouragement to
individuals disposed to embark theii capital and bestow their labour
on such an undertaking”. The Deputy-Governor of Bengal, there-
fore, readily agreed to grant to 1. N. Martin, cn his brother’s behalf,
the privilege of collecting the caoutchouc.gum in the Charduar
forest for ten years without revenue. The privilege granted was
not exclusive ; the Government reserving for itself the right to grant
similar privileges to other speculators applying for similar permi-
ssion.® The right given to Martin was to be expressly confined to
" “the collection of the gum in question and will not be allowed to

interfere with any existing rights whatever, whether of cultivation,
~ timber cutting, right of way or other wise ; nor it is to prevent the

officers of Government during the term of the grant from disposing

of any part of the forest in any manner that may be thought advis-
~able.”"

Martin was not satisfied with the privilege so granted. He
argued that bestowing of similar rights to other parties simultane-
ously would create a lot of difficulties not only to his enterprise but
also to the Government ; there would always be the danger of others
. tiying to obtain the secret of his process with the help of native
workers. He begged, on behalf of his brother, the enjoyment of the
sole right to collect the gum from the Charduar forest" In
forwarding the letter of Martin to the Sudder Board of Revenue for
consideration, Jenkins, the Commissioner of the province, pointed
out that competition of two or more speculators in the same forest
would have the effect of raising the price of the gum beyond what
the speculation would bear. There was also the imminent danger
_ of overtapping of the gum causing undesirable injury to the trees.
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On the other hand, the Commissioner argued that if Martin was
allowed an uninterrupted freedom over a particular tract, there
was every possibility that the undertaking could be established
on a ‘permanent footing® and that it would be to the best of his in-
terest that the trees were not destroyed by overtapping '2  The
Deputy-Governor of Bengal reviewed the whole issue in its proper
perspective. He was, however, against the establishment of a
‘monopoly’ of thetrade in question.”>  But in order to ensure
Martin sufficient guarantee that “the fruits of his industry and
capital in any given part of the Forest may not be appropriated by
those who come after him”, the Deputy-Governor agreed, without
departing from the general policy, that the interest of the speculator
should be protected as far as possible, bat at the same time laid down
that if in future any other ‘respectable parties® applied for similar
privileges “it should be competent to the governm:at at its discre-
tion to cause the forest to be divided and allowed among the soveral
speculators in such manner as may appear equitable and practicable”./4

Martin’s speculation unfortunately proved a failure. The
first shipment of the gum sent in 1847 reached London at a time
when England was passing through a great commercial crisis. The
value of the acticle was cosequently so depreciated that there was
hardly any inducement for additional production. Moreover, the
article, though useful for ordinary puiposes, was actually much
inferior to the product of South America and hence it could not
compete with the latter in the London market.®  The undertaking
was eventually abandoned.”® In 1851, another Martin, son of
J. C. Martin, the last speculator, having recently arrived from Eng-
land, was desirous of availing himself of the exclusive grant of the
Charduar forest with a view to revive his father’s undertaking. In
view of the risks involved in the proeess and the uncertainty of the
London market Martin appealed that the whole of the fosest
should be given to him for a particular period without paymea: of
revenue, no portion of it being liable to resumption within that period.
Since no other party was engaged in the work after the abandonment
of the earlier project in 1847, the Board of Revenue recommended
that the applicant be granted the sole privilege in one half of the
forest for a period of fifteen years.” Shortly afterwards, Messers
Ritchie and Company of Belfast also applied for a similar. right
over the other half of the forest.18 The Govermment’s policy bzing
opposed to the creation of “anything like a monopoly” over the
enterprise it could not dissuade other enterprising speculators from
embarking on a similar venture. It, therefore, entertained both the
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Applications and directed that Martin be allowed the absolute pri-
vilege for fifteen years over one half of the forest to be chosen by
him.}9  As per terms of the agreement Martin was not allowed
to interfere in any way in the executive management of the forest
nor was he permitted to cut any tree or grass or to gather any other
produce of the forest. He was further instructed to plant every
year such number of rubber trees as he might thought reasonable
and necessary for the healthy preservation of Charduar forest.?®
As regards the other half of the forest the Government reserved it for
onc year dwming which time the other party (Messers Ritchie &
Co.) was asked to enter into necessary agreement before commen-
cing the work. On their signing the agreement Messers Ritchie
and Company was leased the eastern portion of the forest on the
same terms and conditions on which the other protion had alrcady
been given to Messers Martin and Company.2}

During the first year Messers Martin and Company collected
gum sufficient to manufacture 750 maunds of solid rubber. The
output, though below expectations, was certainly-not discouraging
to the manufacturers. On the other hand the mamer in which the
operation was conducted greatly benefitted the ryots as the money
spent among them in purchasing the gum was bound to improve
their material condition and afford them the means of extending
their cultivation. This induced them to apply for an additional
lease of the Noduar forest, adjoining the Charduar forest, contain-
ing an area of roughly 280 square miles. This forest had not been
worked before, but was expected to yield a large quantity of caout-
chouc gum. The forest was subsequently leased out to the appli-
cants for fifteen years without payment of revenue and on the same
terms and conditions on which a part of the Charduar forest had
been granted.® It appears that the two companies mentioned
above started = working jointly under the name Martin Ritchie
and Company and exported in 18 52-3 caoutchouc worth more than
Rs. 20,0008  With the establishment of a second factory the pro-
duction increased considerably in the next few years. However,
by 1859 a large number of trees were found to have been killed by
overtapping.®®  Consequently the policy of leasing the rubber
forests to private parties for long period had to be revised so as to
give maximum protection to the trees.

In 1863 the Deputy commissioner, Lakhimpur, received an
application from one Campbell for the grant of extensive tract of
land in North Lakhimpur for the purpose of collecting gum to
manufacture rubber. In pursuance of the pollicy of the Government
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of not granting long lease, the application was rejected and on the
orders of the Board of Revenue the forests were sold to the highest
bidder for one year, first by dividing the district into four mabhals,
two on the north and two on the south bank of the Brahmaputra .3
A similar step was also taken in respect of the rubber-producing
Mangaldoi Sub-division.?

In 1865 a proposal was made to replace the system of annual
farming of the rubber forests by an arrangement made for ten years.
It was pointed out that under the present arrangement the farmer
was inable to introduce any ‘organised scheme’ for collecting the
gum and there was every likelihood that a great harm would be
done to the trees by overtapping. The proposal was transmitted
to the Conservator of Forests, Lower Provinces, by the Board of
Revenue, who on the contrary observed that ten years™ lease was
no protection against overtapping and recommended the continua-
tion of the existing system.®” In 1869 a proposal was made to
declare the rubber tree in Assam a reserved tree on all Govern-
ment lands and to place restriction upon the sale of the raw produce
in the neighbouring markets. It was also decided to prohibit tapp-
ing of the trees on Government land and to open only one or two
well defined ranges at a time. Here the collection of the gum was
to be permitted under licenses only.®®  Almost simultaneously it
was decided that artificial propagation of ficus elastica would not
only be a remedy to the problem of overtapping but also a good
financial proposition. With this objective in view two experimental
rubber plantatlons were set up in 1874, one at Charduar and the
other at Kulsi in Kamrup district.*?

It is thus clear that the preservation of the vast caoutchouc
forests of Assam had been always a very delicate task for the Govern-
ment. Originally no positive step was actually taken to preserve
these trees. As seen already, the forests were let out to various
speculators for long periods. In their zeal to derive the maximum,
the speculators often resorted to overtapping of the gum and thus
inflicted permanent injury to many of the healthy trees. The preser-
vation of the rubber-producing trees of Assam from wasteful exploi-
tation was, therefore, a matter of great significance, more partl-
culary because, with the increasing demand of this commeodity in
the world market there had also been a rise in revenue.?® Still
the management of the vast rubber forests in Assam was no easy
task. The British tenitory was surrounded on all sides by rubber
producing country where no import duty was ever levied. Conse-
quently, even if a man was found in possession of the gum, he would
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say that he had collected it outsid« the British teritory and it was
extremely difficult to prove his uilt. A strict vigilance was out of
question because the trees were scattered along the whole line of the
frontier.®! Secondly, secldom were the boundaries within which
the lessees were to conduct their operations clearly defined. As
a result the farms let out in each district had been held to include
“not only the right to buy the India-Rubber produced in the districts

but also foreign caoutchouc i.e. India-Rubber collected in and
imported from territory to which the British civil and revenue juris-
diction has not been extended.”™ To remove this anomaly the
Governor-General observed that henceforth the forest area with-
in which the district officers were to excercise their authority should
be cleary defined and that the Government would not be respon-
sible for the protection of life and property of its subjects beyond
that boundary line.* Such restiictions it was also calculated!
would induce the tribesmen to bring rubber within the line of the
British territory and by establishing marks at certain advantageous
places the Government would be in a pusition to purchase the rub-
bez for itself or might allow others to do so under necessary super-
vision and control.® Thesc measures proved highly bsneficial
in the subsequent years.
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