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Frontier policy in India has been so long dominated by the
north western borderlands that it is often forgotten ' that its style
and content had originated in the early days of tte Company in
Bengal. Fort William’s concern for the security of its fragile in-
heritance expressed in a system of treaty relationship with contigu-
ous states marked the Company’s earliest diplomatic activity.
Clive’s treaty with Oudh during his second governorship is now
text-book knowledge. Less known perhaps is Warren Hastings’
treaty with Cooch Behar in the north east in 1773 which brought
that petty state under more than British influence. What these
treaties achieved in practical terms was the establishment of pro-
sctorates on frontiers exposed to destablising influences of local
powers. Oudh’s position as a buffer against the Marathas conti-
nued till the extension of the Company’s rule to northern Tndia by
the turn of the century. The eastern Bengal district of Rangpur
was secured against Bhutanese encroachments by the interposition
of Cooch Behar though the latter’s importance was quickly over-
shadowed when Hastings established closer relations with the
Himalayan state as a channel of communication with Tibet. 2

Bengal’s Bastern Frontier, in the linear sense that it was re-
presented in contemporary maps,® ran from Bhutan southwards
roughly from the Manas river and across the Brahmaputra touch-
ing Assam in the east and skirting the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia
Hills that abut on the districts of Rangpur, Mymensing and
Sylhet to where the latter marched with the petty states of Cachar
and Tripura. From here it ran further south along the hill tracts
of Chittagong to the river Naaf which separated that district and
British territories from Arakan. What lay beyond was of little
interest and less of concern. As the geographer James Rennel
noted :

The natural situation of Bengal, is singularly happy with res-

pect to security from foreign enemies. On the north and east

it has no warlike neighbours ; and has. moreover, a formidable bar-
rier of ... mountains, rivers, or extensive wastes towards those
quarters should such an enemy start up.4

The Company’s accession to authority in Bengal, however,
coincided with the emergence of a power in central Burma under
the young Alaungpaya (1752-60) that was to weld together the
patty chiefships in and around the Irrawaddy valley into a power-
ful kingdom. Their absorbtion of Arakan in 1784-85, Manipur



in 1813 and their appearance in Assam in 1816-17 brought them
into immediate and direct contact with the British. It was in this
context that Assam, Cachar and finally Manipur was to play a
dominating role in the Company’s policy in the Eastern Frontier.

By 1822 the six-century-old Ahom Kingdom of Assam was
reduced to a province of Ava. Response to this change came not
from Fort William but from the youthful magistrate of Rangpur,
David Scott, who was soon to lay the foundations of British rule
in north-east India.5 If Scott’s reports to Calcutta conjured up
visions of Burmese war boats € sweeping down the Brahmaputra
to sack Dacca it was only to emphasise that an aggressive and ex-
pansionist power should not be permitted to entrench itself per-
manently on Bengal’s eastern periphery. Left to himself Scott
would have intervened in the affairs of the tro ubled kingdom to
ensure its survival as an independent or protected state. His hands
were effectively stayed by an official declaration that Assam having
become a Burmese province was outside his brief.

On 23 September 1823, less than two months after the new
Governor-General Lord Amherst assumed office a Burmese force
overran a small island on the Naaf driving off with some casualties
a detachment of Bengal Infantry.7 Efforts at localising the in-
cident by treating it as an unauthorised act by the raja of Arakan
failed when the latter in the name of his Sovereign threatened war
if any attempt was made at reoccupying the island. Amberst at
once recognised the logic of Scott’s arguments. In a directive in
October 1823 that is significant as the first explicit expression of
the Eastern Frontier as region he set forth the objectives of British
policy that was to form the basis for the Treaty of Yandabo (1826):

to expel the Burmese from the countries of which they have

recently possessed themselves on our frontier, such as Assam,

Munnipoor, and even Arracan, by encouraging and supporting

the original inhabitants of these in any attempt which they may

be disposed to make to restore the line of their native princes,
and thus securing for ourselves a barrier of friendly states bet-
ween the British and Burmese dominions along the  whole of our

Eastern Frontier.®

The appointment in November 1823 of David Scott as Agent
to the Governor General North East Frontier and of Thomas
Campbell Robertson in a similar capacity for the South East was
an essential concomitant of the development of British interests
beyond the linear frontier. Of the states that made up the Eastern
Frontier, Cachar was the first to be drawn into the vortex of the
Company’s system.

Cachar in the early nineteenth century presented a classic
example of an unstable state between two expanding powers. It
was clear even in the middle of 1823 that its absorbtion into the
more dominating of the two political systems was inevitable.
Three Manipuri princes evicted from their own kingdom were in
control of much of the country sending off into virtual exile the
ruler Govinda Chandra.® Burmese claims to intervention rested
on Cachar’s position in former times as a vassal of the Ahoms.
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The British case was presented by the magistrate of the exposed
Sylhet district : “The occupation of Cachar by the Burmese would
lay this country open to the entrance of a force from the east ward’
he told his superiors in Calcutta convincingly, ‘to which we could
oppose no adequate resistance.”1®© When reports reached Fort
William of Burmese forces converging upon Cachar Ambherst acted
swiftly. Scott’s alternative proposal for a joint British and
Burmese guarantee of Cachar’s independence was rejected and
instead it was resolved to bring the state under the Company’s
protection. Scott was instructed to tell the Burmese that Cachar
was under British protection and that no interference could be per-
mitted. He was further authorised to use the army to enforce the
claim. Amherst’s decision to extend protection to the relatively
peaceful Jaintia raj completed the ‘general system of defensive
arrangements for the frontier’.

It is curious that treaties with these states should have been
concluded long after Amherst’s resolution to bring them under
protection : with Jaintia it was almost a week after the formal de-
claration of war and in the case of Cachar of more than two months.
Nontheless, the extension of influence into these areas gave the
British important and substantial advantages. Scott whose atti-
tude towards Cachar had been somewhat indecisive in constrast
to his settled views on Assam makes the following assessment of
British gains : 1!

The occupation of the country will...... tend materially to
the easy defence of the frontier, not merely by giving us posse-
ssion of the passes leading to Munnipore. . . ... but  chiefly as

depriving them of the advantage they would have derived from

the possession of so convenient a retiring place after their pass-

age across the mountains and compelling them to meet us im-

mediately after a harassing journey through the hiils ana risk

a battle without further supply of provision than what they may

carry with them.

Scott’s ambivalence towards Cachar resulted in all likelihood
from a knowledge of the difficulties of climate and terrain for mili-
tary operations. Under the most favourable conditions the stra-
tegic hills around the Barak valley were unhealthy and difficult
to occupy and in the monscons they became with the flatland s
an impossible theatre. His worry that Burmese troops even, with
their inferior equipment and poor organisation could prove very
destructive to the disciplined regiments was well founded. So
rather than see these corps unnecessarily entangled in the defence
of that state he would have liked one of the Manipuri princes to
undertake the protection of the principal passes. But the declared
protection over the state acquired an urgency after the first skirmish
with Burmese forces on 17 January at Bikrampur that demanded
immediate attention.t2

In February 1824 Scott made two recommendations that
were to have an immediate impact upen the Company’s Eastern
Frontier policy. The first related to the mobilisation of the large
‘number of Manipuri settlers in Cacha  and Sylhet who had fled
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their country after it was occupied by the Burmese a decade back.
They had impressed him as ‘a hardy, muscular and warlike race
imbued with a deadly hatred of the Burmese’ and with the backing
of military officers persuaded Lord Ambherst to raise from them a
local battalion. On the Sylhet Local Corps, as the battalion was
designated, fell the task of defence of the Sylhet and Cachar fron-
tiers1? The second related to Gambhir Singh one of the three
fugitive Manipuri princes, whose willing hand in the storming of
Burmese stockades in the clashes that followed Bikrampur had

caught Scott’s imagination. He quickly realised that the Manipuri
mounted troopers in the absence of cavalry with the British would
be very useful in cutting up retreating Burmese. His recommenda-
tion was the organisation of fifty horse and three hundred foot

soldiers under the personal command of Gambhir Singh. This
too was immediately sanctioned. Reports of Gambhir Singh’s
action in the operations against the Burmese following the formal

declaration of war on 5 March 1824 were well received in Fort Wil-
liam. The Council saw in him a leader capable of inspring an
uprising in Manipur and establishing a ‘further barrier’ on the
Eastern Frontier.14 It was considered ‘highly important’ to
provide him the means to make the attempt.

Manipur’s importance came to be more fully appreciated when
later in the month reports on the routes across the frontier came
in. It then appeared doubtful whether the passes between Cachar
and Manipur were so few and so easily defended as was earlier
supposed. Rather there were evidences that suggested that the
Burmese from Manipur could easily find the means of opening new
passes in various directions through Cachar and Tripura. Scott’s
recommendation in these circumstances was explicitly stated : ™

The establishment of an independed government in Manipur
in alliance with us would undoubtedly prove the most powerfil
check upon the Burmese government that could well be devised
by affording us at all times a ready passage into the heart of
their dominions, and as anally, a military power that could on
occasicn prove really useful to us.

Governor General Lord Amherst as his private papers show
went 16 over the recommendations in great detail. It seemed
quite abvious that the occupation of Cachar would be inadequate

to stop the Burmese so long as Manipur remained in their posses-
sion. It was equally clear that in her scantly population Cachar
lacked the prerequisites of an effective buffer state. Amherst’s
conclusion was that no opportunity should be lost to help Gambhir
Singh establish an independent government between the British
and Burmese territories. 17 The five hundred stand of arms on
the way to Cachar was diverted to the Manipuri chief. He was
to be assured recognition as ruler of Manipur should he be able
to reconquer it.!s

In June 1825 Gambhir Singh occupied Manipur and by early
next year cleared the Kubaw valley of the last elements of Burmese.
By the Treaty of Yandabo, 16 February 1826, he was recognised
as an independent raja of Manipur by the Burmese. Manipui
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presented a sharp contrast to Assam and Cachar. The division

among the Ahom princes and their unpopularity with the people
led Scott to postpone the question of restoration. The expected
rising in Assam against the Burmese which Scott had anticipated
and Fort Wiiliam hoped had already diminished as the war pro-
gressed. His attention was diverted towards the Singphos, Moa-
morias and the Khamtis as more effective screen to the Burmese. 19
Doubts were expressed about Cachar’s ability to pay the tribute
and there were hints about taking over the country.2® Above all,
Assam and Cachar lacked the means to defend themselves and

Scott was convinced 2

that the defence of those countries, however necessary for the

security of our own territories, must be provided for in a great

measure by extraneous means.

The Manipuris on the other hand were found to posses all
the qualities that distinguished the Rajputs. When in June 1826
the question of withdrawing the subsidy for the maintenance of
the Levy was underdiscussion the Commissioner of Sylhet reminded
the authorities in Calcutta

There can be no doubt but the possession of Mannypore by the

Burmese afforded the greatest assistance in advantage in their

invasion of Cachar forming a most convenient asylum for the

assembling of their forces and make preparations at ~leisure

Jor an enterprise they might be contemplate in either direction.

It would also furnish supplies for an army for sometime  which

would not otherwise subsist itself at such a distance from their

OWn Fesources. 2

The subsidy and military stores were accordingly continued
to Gambhir Singh until he was in a position to undertake the de-
fence of his state. Military officers were to be provided for the
maintenance of discipline and for training the Levy.

In the years immediately following the first Anglo-Burmese
War an extreme indulgence towards Gambhir Singh characterised
British attitude towards Manipur He was encouraged, for ex-
ample, to establish his control over the tribal areas that surrounded
the valley. By the early thirties with the completion of the Survey
of the North East Frontier by Captain Francis Jenkins and Lieu-
tenant Robert Pemberton British policy underwent a radical change.
The enquiries by the two officers revealed that since the death of
the first commanding officer of the Sylhet Battalion who had a very
high opinion of their capabalities, the Maniputi element had been
reduced by discharges and the enlistment of only choice indivi-
duals. Subsequent commanding officers never placed great reli-
ance upon them. After obtaining the opinion of several officers
both civil and military Jenkins ana Pemberton observed :

Generally speaking they (Manipuris) would prove indifferent

soldiers under our strict routine or drill and dsicilpine to which

they have a great aversion ; for the description of guerilla war-
fare they are exposed in their own country they are admirably

adapted and inferior to no troops. ' .

Their best classes preferred service in tleir raja’s Levy with
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its comparatively lax discipline. Manipuris appeared tc them
more suited to agriculture and for the role of pioneers and it was
to these pursuits, they said, their efforts should be directed. 23

But it was their report on Manipur submitted a month later
that had a decisive effect upon Lord Ambherst’s successor Lord
William Bantinck. Jenkins and Pemberton showed that there
was no improvement in the country since the expulsion of the Bur-
mese. Manipur’s military resources had not been developed,
communications hardlv existed and the population virtually stag-
nant. The vital region between Manipur and Cachar was in a
state of desolation, Their report on the Levy was even more
depressing : 24

In the present state of the Levy so little under the control of
British officers attached to it no longer accustomed to drill, exer-
cise no ball practice, the Government must be aware that the
reliance to be placed on the 3000 men composing it must be very
limited. The Muneepooree troops can scarcely be considered
as more than equal to the like number of Burmese except in
the ...... advantage of being led by British officers and in the
moral effect this and the connection of the British Government
with Muneepoor undoubledly produce.

In the event of war the Burmese troops would outnumber the
Munipuris and the latter’s only security could come from fortifi-
cations. But Manipur’s impoverished state made such constructions
well high impossible. Tf Manipur were to continue as an import-
ant outwork in the defence of the Eastern Forntier the Company
would have to make a good deal of investment.

The report made a number of recommendations with a view
to developing Manipur so that it could play a vital role in another
war with Burma. When Bentinck saw this report he recorded a
Minute on 23 March 1833 setting down his view that the country
was of little use for the defence of the British frontier.2 Lord
Bentinck’s policy can be seen in the terms of the two treaties con-
cluded with Manipur in 1833-34. Scott’s successor Thomas Robert-
son, however, disagreed with the survey reports. He recorded his

Full acquiescence in the opinion entertained by Mr. Scott of the

importance of this little state to the tranquality of our dominions

. At is interposed between us and the Burmese and white steady

in its attachment to the British Government must ever be abie

to keep it acquinted with the schemes and machinisation of the
common fol, in whose hands the province would prove a screen
behind_which preparations for our molestation might have been
carried on with that secrecy and mystery in which the Burmese
rely and which we formerly found in every quarter so difficult

to penetrate. 26

Bentinck was not convinced. He recorded another Minute,
on 7 February 1835, a little before he left India reiterating his views
expressed two years earlier. Hisconclusion was to prove decisive ;27

I cannot agree in the opinion expressed by the late commissioner

of its (Manipur‘s) importance, for, so far from considering it

an useful outworks in the event of a war with the Burmese, I am
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rather inclined to regard it as an useless and incovenient post

to defend, in doing which we might loose, but could gain no

advantage.

Even a cursory glance at the provisions of the treaty with Burma
would show that its basis lay in the declaration of policy by Lord
Amberst in October 1823. Though Assam and Cachar were re-
nounced by the Burmese King the buffer policy in regard to these
states had been long abandoned. If Manipur continued as a buffer
for some vears longer it was entirely on the baisis, as Fort William
saw it, of Scott’s “highly coloured description’ of the country and
its people.  The operations of 1824-26 convincingly showed that
Burma was not the formidable military power that they were ima-
gined to be. The concept of Manipur as a buffer had lost its re-
levance by 1835 if the transfer of the Kabaw Valley to Burma is
any evidence. The frontier now really lay in the hill area between
Assam and Burma. This was what Bentinck was in reality ex-
pressing in his two Minutes.
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