Impact of the West
on
the Khasis and Jaintias

( A Survey of Political, Economic and Social Changes )

PROMATHA NATH DUTTA
St. Mary’s College,
St. Edmund’s College, Shillong 2

COSMO PUBLICATIONS

NEW DELHI INDIA
1982



First Published 1982 2935

© PROMATHA NATH DUTTA

Published by

Rani Kapoor (Mrs.)
COSMO PUBLICATIONS
24-B, Ansari Road, Daryaganj
New Delhi, 110002, (India)

Printed at

‘Shabdankan Printers,
Delhi-53.



PREFACE

The “Impact of the West” on the hill tribes of north-east
India and in its wake the “upward movement” of the societies
hiltherto regarded as ‘peripheral’ to the larger Indian milieu is a
fascinating study. In fact it may be said that without a
thorough investigation into the various facets of that movement,
the modern history of this rigion of India is bound to remain
unintelligible. A great mass of Indian population in the hills
which was for countless ages in primitive state of civilisation
was suddenly on the move and in the last couple of cen-
turies had made tremendous progress. Apart from its purely
utilitarian aspects, the study perhaps has a moral to tell. It
may be pointed out here the term ‘West’ has been used to
imply the British since it is they who were chiefly responsible
for the introduction of the western value system and institu-
tions. This book is about the western impact on one of the
major tribes of this region—the Khasis and Jaintias or pnars
as they prefer to designate themselves—which had the longest
exposure to the western intluences as it was the first to come
under the British rule.

Hitherto the history of the profound transformations of the
tribes during the British rule received only perfunctory atten-
tion of the scholars and writers. Most of the early writers
who were mostly British officials concentrated, for example,
either on their quaint customes and practices or the political
relations of the Government with the tribes. At best, there
were some anthropological treatises. But historical works
detailing the various aspects of the changes in the life of the
tribes written objectively were rare. Even the Khasis and
Jaintias who had contact with the British from a very early
date of the British expansion have a share of this general
neglect. Some of the earliest writings, most of which were of
anthropological nature lie buried in the learned jourpals and
are beyond the reach of the general readers. Itis no wonder
that the officially inspired works as those of Alexander
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Mackenzie’s ‘“History of the Relations of the Government with
the Hill Trives of North-East Frontier of Bengal” in which the
Khasis and Syntengs received some notices or P.R.T. Gurdon’s
““The Khasis’’ are treated almost as the classics on the subject.
Great as their works are, they do not answer the rigid demands
of modern historical requirements. They were made to the
orders of the government to serve limited purpose—the
functional needs of its administration. Clearly, independent
and indepth studies are necessary about the historical develop-
ment in the hill areas—including the economic and social—
which received so far attention only in their appendices or
footnotes. In recent time, some works have been brought out
by the Indian scholars on the political history of this region:
such as Dr. R.M. Lahiri’s ““Annexation of Assam’’, Dr. H.K.
Barpujari’s ‘“‘Problems of the Hill Tribes: North-East India.”
and Dr. N.K. Barooah’s ““David Scott in North-East India.”
But Dr. Lahiri and Barooah have mentioned only one or two
important incidents of early relations with the government.
Dr. Barpujari who has traced the events for a longer period
has also concentrated on only the principal episodes. Frag-
mentary and sketchy as their accounts are, there is also a
glaring omission in their narration of the political history of
the north-east India including the Khasis and Syntengs. An
entire period of nearly sixty years from 1765 to 1824 from the
acquisition of the Dewani of Bengal by the East India Company
to the outbreak of the Anglo-Burmese war has been almost
left out from the purview of their works. This period is
however, highly significant in the relation between the Govern-
ment and the tribe. According to this writer it is difficult to
assess correctly the different motivations for the British inter-
vention and annexation of the Khasi and Jaintia hills and even
certain later developments in these hills without a reference to
and investigation in this period. The political history being
their chief interest, these eminent scholars have not gone into
the economic and social developments in the hills. Dr. Bareh,
a Khasi scholar, has made some attempts to cover these
grounds. But in his endeavour to offer the eniire history of
his people in his book ““The History and Culture of the Khasi
People” in a single volume of four hundred and seventy-two
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pages from the pre-historic times to the contemporary period,
it is doubtful he has succeeded in doing justice to his subject.
Moreover, he seems not to have consulted the available souace
material carefully. An intensive study in the modern history
of the Khasis and Syntengs is, therefore, a desideratum.

The object of this book is to present an exhaustive account
of the British policy towards the Khasis and Jaintais and the
political, economic and social changes that had taken place in
their society as a result from the earliest, time of their contacts
in 1765 to the year in 1874 when the government transferred the
metropolis of not only Assam but also virtually of the whole of
north east india to Shillong in the heart of the Khasi-Jaintia
hills. The justification of the sub-title will be found in the
three major aspects of changes treated in this work. The early
period of the British relations with the tribe for century and odd
years has been selected for investigation as it may be called
the formative epoch of the modern Khasi-Jaintia society. In
‘the endeavour to offer a more intensive and comprehensive
study, the different aspects of the British policy and its execu-
tion, and the response of the tribe in different phases of the
developments have been examined in details. There such
broad phases have been noticed: the era of non-intervention in
the hills (1765-1824) followed by intervention aud annexation
of the Khasi and Jaintia hills, early system of administration
and violent Khasi reactions (1824-1863); and finally the deter-
mination of the government not to leave the tribe in its *““Old
State”, and a vigorous policy to introduce ‘“‘organic changes”
and the consequences (1863-1874) therefrom. The motivation
behind the introduction of the changes and their character
have also been carefully examined including the pace of pro-
gress recorded by the tribe. These events have been described
in seven chapters including an introductory one (Chapter I).
Chapterwise, the division was as follows: In Chapter two, the
early relations of the Company on the Sylhet frontier of Bengal
with the tribe have been discussed. Chapter three, captioned
“Intervention and Aftermath” is devoted to the delineation
of the circumstances that cluminated in the annexation of the
Khasi and Jaintia hills and their resistance. The fourth and the
fith chapters deal with the administrative developments and

L
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the governments’ relation with the Khasi states respectively..
While the sixth chapter describes the economic changes,.
chapter seven includes an account of the social policy of the-
government and its impact on the tribe, besides an epilogue.

The materials used in the compilation of this book are-
principally the archival records—those of the Assam Secretariat
Records Office, the National and West Bengal Archives. Among
the non- official accounts consulted, mention may be made in
particular of the Missionary accounts of the Serampore
Baptists, Serampore, the proceedings of the American Baptists
Gaubhati and the account of the Welsh Presbyterian Methodist
Mission. Some relevant materials for this book have also
been drawn from the Assamese, Bengali and Khasi sources, It
is needless to mention that the extant secondary sources have-
been also consulted. The book includes two maps and some
appendices. One of the maps, a rare material—by Lieutenant
Fisher—printed in 1828 throws valuable light on the political
condition- of the Khasi Hills in particular has been utilised
as one of the sources for the purpose. The bibliography
appended to the book will speak in more details about the
source materials of the book.

The present work was submitted as my dissertation to the
Gauhati University and it was approved by it for the award of"
a Ph.D. degree. It has since been slightly revised to incor-
porate information which could not be included earlier for-
various reasons beyond my control. Hence it may be consi-
dered as a little improvement on the original. The thesis was
examined by some of the eminent Indian scholars such as
Dr. Asian Das Gupta, head of the department of history
Santiniketan University, Dr. P.L. Mehra, head of the depart-
ment of History, Chandigarh University, and Dr. H. K.
Barpujari, formerly head of the department of History and
U.G.C. Professor Gauhati University who was also my guide-
The examiners have highly commended the thesis for the
award of the Ph.D. degree. I take this opportunity to offer
my thanks to them, especially to Dr. Barpujari, my guide, who
has laid me under a great debt. My thanks are also due to
Dr. Imdad Hussain, Reader of History and Dean of Students
Welfare, North-Eastern Hill University, Shillong who had gone-
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through the type-scripts of some of the chapters of the thesis:
before submission to the University, to Mr. Kynpham Singh
M.Sc., the Khasi scholar who had ungrudgingly extended
assistance to me by offering some materials at his disposal.
I like to offer my thanks also to two other Khasi scholars
Mr. G. Shullai B.A, and Prof. Miss T, Rynjah of the Sankar
Dev College, Shillong for their valued assistance to me on
occasions. I thank also the publisher and the press for bring-
ing out the book expeditiously.

P. N. DuTtTtA
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INTRODUCTION

SECTION I: THE LAND AND THE PEOPLE

The picturesque land, the Khasi and Jaintia (or Synteng)
hills, (presently constituent districts of Meghalaya State) lies
between 24°58’ and 26°7° N, and 90°45’ and 92°51’ E. The
two mountains are in the central section of the Assam range
which runs parallel to the fertile rice fields of the Surma and
Brahmaputra Valleys. In area, they together occupy barely
6,157 square miles of earth’s space.! Of the two mountain
ranges, the Khasi Hills is larger, almost double the extent of
the Jaintia Hills. In 1868 it was estimated that the former was
about 4,400 sq. miles, while the latter was barely 2,100 sq.
miles.> They are bounded on the north by Kamrup and
Nowgong districts of Assam respectively. On the south, they
are flanked by Sylhet district of Bengal. In the east and west,
they are bounded however by deep forests, those of the North
Cachar and Garo Hills respectively. The Khasi and Jaintia
Hills with their high ranges are so situated as to constitute a
natural divide, a Barail or a great dyke between the Brahma-
putra and Surma Valleys forbidding communications between
them.

In physical configuration, there is no marked difference
between the Khasi and Jaintia hills. Both rise gently from the
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banks of the Brahmaputra in undulating waves of ranges
reaching higher altitude as they march from north to the south
until the plains of Sylhet. In natural formation, the southern
parts of Kamrup district are almost indistinguisable from the
northern slopes of the Khasi hills; even Gauhati, the chief
town of the district is on one of its spurs.

The northern regions of the Khasi hills being of lower
height constituted in the past natural points of descent from
the hills. [These points of descent of the mountaineers at the
foot of the Khasi hills were called the the Duars and Dashas®
which being fertile tracts grew up into settlements of cultiva-
tors. The Jaintia hills which descend even more gently into
the plains of Nowgong district have no such Duars and
Dashas. The lower ranges of the Khasi and Jaintia hills
bear resemblance to the plains of Assam, warm and insalu-
brious. This portion of the hills is called Bhoi area, a Khasi
term which had not been properly defined. At the centre of
the country are the higher ranges, some of them such as the
Shillong peak (6,450 feet) are reckoned as the highest between
the Japvo range of the Naga hills in the east and the Garo hills
in the west.

The awe-inspiring heights of the ranges were regarded by
the hillmen as the abode of Gods and were often worshipped
till the modern times.4 (The southern ranges which overlook
the plains of Sylhet called by the Khasis War® area are extre-
mely precipitous. It was the central uplands and the southern
ranges which were the heartland of the Khasis and Syntengs.
It was here that bulk of the tribe inhabited, leaving the northern
or so-called Bhoi area near the plains of Assam to be settled
mainly by the Meekirs and other hill tribals, with only a
sprinkling of the Khasi-Jaintias.’

In the south-western part of the Khasi hills, there is a
group of ranges designated by the Khasis as Nongstoin,
Langrin, Maharam hills and so on. In the plains of Sylhet
however, they are called collectively Laur hills and the adjacent
plains of Sylhet too were designated as Laur Pargana. In the
pre British period, the Laur Pargana obtained some historical
importance. It was at one time the seat of a Hindu Kingdom
until it was subverted by the Mughals. Its great importance to
the Mughals who ruled in Sylhet was as a bastion of defence of
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the plains against Khasi raids.® Because of its inaccessibility,
the Khasi hills had scarcely been intruded by any invader in
the past.

In contrast, the Jaintia Hills, the habitat of the Jaintias,
being of lower heights was more exposed to foreign invasions,
especially from Assam from which direction the mountain is
very easily accessible. However, the Jaintia Hills in com-
parison with its Khasi neighbour in the west are endowed with
some rich valleys. The latter is more rocky, especially its
central and southern regions. From the climatic and from the
point of view of natural resources, the Khasi and Jaintia Hills
are indeed fascinating lands. The rainfall is abundant;
Cherrapunji in the Khasi Hills was estimated at one time to
have the highest rainfall in the world. These hill ranges, espe-
cially of the Khasi Hills have a bracing and cool climate.
Indeed, excepting the malarious tracts of the Bhoi area on the
northern part of the Khasi Hills, the country as a whole has
a very salubrious climate. The Englishmen from the carliest
time of their contact had been fascinated by the climate of
these hills. In 1778, Lindsay, a Collector of Sylhet, was so
captivated by the cool and salubrious climate of the Khasi hills
that he described it as ““one of the regions of paradise.”” The
Khasis and Jaintias are extremely fond of their hills. But
unlike the Nagas, they preferred to build their villages called
Punjis at the slopes of the hills instead of the spurs.?

The People

The Khasis and Syntengs are a Paleo-Mongoloid people
who were said to be one of the earliest waves of the Mongolian
invaders. They speak an Austric tongue, Mon Khmer which
they were believed to have adopted in course of their wander-
ings long before they settled in their present habitat. Although
there are numerous variations in their social and cultural traits,
these were largely owing to “ecological and politico-historical
differences among them.”® Of them, the Jaintias or Syntengs
were probably the older branch of the tribe. Significantly it
preferred to call itself “Pnar” or original people. The name
“‘Synteng”, was given to them by the Khasis. When they cog-
quered the Jaintia Kingdom of Sylhet, the Syntengs adopted
for themselves their other designation *‘the Jaintias.” The
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foreigners called the Khasis and Syntengs or Jaintias by various-
other appellations. However, since both the branches of tribe
sprang from the same racial stock, it was often the practice
under British rule to designate the entire tribe by a single name,.
the Khasi.!!

It may be presumed that they were settled in their present
homeland which they call Ka Ri Khasi Ka Ri Synteng (land of
Khasis and Syntengs) for centuries.

. Though they lived generally in isolation in their mountain
country, it should not be thought that they were entirely
immune from influences from abroad. In fact there was con-
siderable transformation in the racial characteristics of the
tribe itself due to contact with the people of the hills and the
plains. Besides the five!? traditional sub-divisions of the Khasi-
Syntengs into which the tribe was divided by them, a few
groups of mixed tribesmen came into existence among them
owing to their contact with the plainsmen. One of these
groups found in considerable numbers in the plains of Sylhet
were called ‘‘Bengallee Cosseahs” by the British authorities.
This “‘mixed race’ arose as a result of their settlement in the
plains, frequent intercourse and intermarriage with the
Bengalis.®® The Syntengs who settled in the plains, the Capital
Town of the Jaintiapur and embraced Sanskritic culture were
on the other hand designated as “‘Suhtnga Samaj>* (Lit
Suhtnga Society), because they originally migrated from the
large village of Suhtnga of the Jaintia Hills. Francis Hamilton
had also observed the assimilation of the Khasi Chiefs holding.
Duars in Kamrup in the Assamege society.'®

Thus a good deal of assimilation was proceeding among the
Khasis and Jaintias into the Sanskritic societies of the plains
before the advent of the British on the scene.

*'The Monkhmer language of the tribe had many local
variations and was spoken in different dialects. They had
however no script of their own. As the tribe was almost in
the non-literate stage of culture, those dialects were not re-
duced to writing before. However these dialects were not
immune from influence from neighbouring Sanskritic languages,.
_~ especially Bengali. While communicating with the world out-

side their own, for example, with the Mughals and the Ahoms,
the Khasis and Jaintias used chiefly the foreign languages,.
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especially the Bengali. In the kingdem oi Juiutia, Bengali was
indeed the official language of the state.

SECTION 11 : SOCIAL AND RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS

The most remarkable social institution of the Khasis and
Syntengs was the system of matriarchy or matrilinealism.
Except among the Garcs, it did not obtain among any other
races and hill tribals of North East India. Even among the
Garos, the system was less rigid.”” In this respect, the Khasi-
Jaintia institution may be regarded as unique.
There are evidences that matriarchy which is a more rigid
form of matrilinealism prevailed among the Khasis and
Syntengs at one time, leading to the tradition that a “Woman’s
Kingdom” existed among them.?®* However matriarchy dis-
appeared among them and it was muted into its milder form
i.e. matrilinealism before the advent of the British. Matri-
linealism which survived was translated chiefly in the system of
inheritance and succession of the chiefs to the states. A
characteristic feature of the Khasi-Synteng matrilinealism was
the succession of the youngest daughter, called Ka Khudduh to
the property of the family. Other sisters might be allotted a
share of the common inheritance, but the largest portion in-
variably fell to the youngest. The brothers were excluded from
all shares?® of the property in almost throughout the Khasi and
Jaintia hills. Among the Syntengs who took pride in retaining
the older system in purity, the custom of succession was even
more strict than among the Khasis. The institution of Ka
Khudduh ani female succession was not only an ancient one
but was also regarded with some veneration. The youngest
daughter was vested with the ‘‘custody’” of the main family
possessions and as such was expected to observe the traditional
family rites and ceremonies, any violation of which might entail
social disapprobation.
Y77 While matrilinealism in inheritance prevailed in stricter form

in the interior of the hills, especially in the uplands, the rigours
% of the custcm were however not observed in the outlying
villages of the War area of the Khasi hills near Sylhet district.
In the practices of these villages of the War area, such as
Shella and other villages, a degree of ratrilinealism had crept
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in their society, apparently owing to constant contact with the
partiarchal societies of the plains.**

" In the Khasi-Jaintia society, the marriage was an important
event in life, not only because it was a sacrament but also due
to the changes it brought about in the residence pattern of the
husband. The marriage was strictly exogamous. There was
no greater sin for a Khasi and Jaintia than to marry within
one’s clan. After marriage was solemnised came the real
change in the life. Unlike the patrilineal society, it was the
custom among the Khasis that the husband must live with his
wife in his mother-in-law’s house. However, after children
were born, the couple might shift to a residence of their own.
The Jaintia custom in this respect was even more inflexible;
since a Jaintia could never break his relation with his clan, he
was requiréd to live with his mother even after marriage. He
visited his wife only after nightfall. A Jaintia husband had to
maintain a duco-local residence. Gurdon said that the Jaintias
preserved “more closely the customs of the matriarchate than
the Khasis.”” Although cases of fidelity to marriags were not
rare, ties regarding it were not strong, divorces among them be-
ing very common. Children were not, however, affected by the
divorces, because they belonged to their mother and the clan.
Children might not even know the names of their father, but
they remained extremely devoted to their mother.> The view of
‘Gurdon that polygamy did not exist among the Khasis and
Syntengs is however questionable. A close invesligation had

revealed the existence of a form of polygamy called polygyny®?
among certain sections of the people.

The predominance of women in certain spheres of life and
the respect and honour in which théy were held were undoubt-
edly the hallmarks of Khasi and Synteng society. But these
did not imply that the males had no role to play in the family
and social life. The most respected member in the Khasi-
Jaintia society next only to the Mother was the Mama or
maternal uncle (U Kni) who had special authority in the conduct
and management of his sister’s family.

Though the father of the family occupied a place next in
importance to the maternal uncle, he had also important duties
to perform. In fact, he was “the executive head of the new
home.”” Another remarkable feature of the Khasi-Synteng
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society was its extreme clanishness. In fact it may be said that
their entire society was a conglomeration of clans which they
called Kurs or Jaids. Besides the original totemistic clans,
there were some called Dkhar or Dykhar which literally meant
foreigners.?® It is not improbable that the members of these
clans sprang from mothers who were foreigners carried off to
the hills for the perpetuation of the race. Though the mothers
were reckoned as the founders of the clans, their heads were
always male members, the seniormost maternal uncles.*®

The Religion

The traditional Khasis and Syntengs regarded a body of
customs and practices in the worship of Gods as their religion
which they termed as Ka Niam, founders of which were said to
be the “Uncles and elders of the tribes.”’?” However, it appears
that the entire tribe was not the follower of the ancient religion
ot Ka Niam. From the early times, sections of this people and
their chiefs claimed themselves to be adherents of the sanskritic
religion of the plains. Towards the close of the eighteenth
century, when the British East India Company’s officials came
into contact with the Khasis on the Sylhet Frontier, they
seemed to have been taken aback by the claims of the so-called
“Bengalee Cosseahs” as well as of the hill chiefs that they were
Hindus. Lindsay, the Collector of Sylhet, however treated
these claims with some scepticism. He observed: “The
Cosseahs call themselves Gentoos, but they eat and drink every
thing presented to them, and excepting that they burn their
dead, their manners do not bear the smallest affinity to the
Gentoos of Bengal.”?® However it was not only some of the
Khasis of the eighteenth century, but even some modern Khasis
also persisted in claiming themselves to be Hindus.?® In view
of the persistence of pretensions of some Khasis to Hinduism
and continued adherence to the traditional religion by others,
the question of the Khasi religion merits closer examination.

Ka Niam

It will be appropriate to begin with the traditional religion
called Ka Naim, instead of Hinduism for the latter might have
been diffused among the tribe later on..



8 Impact of the West an the Khasis and Jaintias

A common feature of the traditional religion was a universal
belief of the Khasis and Syntengs in a supreme God, the
creator who was designated by the Khasis as U Blei Nongthaw
(U Blai in Synteng dialect). He was an invisible Being to be
worshipped not by means of sacrifices but by simple prayer.
Although the Khasis and Syntengs had the conception of a
heaven, they had no idea of a hell. They had however clear
conception of sin which they called “Pap” and belief in the
transmigration of souls, which might have been borrowed by
them from the Hindus.3°

Below the amorphous God, U Blei, there reigned however

numerous ancestors who were regarded as divinities and
equally numerous lesser deities and natural forces who were
also worshipped. Among these myriads of deities, worship of
ancestors o¢cupied an important place in their religion. They
believed that the diceased ancestors might be of assistance in
this material world if propitiated and might cause suffering if
displeased for any reason. They were therefore propitiated by
the offerings of food periodically, especially in time of trouble.
Some of the striking memorial stones called Mawbynna found
everywhere in these hills were erected to honour the ancestors.
Veneration for the ancestors went so far that they were almost
deified. Gurdon thought that the ‘‘Khasi Gods of today are
merely the spirits of glorified ancestors transfigured.””*!
. (Side by side, worship of natural forces was also prevalent.
Almost all the rivers and mountain peaks were regarded as
sacred abode of the gods. The most revered river in the
Khasi hills was the Kenchiong (known as Jadukata and Punatit
in Sylhet) to which annually goats were sacrified. In the Jaintia
hills the most sacred river was the Kopili to which human
sacrifices were even offered. The higher peaks of the moun-
tains such as the Shillong and Diengiel of the Khasi Hills were
especially worshipped. During the worship of the god of
Shillong hill, performed annually at Nongkrem, elaborate
sacrifices and festivals were held. It was almost a national
festival of the Khasis comparable in importance only to the
Behdienkhlam festival of Jowai in the Jaintia Hills. The nature
Gods and Goddesses were believed to possess the power of
life and death over mankind, subject only to the control of
U Blei.®®
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Rituals and sacrifices constituted, it has been noted, the
-most important part of the worship of these lesser deities. But
‘there was also more ghastly aspect of the traditional religion,
its practice of human sacrifice. In the Khasi hills, a snake
«God called U Thlen was worshipped by human blood. Though
it was unknown in the Jaintia hills, the practice of human
sacrifice was however prevalent there also. It has been already
mentioned that the river Goddess Kopili was worshipped by
-sacrifice of human beings.

But it was carried further in the plains territory. In
Jaintiapur, the Goddess Kali was worshipped also by human
-sacrifice, a Synteng custom the Raja of Jaintia introduced in
the worship of even Hindu deities in his state.®

nother important feature of the traditional religion was
the worship of Hindu deities often side by side with their trlbal
counterparts. The Hindu deities who were worshipped were
given Khasi and Synteng honorefics. Thus the Hindu God of
-artisans, Biswakarma was called U Biskorom and Siva, Mahadev
Khlow; and Hindu Goddesses Lakshmi, Durga and Chandi
vere also given Khasi-Synteng honorefics, Ka Laksmi, Ka
Parvati and Ka Ran Shandi respectively®. Thus a good deal
of Syncretism in their religions was taking place, whose base
-was ‘animism’ but its upper layer was the Sanskritic religion.

It must not be thought that Hinduism contented itself in
‘being diffused among the animistic people of the Khasi and
Jaintia hills indirectly. There is unmistakable evidence that
Hinduism was making conveits among the hillmen. [The Hindu
influence was comparatively more marked among the Syntengs
than the Khasis, probably due to the fact that the former had
-more intimate contact with the plains.

The Raja of Jaintia and the members of his family were
.converted to Hinduism and they formed a distinct cornmunity
-in the capital of the Kingdom, called *‘Suhtnga Samajﬁ In
:the Jaintia hills itself, Hinduism was making deep inroads. In
1828 the British authorities observed that “within the last half
.a century the Brahmanical doctrines have made such progress
-that most of the leading men (of the Syntengs) have adopted
them and have been classed by their spiritual instructors in the
XKhetri or Military tribe.”®” It was added further that Eheir
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principal deity was ‘“‘Jayanti Iswara” (or Goddess KS@ but
“many worshipped the whoie Hindoo Pantheon’ andat the

ame time ‘‘molify the revengeful spirits by human sacrifices.””%®
é{} the Jaintia hills, Nartiang was the principal centre of Hindu
worshi% The Synteng people of Nartiang are still the adher-
ents of'Hinduism. Though it had fewer converts in the Khasi
hills, there were chiefs in this district also, for example, the
Raja of Cherrapunji who declared their religion to be Hinduism
to the British Government®® in 1868. From this review of the
Khasi-Synteng religion, it is apparent that the tribe was gradu-
ally being assimilated in the cultural fold of the Sanskritic:
civilisation on the eve of the advent of the British into these
hills. The Sanskritic influence varied however from district to-
district in accordance with the degree of intercourse between
the hills and the plains.

SECTION III : ECONOMIC CONDITION

»¥ Owing to the paucity of contemporary sources of informa-
tion, it is not easy to gather an accurate picture of the econo-
mic condition and institutions of the Khasis and Syntengs
before their contact with the Company’s Government. How-
ever certain broad features of their economy stood out preemi-
nently throwing light on their means of livelihood and generak
condition.

By far the most important occupation of the tribe, like
other primitive races of North East India was of course, agri-
culture. Rice, the staple food of this people was cultivated,
probably more widely in Jaintia than in the Khasi Hills.
Whether any other agricultural crops_ were also grown cannot
be ascertained definitely. Contemporary evidence sheds little
light on whether the traditional Khasis and Syntengs cultivated
millet and maize. In the Jaintia Hills where the people seemed
to have been more enterprising, a quantity of yam and cotton
was however grown.? The mode of cultivation of rice and
the other crops was however traditional. In the uplands of
the Khasi and Jaintia Hills, jhuming was the only practice
adopted in the cultivation.* Though the plough was totally
unknown in Khasi Hills, it was used to an extent by the
Syntengs who had more plain lands than the Khasis and who
had more intimate intercourse with the plainsmen.
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It was suggested that cultivation by plough and bullocks
might have been introduced in the Jaintia hills under Hindu
influence.#*> Because of their advance in agriculture, the
Jaintias were almost self-sufficient with their staple food. But
the Khasis despite abundance of land were dependent on the
plains for their bare sustenance. John Willes, a Collector of
Sylhet observed that even if they acquired fertile lands in the
plains, they did not cultivate them. He wrote: “A Cosseah
never cultivates the soil; he employs Bengallee ryots ; he comes-
down at the time of harvest and carries off the produce?® (to
the hills).”

More primitive as the Khasi agriculture was, there were how-
ever rich horticultural products for which the Khasi hills were
famous, besides forest produces such as timber and lac. In the
mountains adjoining Sylhet district, there was an abundance of
such horticultural products as oranges, bay leaves or tejpat,
arecanut and betel vines or paun. Lindsay said that “in the
fruit season an inexhaustible quantity of the finest oranges
grew spontaneously in the mountains.”* Lindsay’s references
to the growth of oranges ‘‘spontaneously’ suggests that pro-
bably large scale gardening and farming of this crop had not
then begun, owing perhaps to its limited market at that time.
For such additional effort was probably not called for in these
circumstances.

Since the population of these hills was extremely small,*
there was no great pressure on land. Moreover, the system of
land ownership which was communal was such that a willing
cultivator was not short of land. For according to custom of
the country, he could cultivate as much land of the community
as he could. The lands were broadly divided into two classes:
(i) those which belonged to the state called Ri Raid; and (ii)
those which belonged to the clan or individual, the Ri Kynti.
Every hillman had the right to cultivate as much of the public
land (R/ Raid) as he managed to do. Similarly every member
of the clan had a right to a share of the clan land (Ri Kynti)
over which the state had no control. A remarkable feature of”
the hill polity was that the chief had no right to claim any
land revenue from his people.’®* Despite the abundance of
land and absence of any form of feudal ownership, the tradi--



12 Impact of the West on the Khasis and Jaintias

tional Khasis and Syntengs were found eager for fertile lands
in the plains at the foot of their hills and even making raids.*?
This was not surprising when it is remembered that there

‘was an acute dearth of labour in the hills owing to scanty .

-population and their mode of cultivation was primitive. Hence
in the midst of plenty, there was scarcity of the essential food,
the rice for people.

_Arts & Manufactures

Like agriculture, arts and manufactures also did not make
much headway among the tribe. The Syntengs who were com-
paratively more advanced than the Khasis in agriculture led in
«this feld as well, especially in weaving yarns. The spinning
of eri silk and weaving of cloth was a fairly considerable indus-
try in the Jaintia hills. Weaving was unknown in the Khasi
‘hills.  The Khasis imported their requirements of silk cloth
~either from Assam or the Jaintia hills.®

But the Khasi Hilis was not without its compensation. It had

vast deposits of minerals, the iron ores and lime stones _whose _

-fame-and market, especially of the latter spread to Mughal
Bengal. Of these minerals, iron was worked by the Khasis
-themselves. Lindsay remarked in 1778: “The mountain (Khasi)
-produced . . . iron of very superior quality and description from
the hills in lumps of adhesive sand and being put in forge pro-
duces excellent malleable iron ... superior to any made in
Europe by charcol”

According to him, considerable quantities of copper bars
were also brought by the Khasis to the markets of Sylhet for
.disposal.*®

But the mineral of the Khasi hills over which Lindsay went
.into raptures was the lime stone, then known widely to the
Mughals by the term ‘“‘chunam’. According to him, all along
-the Sylhet Frontier, the mountain possessed inexhaustible
source of the finest lime.”” Lindsay observed that it was “the
only great staple and steady article of commerce” and
~Calcutta was supplied from there.®® But the trade and manufac-
ture af lime was in the hands of the foreigners. Prior to the
appearance of the company’s merchants, the lime trade of the
Khasi hills was a monopoly of the Mughals and after the acqu-
-isition of the Dewani of Bengal in 1765, the East India Com-
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pany acquired its monopoly from the Nawab of Bengal®® and
retained it until it was thrown open to all competitors, whether
Europeans or Armenians,at a later date. In the whole process:
from working the quarries of the lime stones to the manufac-
ture as lime and in its trade, the Khasi chiefs did not take any
part probably because of the dearth of labour. Since they
refrained from participating in any processes of the lime trade,
the foreigners used to take leases of the lime stone hills from

them and employed the labourers from the plains to work the
quarries.

The independent chiefs in whose territory the quarries
happened to lie received ouly an annual rent and occasional
presents from the lease holders.’® With the establishment of”
company’s administration at Sylhet, the trade in lime was
expanded to meet the needs of the Government in Calcutta.
In 1772, Thackeray, the first collector of Sylhet reported that
a hundred and twenty thousand maunds of lime were sent down
annually from Sylhet. In Thackeray’s time, only the lime
quarries of Laur hills were exploited.’® But the lime
stone deposits of the Laur hills were only a fraction of the vast
quantity of this mineral found in the Khasi hills. Moreover,
lime was also found in the Jaintia hills, Meanwhile the immense
potentiality of the lime stone quarries of the Khasi hills and
lucrativeness of the trade in this article drew foreingers in
considerable numbers in Sylhet Frontier.%

Trade and Commerce

Trade among themselves and with the foreingers, the
Dkhars, was an essential part of the economy of the tribe. In
fact, it was vital to their livelihood. The reasons are not far
to seek.

Two principal items of daily necessaries, rice and salt, of
the tribe were scarce in the hills, the former because it was not
produced in adequate quantity in the hills and the latter was
not produced at all and hence the tribe was entirely dependent
on the trade with the plains from where alone the supplies of
those articles could be obtained. The forest products had only
local markets and hence very insignificant value in the hills but
in the plains, they had demands.
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Establishment of a market for exchanges of articles was felt.
thereforev ery necessary. The chiefs of the hill stached great
importance to the establishment of a market; an amount of
religious importance was even invested in certain larger markets
for example, the Jewduh or the eight-day bazar of Shillong.5®
‘The Khasi and Synteng chiefs vied with one another in opening
markets in their states.’” While the bazars in the hills were
important to the economy of the people, an added eagerness
was shown by them in the establishment of markets at the foot
hills in the plains. These markets were called “‘hats”’, to which
hill products were transported in baskets slung on human
backs. So great an importance was added to the trade and
commerce with the plains that even the Khasi chiefs engaged
themselves in it.

A.B. Lish observed that Khasi ‘“Merchant kings”, used to
take up their residence in the villages near the frontier of
Sylhet to take full advantage of trade with the plains. In view
of the importance of trade®® with the people of neighbouring
countries, the chiefs sought concessions for opening of markets

" in the former’s jurisdictions, sometimes acknowledging poli-

tical supremacy of the foreign sovereigns. Such were the cases
of chiefs or the Rajas of Jaintia and Khyrim, the largest of
the Khasi States®. The principle hats in the plains of Sylhet to
which the Khasis and Syntengs resorted for trade were Pandua,
Punatit in the Laur Pargana and Jaintiapur. In the eighteenth
century, Pandua at the foot of the Khasi Hills was fast growing
into a market for trade with the Khasis and even the com-
pany’s authorities regarded it as an ‘““object worth the atten-
tion”.% Onthe Assam side of the~Khasi-Jaintia hills, the
traditional markets for trade with the hillmen were Burdwar,
Rani and Sonapura®?,

At those hats and bazars, a brisk barter trade used to
be carried on between the plains and hills. Currency was not
totally unknown. On the Sylhet frontier, Cowri was used as
currency and employed as a medium of exchange. The Khasi
chiefs did not mint coins.

But the Raja of Jaintia issued some debased money called
Kattra taka (Sword rupees) which was however in very limited
circulation. The bulk of the trade was therefore carried on by
barter$?,
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MNyYN The foregoing narrative of the Khasi Jai y.
revea'ed that it was in the simplest stage, scarcely:on the suk
sistence level. The Jaintias were probably slightlff‘”‘tﬁéﬁefﬁﬂ'
not only bacausz of their comparatively advanced agriculture,
but also due to the fact that their chiefs called Dolois derived
some material benefits from the plains. But the Khasis had
fewer opportuaities of cuch gains. Hence the Khasi Chiefs
were known to have made frequent raids in the plains, which
might be attributed to the dire penury of the tribe.

SECTION [V : POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS

Compared with their performance in _the economic ﬁeldﬁhe
Khasis and Synteng@, like the Cacharis@lde considerable ad-
vance, however, in forging political institutions and organisations
which had some unique features. They showed a good deal of
resilience in an adverse environment such as the mountain and
a rare assimilative capacity when confronted with the people of
the plains. The traditional polity of the tribe designated by
them as ““Hima” had near parallel in the that “Polis” of the
ancient of Greeks except that the former unlike, the latter was
based solely on kinship.

A Khasi-Syngteng State or Hiam was remarkable for its
hierarchy of village officials to govern the tiny hill polity and
for its series of assemblies of poeple from the village at the
bottom to the State level at the apex.®® These assemblies gave
some states the appearance of oligarchies and in others (e.g.
the Langrin state) the semblance of direct democracy.®® The
emphasis in the organisation of the State was not the chief’s
authority but on the liberties and democratic rights of the
subjects, asserted though in a crude manner as was common
with many rude tribes of the North East Frontier. As against
this achievement, the failure of the Khasis and Syntengs who
were in all essentials of their culture and race the same people
must be pointed out. They had never succeeded in attaining
national solidarity under one chief. ‘““There is no record or
tradition”, says Gait, “that the Khasis and Syntengs ever owed
allegiance to a single prince.”” The tendency of the tribe was
to split up into numerous petly communities under its own
head.®® Even if it was true, the Syntengs in contrast to their
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Khasi Kinsmen displayed a higher degree of skill and ingen-
uity. They attained greater amount of political cohesion among:
their various clans which composed the tribe and in addition
they extended their sway over some plains tracts, which were:
wielded into the hills to form a large state which became:
known as the kingdom of Jaintia.

Not unnaturally, the Syntengs received more notices in the
contemporary chronicles such as those of the Ahoms than the:
Khasis.

Jaintia Kingdom

Success attained by the Syntengs in forging political cohe-
sion among them and later in carving out a kindom comprising.
the hills and plains merits narration because it has subsequent.
bearing on. their relation with the Company’s Government.

rom the fragments of their legends and traditions, it appears-
v “that they, like other hill tribes at the earliest time lived in what
is now called Synteng or Jaintia hills in separate groups of
settlements, each under its chief, independent of one another.
The chieftai the j i

Doloi. At this stage of their culture, long before their contact
with the company, the Synteng hills was ruled by twelve Dolois
or chiefs and this state of things was embodied in their tradi-
tions, Ri Khadar Dolois®® (land of twelve chiefs). Then ina
turn of events which are only vaguely known, the twelve
Synteng chiefs decided to confederate their tiny hill demesne
under a paramount ruler callled Syiem, probably to get rid of
internecine wars among the tribe. The Doloi who was elected
to the honour was the chief of Suhtnga, one of the important
Doloiships of the hills.*”

The confederation of chiefs under a single ruler may be
regarded as almost a revolution in ancient politics of the:
Jaintias. The chief designated. as “Syiem’’ was not, however,|
endowed with any superior authority over the Dolois by tradi- \\
tion. He was only the nominal head of the tribe. vIhe |
unification of the Synteng hills under a paramount chief was |
probably followed by their greatest national enterprise—the
conquest of the petty Hindu Kingdom of Sylhet called Jaintia.
This was their first plains territory which extended the Synteng
rule from the southern foot of their mountain habitat to the

\
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north bank of the Surma.® Further expansion was probably
stopped by the Mughal rulers of Sylhet. But with the decline
of the Mughals in the eighteenth century, the Syiem of the
Syntengs, designated in the plains as Raja appropriated a
Mughal territory on the south bank of the Surma also called
seven reaches or Satbak.®® After the conquest of Jaintia, the
entire Kingdom which included both hills and adjacent plains
of Sylhet came to be designated by the common appellation,
the kingdom of Jaintia. The Raja of Jaintia shifted his capital
from the hills to Jaintiapur, a town barely fifteen miles from
Sylhet, the Mughal Foujdar’s headquarter. Later the Raja
with the help of his mountain chiefs occupied also a large
plains tract on his frontier with Assam. The tracts comprised
Gobha, Nelli and Khola.

But the Ahoms who ruled Assam then set a limit to further
Synteng expansion in the North of their hills. An Ahom
sovereign even reduced the Raja of Jaintia in the cighteenth
century and compelled him to ackncvledge his supremacy.™

_Though the Syntengs shook off the Ahom suzerainty, the latter
continued to pretend to a shadowy overlordship over the
kingdom of Jaintia till the Anglo-Burmese war (1824-26).

Thus the Synteng or Jaintia Kingdom comprised three
distinct provinces : First, the plains territories in Sylhet which
itself consisted of Jaintia proper and the seven reaches, regard-
ed as the richest possession of the Raja, considering its fertile
valleys; second, the Synteng or Jaintia hills, the habitat of
the tribe and the nucleus of the Kingdom; and third, the plains
territories bordering on Assam which extended from the
northern foot of the hills to the river Kollong, an affluent of
the Brahmaputra. '

The administration of this 1ar-flung territories was carried
on according to the traditions of the several localities. In the
~ Jaintia plains of Sylhet, the Raja was almost a despot. But he

could not over ride the wishes of the queen mother and the
chiefs of the district. The Raja was obliged to consult the
chief people of the hills, the Dolois in the appointments and
their confirmations,

Though the Raja became a convert to Hinduism, in succes-
sion he followed the Khasi custom of matrilinealism; he was
always succeeded by sister’s son, called ‘“Koonwaiee’ by a

.\
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Cossyah husband,” chosen from certain noble families in the
hills by a general assembly of the chief people.”” The plains
tracts in Assam (Gobha, Nelli and Khola) were under the
charge of one of the most powerful Dolois, viz that of
Nartiang.”?%The administration of the hills was however under
the control of its several Dolois, the Raja having only a nominal
control over them. They did not pay any revenue or tribute
to the king. Only offering made by the Dolois was a goat from
every village during annual religious festivals at Jaintiapur. It
was regarded as a token of their allegiance to the Raja. Besides
the lands owned by the Raja and the members of his family in
the hills were tilled for them by the people of the Doloiships,’®

The Dolois however served the Rajas as their ambassadors
in foreign courts and on occasions of external danger to the
state, they led their hosts to the aid of the Raja.”*  The Dolois
were indeed the Chief nobles of the Kingdom.

The internal Government of a Doloiship was carried on
customary democratic lines. The Dolois were elected from
particular clans by the entire male population of their respec-
tive regions of authority and removed by them whenever they
thought fit. The Doloi was assisted by officials called Pattor,
who was the village headman and the Lungdeo, the village
priest, who were also elected. Besides these two functionaries
who assisted the Doloi, there were some other minor village
officials, some of whom served as peons or peadahs (Basahuns
and Majee) and others acted as village criers and drummers
(Sungut, Chooteah and Dhoolia). These minor officials were
appointed by the Doloi in copsultation with the Pattor and
Lungdeo. Taken as a body, they formed the Durbars of the
state under the Doloi who presided over it as its judge. In
addition to his duties as judge, the Doloi acted as chief priest
in public festivals and pujas of his little demesne.” As the
administrative, judicial and sacerdotal head of his state, the
Doloi was therefore a considerable figure in the traditional

society of the Syntengs.

The Khasi Hills : Obscurity of Political Condition

In comparison with Jaintia, obscurity surrounded the
political condition of the Khasi hills on the eve of the contact

with the British.
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The causes of the comparative obscurity of those hllls may
be attributed to the fact that the Khasis were not wielded into
a nation under a paramount ruler. The contemporary chroni-
cles of the neighbouring plains countries made only a little or
casual reference to the chiefs of the Khasi hills. An Ahom_
chronicle made only a passing reference to Khyrim or Khairam,
regarded as the most powerful Khasi state and a few other
petty chieftains who held some passtracts in Kamrup as
appendages from the Ahom rulers of the Brahmaputra Valley.?®

The Khasi tradition regarding the political condition of
their country before the advent of the British is also vague. A
tradition states that it was the land of ““Laiphew”’ chiefs, Ka Ri

Laiphew Syiem.” But the difficulty has arisen as to the exact
meaning of the Khasi term. “Laiphew.” Its meaning was
taken at one time to be the number, thirty. But it is contended
of late that “Laiphew” was used in the general sense of “many”,
not any specific figure.”® It was argued that the later connota-
tion of the word had greater provenance than the former. The
eighteenth century British officials had indeed believed that the
Khasi hills was ruled by numerous independent chiefs. Lindsay,
a Collector of Sylhet wrote in 1787: '

“Every chief of a village styles himself Rajah (Syiem) and
has an independent Government within his boundary.””®
John Willes, Lindsay’s successor, writing in the same vein
observed: “From Pandua to Laur there were at least a hundred
little independent chiefs.”’s® If there werea hundred chiefs
from Landua to Laur alone on the borders of Sylhet, there
might have been at least a few more of them in the interior of
the hills and in the north, of whom the Collectors of Sylhet
had no knowledge at all. However, it is not unlikely that they
had mistaken every village headman to be Raja or Sjiem and
exaggerated the number of Khasi chiefs.

The first British official who gave a more precise information
on the Khasi States before the hostilities with the Government
broke out in 1829 was Lieutenant Fisher. In 1827 in course
~ of the survey of the northern boundary of Sylhet with the
territory of the thdependent chiefs,* he sketched a political
map also which delineated the contemporary Khasi States with
their “boundaries” with the information available to him.

Fisher’s “‘Cartographic Sketch of the Cossya independent .

30
53
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States” published in 1830, though not satisfactory in all respects
may be regarded as the first definitive information about the
political condition in the Khasi hills then existed.®?

Surprisingly enough, Fisher had shown only eighteen states
with their boundaries in his map.®® They are given below with:
modern names and their spelling within brackets :

Parapoonjee (Barapoonjee)
Soora (Sobhar ?)
Moosmye (Mawsmy)
Chirra-Surareem (Cherrapuuji)
KYRIM-Moleem (Khyrim)
Sheyla (Shella)
Chumut Mullye (Malai-Sohmat)
MAHRAM and DWARA NUTAOMEN (Maram and
Duara)
9. Moeyang-Noongohungwye (Mawiong)
10. NUSPUNG-Lawkla (Nongspung)
11. NUSTUNG (Nongstoin)
12. RAMRYE (Rambrai)
13. OSIMLEE (Nongkhlaw)
14. Motelleeung-Matakar
15. Mo or Muriow (Myraw)
16. Syung-Maflong (Sohiang-Mawflong)
17. Jyrang-Ranneegoan (Jirang-Ranee-Nongwah)
18. Beyltolla (Beltola)

It is apparent from the boundary of a Khasi State as im
Fisher’s map that some of them had no separate political
existence, e.g., Mawflong, Sochiong, Khyrim and Mylliem
(Moleem), Mahram and Duara, Jeerung and Ranee. Every
group of two of these villages formed parts of the single state
at this time. After the British occupation of the Khasi Hills,
they were recognised as separate states by the Government as:
is evident from Allen’s list of twenty-five Khasi states noted
down in his report of 1858.8% The case of Mawflong and
Sohiong is however different. These villages were indeed
subordinate to the chief of Nongkhlaw,® wrongly called by
the Briﬁh officials Osimlee, a corruption of the Khasi word,

P NN DN -

“SiemIX’’ (Dhola or white Syiem).
It mu§t not be supposed that Fisher had presented an
exhaustive list of the Khasi states. It appears that he had no
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knowledge of some of the tiny Khasi states who maintained
their separate existence in the deep interior of the country. It
would not be surprising if he could not obtain information of
all the Khasi states in view of the fact thatas late as the
middle of the nineteenth century, Allen was astonished at the
ignorance of the officials about the interior of these hills.8®
Fisher’s map, for example, does not contain the names of such
well-known K hasi states of the later days as Bhowal, Langrin,
Mawsenram and Nobosopho mentioned by Allen as chiefships
recognised by the Government.®’

Were they too insignificant to receive his attention? Or
had the British Government given them recognition as separate
states for good reason at a later date? If the Khasi tradition
is to be believed, a number of Syiemships viz , Munai, Mullaing
and Nongpoh were abolished by the Government and their
chiefs were reduced to mere Sirdars as punishment for recal-

citrance after the uprising of 1829.8% Moreover, it is not
unlikely that there were some more states (e.g. Nurtung) of
which even tradition had no knowledge.®® The irresistible con-
clusion is that there were numerous states in the hills before
the establishment of British supremacy; the chiefs of some bore
the titles of Lyngdohs and others those of Syiems or Rajas.®
Fisher bdd shown only the principal states and Syiemships.

istration

A Khasi state was a mere federation of villages under a
chief styled Syiem?® or Raja or Lyngdoh. There is evidence
to show that afan earlier stage. the chief of such a federation
was the Priest or Lyngdoh.®> Later a separate clan was recog-
nised as ruling clan and it was from such clans the Syiems were
chosen customarily. The Syiemships were recognised as the
highest class of states.

In fact some of them were regarded as of divine origin. In
some of the states, there were even two Syiem clans called
Dhola Raja (Syiemlie) or white Syiems and Kala Raja (Syie-
miong) or Black Syiem, from whom the chiefs were nominat-
ed by a Council of heads of clans. J’fxe customary line of
succession of a Syiem or Raja was uniform in all cases_ except
Khyrim where a Syiem priestess nominated the hejr/7 In other
states, a Syiem was succeeded by his brother, and cousins often
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ranked with brothers or were preferred to grand nephews, A
fact which was of universal application was that heirship lay
through the female side in keeping with the matrilinealism
among the tribe.” :

Although the Syiemship was hereditary in some clans under
certain restrictions, the office itself was elective. But the
electors of the Syiems were not the entire people of the state
(except in Langrin). They were elected by a small committee
of chiefs and elders who constituted for the purpose the tradi-
tional electoral Durbars of the States. The oligarchy of the
chiefs who nominated the Syiems derived their authority from
the fact that they were the earliest citizen settlers of the states
and hence inherited a superior privilege over others.* Ia
some “states the Durbars were regarded as institutions of
Divine origig,~

The Syiems governed their states with the assistance of their
Durbars which were distinct from electoral Durbars. They
were composed of officials called Myntries and Lyngskors i.e.
viceroys. Besides, there were the village h€adman and elders
who had rights to be heard by the chiefs/ The Durbar Syiem
or executive council of the states met _in frequent sessions to
conduct the business of the-state.\ According to custom, the
Syiems could not perform any act of importance without first
consulting and obtaining the approval of the Durbars. @ne of
the chief functions of the Syiems was to act as judges with
their Durbars serving as a ju\rmmong the other important
duties of the Syiems were the establishment of markets in the
states, leading the militia jn wars and officiating as priests in
public festivals and ceremonie% wThe revenues of the Syiems
were mainly derived from the tolls in the markets and fines

realised from the criminals convicted by the Durbars, a share -

of which however went to his Myntries. The people did
not pay any direct tax to them except a free offering called
Pynshuk. \The Syiems were allotted of course a portion of
the public land (Ri Raid) for their maintenance. Khasi
Syiem was generally a very impecunious ruler.? Itis difficult
to classify a Khasi Hima or state as a pure democracy,
oligarchy or a monarchy or even a republic. It contained the
elements of all to a certain degree. It has been aptly described
as a “‘mixed Government.’ "%

<&
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The relations among these numerous chiefiains themselves
and with their plains neighbours were anything but cordial in
the pre-colonial period. The violent clashes among the chiefs
were of frequent occurrence before the advent of the British in
these hills.” These intertribal conflicts did not preclude them
from making occasional raids on the fertile valleys of Kamrup
and Sylhet. The Khasi aggressions on the plains of Kamrup
increased in the declining days of Ahom rule especially after
1794.%8 In order to prevent their recurrence, the Ahom Govern-
ment ceded certain pass tracts called Nauduars and Dashas at
the foot of their hills on the nominal acknowledgement of
their suzerainty and certain other services rendered to them.®
It appears that in the relaxed days of the Mughal rule in
Sylhet, the Khasis had also made encroachments and appro-
priated a number of Parganas.® The defence of the British
Territory against the raids of these mountaineers was one of
the intricate problems which the new rulers of the West
inherited from the Mughals and Ahoms as they stepped into
their place.
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