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The Khasi and Jaintia Hills came to the notice of the British
immediately after the East India Company was granted the Diwani
of Bengal in 1765. The early relations between the Khasi-Jaintias
on the southern fringe of the hills and British Sylhet was confined
to trade in limestone, iron and wax from the hills and cloth and
rice from the plains. Relations, however, were not very cordial
as the hill men made repeated inroads into Sylhet in the last quarter
of the 18th century to safeguard their lands in the foot hills which
was being systematically encroached upon at the instigation of the
Company’s officials. The Company having just occupied Sylhet,
and quite unfamiliar with the hills could only act by taking measures
to prevent these disturbances. Jaintiapur was visited by aforce
under Major Edward Ellerker in 1774, and forts and military
posts were set up on the frontier. No expedition was sent into the
hills. During these early years of control over Sylhet, the British
were concerned of the activities of Greek and French traders in
Sylhet ; fearing the Greeks planned to establish a colony outside
the limits of the company’s territories, within the Khasi Hills ;2
and that the French acting through M. Dechampigny, who had
attempted to establish political relations with the Khasis, might esta-
blish a protectorate on the frontier.?> With the intention to put a
stop to the conflict between hill and plains people ; and preventing
foreign influence across the frontier, a regulation was brought into
force in 1790, prohibiting Europeans from visiting Sylhet without
a licence and further prohibiting the export of arms and ammuni-
tion to the Khasis ; and that no burkandazes or sepoys be allowed
to pass Laour and places north-west of the river Surma.*

The British policy of non-intervention with the Khasis in parti-
cular and the whole of the north-east frontier in general, which con-
tinued into the early years of the 19th century, however, could not
continue longer. The decadent administration and internal tur-
moil in Assam, Manipur and Cachar attracted the Burmese forces,
who, having occupied the area assumed a threatening atti-



tude towards the British in Bengal. The Company’s frontier was
at stake, and when a Burmese force marched through Jaintia Hills
towards Cachar in course of the Anglo-Burmese war, the British
felt that the route to Assam around the Garo Hills may be cut short
with an alternative road through the hills. A survey was accor-
dingly made by David Scott, and the Jaintia Raja, Ram Singh con-
sented to the construction of a road from Jaintiapur in the Sylhet
plains to Raha in Nowgong.> Considerable sums of money was
spent for the purpose, but the result, at the end of three years the
project was discontinued.$

Scott had an opportunity to reside in the hills during these par-
leys, and delighted with the climate brought it to the notice of the
Government as offering a very desirable situation for sanatory sta-
tions for Europeans.” While the European community in the
Upper Provinces had such stations in the recently acquired Simla
Hills, the residents of Calcutta could only resort to sea for a change
of climate and health, until the idea developed to establish a sana-
torium in the Khasi hills. Scott was in the mean time occupied in
construction of a road between the Surma and Brahmaputra val-
leys, in pursuance of which he entered into negotiations with Tirot
Singh, Syiem of Nongkhlaw, and Dewan Singh, Syiem of Cherra.
Permission was granted by the two Khasi states for the construction
of the road which was to provide a free passage for British subjects

and small grants of lands in the hills in exchange for lands in the
plains.®

I

David Scott first planned a settlement at Nongkhlaw where he
constructed a house “to eat the Europe air.” After only a year’s
residence there he was striken by a severe sickness which affected
the other Europeans and natives. Nongkhlaw was therefore, ruled
out for further developments.® Still in search for a site, Scott
settled for Cherrapunji in preference to Mawsmai and Mawmluh.
Cherrapunji had two advantages, the more important of which was
the extremely convenient distance at which it is situated from the
plains, where almost all articles of consumption could be drawa.
The second advantage was the abundant supply of materials for
building houses. Lime, timber and sandstone could be procurred
locally.’ Moreover, the Nongkhlaw massacre and the distur-
bances elsewhere convinced the British to set up the sanatorium at
Cherrapunji where the Syiem had remained, if not neutral, an ally
to the British.
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An agreement was entered between David Scott and the Cherra
Syiem in a durbar on 10 September, 1829, in which the latter vol-
untarily ceded land to the east of Cherrapunji to the British for the
sanatorium in return for an equal area of land in Pandua and Com-
paniganj, with provision for more land should it be required. !
Construction of the sanatorium began at once under the charge of
C. A. Fenwick who had worked with Scott in the Garo Hills. The
land recently acquired was insufficient. Suba Singh, who had succee-
ded Dewan Singh readily ceded more of his territory to the South-
east, thereby giving more land for the sanatorium. 2

On the recommendation of Scott a detachment of European
troops and convalescents were ordered to proceed t6 Cherrapunji.
They were sent for the double purpose of overawing the recalcitrant
Khasis and of ascertaining the effects of the climate upon the con-
stitution of Europeans.’®  The detachment Jeft Dum Dum in late
August 1830 and arrived in early October.'* ~ “The change was
felt immediately, and its beneficial effects manifested by the improve-
ment of the health of the soldiers, who, in a short time recovered
their good looks, assuming the robust appearance which is seldom
to be found upon the plains.” ® Scott, Captain Broadhurst,
in charge of the troops in Cherrapunji and the two Doctors treating
the invalids were “much pleased with the place and of opinion that
it will answer the intended purpose perfectly.” ¢ In a short time
all the men were out of hospital, except one, which was a very bad
case of long standing. 7 The one apprehension Scott had, and
which he disclosed to Swinton in a private letter was that, “Captain
Broadhurst cannot trust anyone of them........ without risk of
them all getting drunk,” as *‘the Cossya being .......... - hale
fellows and having no objection to give them a glass of grog in the
very penetralia of their houses.” * The European soldiers in
India generally suffered this problem as there was no amusement
when off duty. ™ Scott therefore wrote :

I am more then ever convinced of the immense advantage that

the European force would derive from being cantoned in this

quarter. If the recruits were at once brought up here they would

have no opportunity of acquiring idle dissolute habits. *®
Swinton was as enthusiastic as Scott in the establishment of a Euro-
pean cantonement in the hills, for which cause both friends worked
untiringly. William Bentinck’s views on these early plans were
that they seemed to him ‘wild and impracticable, but I have no boubt,
that Buropeans will be induced to settle in those hills, if further trial
confirms the belief entertained of their healthiness.”
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As the Cherrapunji experiment was showing signs of succeess,
it was hoped that civilians would also make use of the facilities.
Two bunglows had been constructed apart from the quarters for
officers and invalids, which Government intended to afford to indivi-
duals proceeding to Cherrapunji for the benefit of their health, 22
What was however still necessary were the creature requirements.
The road from Theriaghat was improved making the movement of
essential commodities more easy. Scott realised that the hills
provided abundant pasture for cattie and therefore, taking a sug-
gestion from Swinton (who had got the idea from Major R. Benson,
Military Secretary to William Bentinck) he requested government
to send a herd of cattle from Hissar to improve the local breed.
Well aware that such a suggestion would not be financed by Govern-
ment, he informed that he would bear all the expenses of purchase
and movement of the cattle. * Government dismissed this plan. %
There was more success in Scott’s interest in gardening. An in-
teresting account of the start of new crops appears from a letter from
Scott to Major T. C. Watson :

I am glad to hear that you think there is probability of gardening

succeeding after all. My own experience in the hills has cer-

tainly been far from favourable. Nothing having succeeded at
any season with me, except turnips, beet roots and potatoes

«eses. Straw berries will evidently answer well and of fruits

they are the best work attending to...... I am now taking up

some apple, plum and apricot trees of which 1 shall be happy

to send you a portion. 3.

Pine apples and oranges that were locally grown were cheap ; pepper
grew wild ; the limes were excellent and honey abundant. 2 The
discovery of coal further stregthened Cherrapunji’s case as a
settlement for Europeans.?®?

The one unhappy incident in early Cherrapunji was the realiza-
tion that if the soldiers were often drunk, Captain Broadhurst was
also attached to the bottle, and had fallen into a state of mind which
rendered his continued charge of the post inconvenient. He was
removed when he compelled one of his men to swallow urine.
Major Thomas Watson, ‘‘a much more steady person.” who had
considerable experience in Sylhet was recommended and eventually
appointed as Superintendent in Cherrapunji. *5.

m

The search for a permanent settlement continued during these
years when Cherrapunji was developing. The sanatorium there
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had its advantages, but the heavy rainfall made it quite unsuitable
for the purpose. In October 1830 Lt. Fisher reported to Scott two
locations he thought were ideal for the contonment. ~ One was near
the Chillangdeo Hill, close to Nongkrem which had a flat surface
of about 4 to 5 square miles ; and the other was the plains about
3 miles south of Nongundee. ** Both sites had similar advantages
though the latter was more easily accessible from Pandua. In for-
warding Fisher’s report to Government, Scott quite agreed to the
suggestions though he preferred Mylliem as a permanent post, and
the plains of Nogundee as an experimental, because............

I conceive that soil and climate of former place would admit of
the ultimate production of wheat, vegetables and other supplies,
while the proximaty of Nogundee to the low country would render
it more convenient so long as it might be necessary to transport
all such stores from the plains ; the climate owing to the frequent
mists renders it improbable that any agricultural improvements
of consequents could be made at the place itself. *. :

Sites were visited and details of the feasibility to esatablish posts
were despatched to Government, but while the Khasis were still in
arms against the British, no decision could be made to move from
Cherrapunji. Moreover, the experiment had not been fully tested,
and the possibility to remain there was still to be ascertained. ¥

" Scott’sdeath on 20 August, 1831 was certainly an unfortunate
circumstance for the infant settlement, as he had taken a keen inte-
rest in the development of the hills and more particularly Cherra-
punji. His successors Robertson and Jenkins did not have the same
interest and concern as he had, and consequently there was little
progress to continue what had begun. The advantages here were
considerable but the one set back to the continuation of the experi-
ment was the long periods of rain, which proved injurious to the-
invalids, who were crowded together in buildings that were partially
under ground, and the portion that was above the gound had only
asinglé wall for protection, without any varandah. Thecrowded
accommodation and damp therefore tended to create disease than
remove it. 2 The convalescent depot was removed in 1834,
and with it went the detachment of European troops. ® The Court
of Directors noted “Though we were prepared by former communi-
cations for the abandonment of these establishments we cannot
but express our regret that so much expense should have been incur-
red in the prosecution of an experiment which has so completely

failed.” %
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If the Cherrapunjl experiment had failed, it was only so in con-
nection with the convalescent depot. Cherrapunji was still consi-
dered a useful sanatorium as it had by then attracted many settlers
from Calcutta and the near by plains as twelve bungalows had been
constructed for this purpose. ¥ A large European population
having settled there so soon after its establishment is evident from
the petmon they gave to Jenkins, to retain an Assistant Surgeon
in Cherrapunji for its residents. Without questioning the propriety
of Government’s decision for the removal of soldiers and invalids,
they thought that the failure of the experiments was no satisfactory
proof that other members of the community could not benefit by
residence. 3¢ _

Political relations with the Khasi States, strategic considerations
to defend the frontier and commercial enterprises that had begun
in these hills and that promised good returns meant that Cherrapunji
would continue as the centre of British administration in the Khasi
Hills. Inearly 1835, the Khasi Hills Political Agency was -established
with Colonel Lister taking charge of its administration and the com-
mand of the Sylhet Light Infantry which was moved from Sylhet
to Cherrapunji.
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