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T he north-eastern part of India offers a
fascinating study to the researcher. It is a
unique area in more senses than one. The
ruggedness of the area. the climatic diversities
of the hills and the plains, the vastncss of
rivers and their effect on the cconomy, the
richness of colourful tribal life and the wealth
of mineral and other resources are a geogra-
pher’s delight.

Information on all these aspects lies in
different books and treatises that have been
written from time to time. The chief merit of
the present book. first published in 1837, is
that it offers a view of all these aspects in a
concise manner. This is no comprehensive
anthropological study even though the culturaj
and demographic trends among the sons of
the soil have been outlined to provide a clear
perspective of the subject covered.

Economic life of any area is obviousiy
related to the special features of its geography.
Naturally, therefore. along with information
on e¢conomic, trade, revenue, and wild life
agpects a thorough study has been made of the
geographical features of all major towns and
the country-side. The section on hill tribes of
Assam is quite comprehensive and gives an
intimate account of the life of the iocal peopie,
their customs, arts and religious and social
patterns,
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CHAPTER I

——

1, Boundaries. 2, Face of Country. 38, Aquatic habits
of people. 4, Soil. 5, Brahmaputra. 6, Scenery.
7, Navigation. 8, Route to Bengal by water. 9,
Routes to Bengal by land. 10, Via Kassya Hills.
11, Via Dyung and Jetinga. 12, Route to Bootan.
13, Route to Thibet. 14, Route to Burma and
China via Hoo-koong. 15, Route from Brahma-
putra to Irrawaddi via Noa-diling. 16, Import-
ance of Road towards China.

AssaMm is that extensive tract of country on
either side of the Brahmaputra; stretching on
the N. shore from the river Monash opposite
Goalpara, and on the S. from Nughurbera hill,
about 16 miles above Goalpara, to the foot of
the Himayala mountains, close upon the western
boundary of China. On the N. it is bounded by
a cold mountainous country inhabited by Bee-
teas, ‘Akas, Duphlas, Koppachors, Mins,
Abors, and Mishmis; the first being most west-
ward, and the others eastward in succession ;
the Kangtis, Bor-Kangtis, Singphos and Mua-
marias, separate it on the extreme east from
China and Burma; the Munniporis, Nagas,
Mikirs, Cacharis, Kassyas and Garrows from
our possessions in Sylhet on the south; while
it is connected on the west with Bengal, by the
Ziliah Goalpara, late N. E. Rungpore. Though
geographically speaking, Assam terminates at
the river Monash, yet the same peculiar country

1.
Moundaries.
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borders the Brahmaputra as far as Jumal-
pore: has the same climate, and the same
change of seasons. Assam may properly be
called the valley of the Bralimaputra, naviga-
ble branches intersect it in every possible
direction, and there is perhaps not a spot of
habitated ground so situated, as to be more
than a convenient distance from some navigable
stream.

The appearance of the country is very dif-
ferent from that of most others in India ; being
a perfect flat as far as the eye can penetrate,
studded with a multitude of little green counical
hills, like hay-cocks in a meadow, rising abrupt-
1y from the level plains to the height of fromn
two to scven hundred feet. So very singular
are the shapes and arrangement of these moun-
tains in miniature, that the imagination could
fancy them the remnants of a country that once
stood on the same level with their summmits;
whose obdurate constituents having resisted
the torrents of centuries that washed away
the more moveable soil into the Indian ocean,
were reserved by Providence as places of
shelter and retreat from the floods that perio-
dically inundate the land. Assam is not with-
out some extensive ranges of well cultivated
land as is to be found in the zillah of Kam-
roop. Noris it entirely composed of alluvial
flats ; there are some districts of primitive soil
far above the reach of inundation, and fit for
crops of all kinds. Of these high plains, those
at Bishnauth, Chardwar, and Chotegah are the
most considcrable
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Yet strange itis, the inhabitants dont avail
themselves of this provision of nature, to raise
themselves above the reach of the floods,
when they might do so without trouble,
expence or inconvenience. They will sit still
on the low ground till the water encompasses
their huts, and drowns the fires upon their
hearths, rather than live comfortably on high dry
ground ; when the inundation has risen too
high for them to wade from one house to another,
or cven to stand upon their own floors, they
paddle out of their houses in canoes, or roost
on scaffolds high as the thatch itself, with the
frequent calamity of their children falling out
of their nests and being drowned. Such is the
influence of superstition! for these little hills
are believed to be the abodes of devils and un-
clean spirits, and unless they are consecrated
by a religious temple and defended by the fol-
lowers of Brahmabh, it is judged advisable to
leave those fiends incarnate in undisturbed
possession.

Though the country is at all seasons ge-
nerally swampy, and intersected with half-filled
channels and stagnant lakes, yet in the dry sea-
son it is very susceptible of cultivation, and am-
ply repays any labour and expence bestowed
upon it by producing abundant crops. The soil
1s for the most part composed of rich black
mould ; though occasionally of red stiff clay;
so hard and tenacious as to resist the current of
the river like rock itself, even when undermin-
ed, and thrown down in fragments into the
strcam. The soil upon the hills is universally

I.
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composed of red rich loam, with a sprinkling of
particles of quartz or talc; and if we may judge
by the exuberance of the brushwood, they also
would well remunerate the cultivators. Large
masses of granite are scattered all over these
hills and seem indebted for their often whimsi-
cal arrangement, to some convulsion of nature.

The intercourse between Assam and Ben-
gal proper is almost entirely maintained by
water. There is a free communication between
the Brahmaputra and the Ganges, and boats of
the largest burden pass by different inoscula-
tions out of the one into the other throughout
the year. The Brahmaputra may Dbe called the
great drain of Assam, and not of it ouly, but of
all the mountainous countries that surround it ;
the numerous tributary streams of which swell
it to ariver of the very first-rate magnitude,
so as to make it out-rival the great Ganges itself
in its tribute to the ocean. History still leaves
it doubtful whether or not it receives the waters
of the Sampu, of Thibet ; though the reason-
able presumption is that it does so. Most certain-
ly the Sampu does not flow into the Irawaddi;
and unless it flows into the Brahmaputra, and
is the same with the Dihong river, it is difficult
to account for its course to the sea.

From the nuncultivated nature of the country a
voyage up is always a tedious one and as dreary
a trip as one could well desire; for days and
weeks together nought else is visible but sand-
banks and water bounding the very horizon, with
no trace of vegetation but an endless jungle of
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impenetrable reeds ; without the shadow of an
inhabitant, or signs of animal life but water-fowls
and alligators. Though this is the ordinary na-
ture of the Brahmaputra, it is occasionally re-
lieved by groups of beautifully wooded hills;
whose shape and colour constantly changing by
position, gratify the eye with a pleasing panora-
ma till other and nearer groups come into view.
As the voyager advances higher up, the scenery
improves ; and a series of hills innumerable, re-
tiring far away in fine perspective, till their blue
conical summits are relieved by the snowy peaks
of the Himalaya towering their icy pinnacles
midway up to the vertex of the sky, afford one
of the grandest scenes in nature. The sight of
a hill in this level land is always agreeable ; few
things more readily summon up before the
mind’s eye youthful associations ; and the stran-
ger hails its appearance like a friend of his boy-
hood met in a foreign land. Hence the scenery
of Assam is always agreeable, and the eye wan-
ders from hill to hill as over faces once familiar,
and with happy invention assimilates them with
those of his native home.

A voyage up the Brahmaputra is attend-
ed with many obstacles not to be met with upon
the Ganges. In the dry season there are no
beaten paths to facilitate tracking ; the boat-
men 1ust either force their way through the
high reeds on the crumbling perpendicular bank,
or scramble along the bottom ; or, what they
prefer, keep upon the shoal side of the river,
where the sand-bank affords good footing,
though with the great drawback of the boat’s

7.
Navigation.
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getting often aground. During the rains the
navigation is very much. impeded, the banks
are overflowed and little or no tracking ground
is left ; so that pushing along by the slowest of
all processes, the bamboo, is the only means of
advancing. The prevailing wind being from
the east adds no little impediment to the jour-
ney. During the cold weather the Brahmapu-
tra is clear and transparent, but in the rains
thick and turbid, and at the full flood covered
with rafts of pine trees, swept away by its moun-
tain torrents ; or by large masses of soil, with
the reeds and long grass adhering. The water
is esteemed by the natives as good and whole-
some, and that blessing is distributed to every
village in the country.

The usual route from Assam is down the river
Brahmaputra via the Jennai, which leaves the
Brahmaputra at Jumalpore, passes by the large
town Syragegunge, whence it soon after meets
with the Pubna river, a navigable branch of the
Ganges. After proceeding up the Pubna river
for two or three days the boats meet the great
current of the Ganges, up which they ascend for
three or four days more, till they come to the
mouth of the Matabanga or the Jellingi, down
either of which they drop to Calcutta. These two
rivers are almost dry during the cold season, and
during that period the voyage to and fro is made
by the Sunderbunds. Of late years the main
channel of the Brahmaputra beneath Jumalpore
has been almost shut up during the dry season,
and the Jennai is now the principal river. The
voyage from Goalpara to Calcutta is performed
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in from twenty-five to thirty-five days, and
from Calcutta to Goalpara in about eight days
more.

There are three overland routes from Bengal
to Assam. The first by Murshadabad, Mauldah,
Dinagepore, Rungpore, Baugwah and Goalpara.
This is the line of the Calcutta dawk, but it'is
almost impassable during the rains. The second
road is via Dacca, Dumary, Pucuoloe, Jumalpore,
Singymary, and Goalpara, also nearly impassa-
ble in the rains.

The third passes by Sylhet, Chirra, Mop-
lung, Nunklow, Ranneygodown, Cannymook
anMl Gohatti, but from its crossing over the
Kassya hills it is impracticable to any
land carriage, and beast of burden ; nor is a
journey performed at any season without much
difficulty. Another branch of this road after
leaving Sylhet passes over the hills by Jyntia_
Hautputtree, Nurtung and Nunclung, and joins
the river Kullung, about twenty miles from its
junction with the Brahmaputra. This last
branch is much preferable to the other and much
better adapted for carriage. The principal mode
of conveyance is by baskets of the shape of a
pine cheese, slung over a Kassya’s back, and
suspended by a stout strap across the brow.
One of these sturdy fellows will carry a maund
at a time; nor is he at all particular about his
burden ; but will take up an invalid upon a
chair, and convey him over precipices in safety
where he could not venture to ride, and was
unable to proceed on foot.

B
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Nature has pointed out a very convenient road
across the mountains which could be made as
practicable for conveyance as such a hilly coun-
try would admit of. The Dyung, a river that
communicates with the Brahmaputra, and the
Jetinga that flows into the Barak, rise the one
on the N. and the other on the S. of the same
chain of hills, and both streams are so far na-
vigable that a land conveyance of only six days’
march would be necessary to connect them.
The intermediate country is so undulating, and
the superstrata of rock so friable, that no difh-
culty would be met with in the formation of a
road well adapted for carriage.

There are numerous passes into Bootan
along the frontier, some of which lead direct to
the Capital. These passes are called Dwars,
the principal of which are Bijni-dwar, Buxa-
dwar, Now-dwar, and Char-dwar. The two last
are more correctly the names of districts, and are
so called from their containing the former nine
and the latter four passes into the mountains.

Thibet is open to travellers on foot from
the extreme cast of Assam. The route runs
across the Himalaya mountains parallel with
the course of the Brahmaputra. The journey
from Suddia, the most advanced British post on
this frontier to Bhaloo, the first town met with in
Thibet is performed by pilgrims in about six-
teen days. The following are the towns on the
line of march in succession: Suddia, Kudgin,
Luckquee, Galoom, Mamanoo, Dullee, Omono,
Hullee, Sumlay, Hamay, Kum-day, Rheeshah,
Bhaloo. About four days’ journey beyond Bha-
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loo stands the City of Rosheemah, containing
fine stone buildings, a large population, and a
Government purely Chinese. This route is a
very arduous task, the rugged nature of the
snowy country is of itself nearly insurmountable,
and the hostility shewn by the tribes on the road,
to all ingress of strangers, is no less difficult to
encounter. The Kangti Chief at Suddia is be-
lieved to have great influence with these moun-
taineers, and is in the habit of giving those de-
votees, who have the good fortune to obtain his
protection, a safe escort to the borders.

There is an open road from Upper Assam
into Burma, and thence into China, by which a
considerable trade in Chinese and Burmese ma-
nufactures is carried on. Indeed the Burmese
in their invasions of Assam generally entered it
by this route. The line of trade after leaving
Suddia passes by Bisa across the Patkoye range
of mountains and through the valley of Hoo-
koong, to the town of Moon-koong, situated on a
navigable branch of the Irrawaddi called Namn-
yang. Merchants proceeding from Moon-koong
to Ava at once descend the Irrawaddi to the ca-
pital ; while those to China ascend the Irrawaddi
for many miles, to a place called Cat-mow, where
they disembark their goods and thence convey
them on mules over a range of mountainous
country inhabited by Shans (subject to Ava)
into the Chinese province of Yunan.

The intercourse between China and Assam by
this route is extremely tedious and can only be
followed by a trading people who traffic as they

14.
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go along. A knowledge of the extreme navigable
branches of the Brahmaputra has pointed out
a much shorter and more convenient path ; and
this was travelled over by Lieutenant Wilcox.
Tracking up the Noa-dihing which enters the
Lohit, the great eastern branch of the Brahma-
putra, a few miles above Suddia, Lieutenant
Wilcox was able to proceed by water convey-
ance to within nine days’ march of Moon-lang
on the Irrawaddi ; and this journey he accom-
plished without any serious difficulty, or any
inconvenience more than what arose from the
jungly state of the country.

Considering the small extent of land that
intervenes between the navigable branches
of the Brahmaputra, and the sources of the
great rivers of Ava, of Martaban, of Cambodia,
and of Nankin, an overland communication by
means of a good road would be mutually bene-
ficial to the three great nations whose territories
there meet; and would open a direct inlet for
the importation of all the valuable productions
of Northern Central Asia. It would alco tend
to civilize the Hill Barbarians who inhabit these
regions ; and enable a force to penetrate into the
centre of their country whither they can at pre-
sent retreat before a superior force with compa-
tive impunity ; and in the event of its ever be-
coming necessary to take vengeance on the
Chinese, an armed force embarking on the
Brahmaputra could march across the mountains
and enter Yunan, one of the richest provinces
of the empire.
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