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THE REGION AND THE PEOPLE

means unequal or unrivalled, which is supposed to allude to the
unequal prowess of the Ahoms; or it may also mean the uneven

topography of the land full of hills and rivers; at the same time, it
may refer to its unequal scenic grandeur. Dr. B. K. Kakati has
tried to show that the word Asain used in the old Assamese writings

might, in fact, have been derived from a Tai or Ahom word Chani,
meaning "to be defeated"; the Assamese prefix A to it makes it
Acham, meaning "undefeated" or "conquerors". Cham or Sam
may again have something to dp with Shan, a name of the Tai or
Ahom people. Dr. Kakati writes: "It seems curious that while
the Shan invaders called themselves Tai, they come to be referred
to as Asam, Asam, Asam and Acam by the natives of the province.
In Darrang Raj Vamsavali, a chronicle of the Koch kings by Suryya

Khari Daibajna composed in the sixteenth century, the word Asam
has all through been employed as a term of reference to the con
quering Shans. In Sankar Carit, the Sbans have been variously
designated as Asam, Asam, Asam In Kamrupar Buranji, of a
much later date, occurs the form Acdm also." So it is suggested
that the modern word Ahom must have been derived from Asam

in this way: Asam-^Asam-^Aham-^Ahom. The British have Anglici
zed either Asam or Asam into Assam.

The Ahoms have also left their impact on various place-names.

The Tai prefix Nam means water or river, like the Bodo Di, as

in Namrup and Namdang. There are two Ahom names for the

Brahmaputra, Nam-ti-lao and Nam-dao-phi, now obsolete.
The other Shan tribes who followed the Ahoms along the same

Patkai Range route are the Khamtis, Naras, Phakials, Aitaniyas,
Tunings and Kfaamjangs, all Buddhists. The Ahoms were the
only non-Buddhists. That only shows that all Shan tribes other
than the Ahoms started to leave their original homeland much
later, after their conversion to Buddhism. The Khamtis once
inhabiting the Jorhat Sub-division had to migrate to the Lohit
District of Aninachal Pradesh for various reasons. They are a
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It is they who are largely responsible for propagating the
scriptures, building up literature and developing the Assamese
language.

It is difficult to say exactly when the first Aryans appeared in
the Assam plains. Hindu civilization, an outcome of racial fusion
of the Aryans, Dravidians and Austrics, reached north Bihar by
the 7th century.B.C. So the Aryans must have made contacts with
Assam by that time. The existence of Mongoloid peoples was
noted long before that date, in the 10th century u.c. when the
Vedas were being compiled. It was made possible, perhaps, by
the presence of Dravidian and Austric speakers who had already
settled here and so had some sort of a link with their compatriots

in the west who were helping to build up Hindu civilization. We
have to depend much upon the two epics and the various Puranas
for any reference to such contacts. The Ramayana and the Maha-
bharata were taking shape between 500 b.c. and 400 a.d. That
is about the only probable historical time when any Aryans
crossed the western borders of Assam, then known as Pragjyotisha
and Kamarupa. When the famous Chinese pilgrim Yuan Chwang
visited Assam in 643 a.d., it was still known as Kamarupa. He
travelled cast, as he himself wrote, from Pur-na-fa-tan-na (Purna-
vardhana), crossed the great river Ko-lo-tu (Karatoya) and then
arrived at Ka-mo-lu-po (Kamarupa). According to the Ramayana,
the kingdom of Pragjyotisha was founded by an Aryan named
Amurtaiajac hailing from the country around the Kosi river. The
Mahabharaia gives both the names Pragjyotisha and Kamarupa
to Assam. It is possible that the name Pragjyotisha was stili pre
valent during the Mahabharaia days, but was in process of being
replaced by the new name Kamarupa. Hence, K. L. Barua
in his Early History of Kamarupa holds the view that Pragjyotisha
was a very ancient name of the land and Kamarupa was used in
medieval times. The Puranas and the Tantras also used the word
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goddess herself as his wife; he oppressed Brahmanas like sage
Vashishta and held sixteen thousand damsels captive in his harem.
So Vishnu as Krishna came to punish him and in a fierce fight
slew him. Krishna must have been some Aryan invader who came
into this non-Aryan land with his troops. History has some
records of such expedition. In 105 A.n. Samuda, an Indian king,
was ruling in upper Burma; another prince from north-west India
founded a kingdom in Thailand. They must have passed through
Assam to their kingdoms.

Krishna is also associated with two other mythological kings,
Bana of Shonitpur (modern Tczpiir) and Bhismaka of Kundin,
near Sadiya. Both the kings were non-Aryans, or in all likelihood
Mongoloid. Krishna came all the way from far-off Dwaraka in
Gujarat and carried off Bhismaka's daughter Rukmini from her
swayamvara. The story is narrated in two Puranas, Harivamsa
and Bhagavata. Bana's story is to be found in the Bhagavata and
the Vishiwpurana. A contemporary of Naraka, he influenced and
led Naraka astray from the path of piety, for which he was punished
byKrishna. Krishna's grandson Aniruddha followed thepathofhi.s
grandfather and came to woo the hand of Bana's daughter, Usha.
He was caught red-handed in her secluded palace and the furious
Bana held him prisoner. Krishna dutifully came to the young
man's rescue and fought Bana in such a fierce and prolonged battle
that a river of blood began to flow (hence the name Shonitpur).
Bana, of course, was vanquished and the young lovers were united.
These stories can also be interpreted as examples of Aryan penetra
tion into a land of non-Aryan races. Thus racial and cultural
fusion was brought about in those mythological times. Dr. S. K.
Chatterji says that Krishna himself, like Yyasa, was the son of an
Aryan prince Vasudeva and Dcvaki, a sister of the non-Aryan king
Kamsa of Mathura. He in his teachings tried to make a synthesis
of diverse ways; for example, he accepted the non-Vedic rites of
pujas originated by the Dravidians. The Mongoloid tribe of Akas
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living in the northern hills above Tezpur till this day traces its
ancestry to the dynasty of Bana.

From this mythological period to the 4th century a.d. when
reliable historical data begin to emerge, there were a number of
traditional kings. Their popular accounts point to Aryan infiltra
tion. Dharma Pala, a Kshatriya from the west, founded a king
dom somewhere near Guwahati. He is said to have brought a num
ber of high-caste Hindus like Brahmaoas from upper India to his
new kingdom. Ram Chandra, the last king of his line, built his
capital in Majuli, world's biggest river-island, in the midst of the
Brahmaputra in upper Assam. Then we have three colourful
kings associated with three high embankments still extant. Ram
Chandra, while performing a yajna, made an offering of his
beautiful queen to the Brahmaputra. The pregnant queen, floa
ting away, was blessed with a son, Arimatta, who subsequently
founded his own kingdom at Vaidyagarh, a high embankment still
to be seen in the north of Kamarupa district. Arimatta fought and
killed his own father Ram Chandra, not recognising him. Ari
matta in turn was slain by Phengua, who threw up another high
embankment, which is still in existence and is known as Phengua-
garh, 16 km west of Vaidyagarh. Phengua was ultimately defea
ted by Arimatta's son Ratna Singh, who lost his kingdom owing to
a Brahmana's oause. Another son of Arimatta, named Jongal
Balahu, founded another kingdom fortifying his capital with high
embankments, known till this day as Jongal Balahu Garh, in the
district of Nowgong. He was overthrown by the local Kacharis,
a Mongoloid Bodo tribe. These popular traditional accounts,
though not corroborated by historical data, at least prove that
the Aryans from outside were trying to push as far east as possible,
with the helpof the swordif necessary, for there waslocalresistance.
Firishta's history mentions Shankaladib, a powerful Koch king
of Kamarupa, who conquered Banga and Bihar, founded the city
of Gaur or Lakhauti and then inflicted a crushing defeat on Kidar
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Brahman, an equally powerful king of North India. Shankal, at
last was crushed by Afrasiyab. a Persian kmg with whom he
ShT fiercely with 50.000 Mongol soldiers. His encounter with
Sr is another instance of local resistance to Aryan P^netmion.

^om the 4th century a.d. we have aclearer p.ctum of the history
of A^am Yuan Chwang's travel accounts, Bana's Harshachanta
aL above all various land-grant plates and epigraphs supply
valuable historical material. From these we gather ^hat Pusya-
varman of the Yarman dynasty ruled mKamarupa mthe 4th
lemury A.D. and was followed by other kings of the same line till
the 7th century when Bhaskaravarman ruled as the ast kmg. This
dvnasty is held to be the descendants of Naraka. Confirmed
aLunts of political and cultural links established between Kama-
ruoa and the rest of India are to be found mthe history of this
neriod Many Varman kings performed the Asvamedha Yajna, a
horse sacrifice, a proof of growihg Aryan influence. Pusyavarman
was the contemporary and personal friend of Chandragupta I.
Some of the kings of this period assumed the title of maharaja-
dhiraja. Others made land gifts to the Brahmanas. The greatest
of them all was Bhaskaravarman, the last king, of whom this is
what Edward Gait has to say: "Bhaskaravarman, the greatest

u || of the most remarkable rulers of
Important study. He secured
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Bhaona. a theatrical performance of a Vaishnava Anknjn Nat
or one act play.

Borfo Maidens performing a Ceremonial Dance.
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But historical records about them are nearly nil as the tribes did
hot know the art of writing.

' I Towards the close of the 18th century A.D., the Ahoms began
to disintegrate owing to internal strifes born of misrule. In I8I6

-thousands of Burmese troops mounted an attack on Assam,
ithey were invited by Badan Barphukan, the Ahom Governor at
'Oauhati, who quarrelled with the prime minister, who was also
•the father-in-law of Badan's daughter. Owing partly to llic then
Ahom king's misbehaviour and partly to lure of easy loot and
'plunder, the Burmese hordes came again in 1819 and for the third
!time in 1821 for the same reasons. They virtually ruled all over
Assam from 1819 to 1824, killing people ruthlessly, plundering
their property, burning village after village, dishonouring women
at their own sweet will, thus reducing the country to ruins and the
whole social system to a shambles. They took some 30,000 people

ias slaves to Burma; put about half the population to the sword;
destroyed the very foundations of political and social systems built

&up during the centuries. Noblemen fled to places beyond the
ifders. Man

find

attain

leader
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and the plains of Assam many a change. Now townships have
sprung up. Factories have been opened. Schools and colleges have
multiplied. Community Development Blocks have been introduced
in villages. The population has increased from 90 lakhs in 1951 to
146 lakhs in 1971. The number of school students rose from over
19 lakhs in 1964-65 to about 59 lakhs in 1988-89. Life has become
hard and complicated but the new changes have brought in many
compensations. Tribal textile designs have captured the imagination
of a great many townspeople. Folk music and traditional forms of
dance and drama, hitherto confined to villages and almost neglec
ted, have earned the love of the educaied and the high-placed.
Fol'k-tunes and folk-dances have been adapted to suit modern
tastes on the sophisticated stage. Parties of folk-artistes vie with
one another to be selected for the Republic Day Celebrations in the
capital. A village artiste whose fame hardly crossed the four
corners of his own village is now listened to and appreciated by
thousands in huge gatherings or over the radio. In the towns
troupes ofmusicians from remote tribal settlements are to be seen
performing with their age-old little instruments. These simple folk '
have thus Responded to the call of the great Indian nationhood and
are trying to contribute their mite to a new integrated life. Young
men wearing a cotton Abor jacket are not an uncommon sight in
Guwahati or even in Delhi. The Bode Falior Mufller is being used
by many non-Bodo people. Women too warp themselves in Naga
shawls. The spear motif on neckties is becoming popular. Folk art
is also being adapted increasingly for making decorative articles.

But there is a dark side also. The sense of self-respect roused
by unheard-of opportunities that Independence has ushered in
has also led some people to separatist tendencies. That many of
them were left neglected for long by their more advanced brethren

an accepted fact. Many of them isolated themselves from veryIS

old times and hardly tried to come out into the big wide world. The
remote and inaccessible position of their settlements has also con
tributed to their isolation. Their backwardness mpoint of all
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^ that constitutes modern life has made them naturally shy of partici
pation in the new awakening. The Government and makers of
the Constitution have never been unsympathetic to them. But
the gulf between the stages of development of these people and
those of the more advanced is so wide that.to bridge it will take a
very long time. The so-called "more advanced" and tradition-bound
people have not proved as sympathetic and helpful as expected.
Naturally the unfortunate people have grown despondent and at
times become restive. Demands and agitations for separate poli
tical and administrative set-ups, sometimes even for secession from
India as in the cases of Naga and Mizo .uprisings, are manifesta
tions of such despondency. Some administrative changes have
had to be made to satisfy such aspirations.

The Naga Hills district of Assam was carved out and was
added to the Tuensang Division of NEFA to make the new State
of Nagaland in 1960. Ten years later .in 1970 the autonomous
sub-state of Meghalaya was created within the framework of
Assam with two more districts of the State, i.e., the Khasi and

Jaintia Hills and the Garo Hills. It was granted full-fledged state
hood on 21 January 1972. The armed rebellion of the under
ground Nagas and Mizos is well known. The agitation for a
separate Hill State launched jointly by Khasi and Garo leaders,
was a long-drawn-out problem intriguing the minds of national
leaders beginning with Jawaharlal Nehru who tried to solve it in
various ways. In one of their schemes, since abandoned, the cons
titution of separate units for hills and plains "not subordinate to
each other" was proposed. Some sections have seized upon this
opportunity and have demanded such units for their communities.
The Plains Tribal Council wants to have some such separate arran
gement for the benefit of its own people on the entire north bank

of the Brahmaputra. The Tai Mongoliya Parishad (now Ujani
Asom Rajya Parishad) also aspires for such an arrangement in the
districts of Sibsagar and Lakhimpur for the people of Ahom or
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qngoloid origin Just after the creation of Meghalaya, the
.strict Council of Karbi Anglong and North Cacher Hills has

u,'n bifurcated into two separate Councils for the two districts,
jyo new districts Kokrajhar. where the Bode people predominate,

. „id Dlicmaii. where the Mirisor Mishings are concentrated, have
li flif'en c;siiK0 The Bode language has been introduced into primary
.((.jlools III tlie areas where the Bodos predominate and the Govem-
ipent of Assam has agreed to introduce it into the secondary
L'lools of those areas also Some other small communities have
yso put forward demands for new Sub-divisions where their

umbers predominate.

'These developments are not cited, however, to suggest that the
,rhole State is in the process of disintegration. They are cited
)nly to emphasise that new hopes and aspirations have found out-
•^s"in new India in various forms and these people are only giving
apression to them. Otherwise on the silent cultural level influences
and counter-influences are still exerting their pulls. Some instances of
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