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Introduction

On 227 February 1922 a colonial labour enquiry constituted to investigate perhaps
the most militant period on Assam tea plantations in Eastern India interviewed
the superintendent (Slimmon) of one of the oldest tea companies (Jorehaut Tea
Company). Unlike several other planters who were quizzed by the committee,
Slimmon seemed less concerned that the future of the last instrument of Assam
indenture system—the master and servant Act (Act XIII)—was at stake. He said
that it was merely a piece of paper and what mattered was the ‘power behind the
shadow.”* Slimmon was alluding to the widespread power and influence the idea
of contract had acquired through the hundreds and thousands of “agreements”
which workers had “agreed” since the early 1860s as they moved from eastern,
central and southern regions of the subcontinent to labour on the establishing
plantations. This human movement underwrote a great transformation. Tea cul-
tivation and manufacture which started out as an experiment in the late 1830s
(in Assam) had developed into a major agroindustry by the end of the nineteenth
century making this region as the leading global exporter of the commodity.?

An original premise of framing an indenture contract in Assam was that the
migrant workers came to be perceived as investments made by planters as they
had funded their long journeys to the plantations and also paid hefty head money
demanded by recruiters and recruiting agencies. The contract guaranteed by the
colonial state gave planters the desired protection and right over the recruits to
recover such capital inputs through their labour by fixing the duration of service,
forcing performance of work and criminalising any effort by them to withdraw
their services during that period. This consolidated a sense of ownership revealed
in planter discourses where workers were not just described as belonging to
planter/plantation, but their absence (desertion and death) was expressed as a
loss and even calculated as annual wastage in the company account books. It was
therefore not surprising that the “cost” of plantation workers was often expressed
not in terms of wages they were paid on plantations but the price of “buying”
them in the coolie market. This logic of ownership more deeply manifested in
the right to private arrest to establish the planter’s claims to labour and in effect

1 D. Slimmon was an employee of the Jorehaut tea company for more than thirty six years. The
company was in operation in Assam since 1859. Evidence recorded by the Assam Labour Enquiry
Committee Report, 1921-22 (Shillong, 1922) p. 185; H.A. Antrobus, A History of the Jorehaut Tea
Company Ltd, 1859-1946. (London, 1948) p.13; For a discussion see P. Mohapatra, ‘Assam and
West Indies, 1860-1920: Immobilising Plantation Labor’ in P. Craven and D. Hay (ed.), Masters,
Servants and Magistrates in Britain and the Empire (Chapel Hill, 2004) pp. 478-479.

2 There are various estimates to the number of people who moved to Assam. See H. Tinker , A
New System of Slavery (London, 1974).

DOI10.1515/9783110463170-001



2 —— |Introduction

the person of the worker. Labour has often been argued as a fictitious commodity
as labour is not disembodied and also what employers buy is not merely labour
power but the use of worker’s body and person.? The troubled and contested
boundary between person and property has also remained less acknowledged
and underexplored in the context of Assam plantations.*

Plantations employing coolie labour has primarily been seen as a post-slav-
ery innovation to address the labour needs of colonial capitalist enterprises but
its relationships to slave plantation and forms of plantation management and
discipline are striking and needs to be further probed. The strict distinction often
made between slave plantation and coolie plantation does not allow for tracing
certain enduring legacies and practices of organisation of work and life. Sidney
Mintz had famously argued that the slave plantations in many ways anticipated
the industrial work and time discipline of factory labour systems encapsulated in
his expression ‘factory in the field.” Further following the powerful thesis of Eric
Williams on the deep connections between slavery and capitalism, a renewed
interest in exploring these linkages has also provoked a fresh thinking on how
slave plantations were providing enduring model and precedents in the devel-
opment of American capitalist institutions and practices.® Again several recent
approaches have insisted on exploring the continuities and connections between
different kinds of labour regimes while maintaining than the distinctions between
several unfree labour regimes is more of degree rather than of type.”

3 K.Polayni, The Great Transformation; ]. Banaji, ‘The Fictions of Free Labour: Contract, Coer-
cion, and So-called Unfree Labour’, Historical Materialism 11, no.3 (2003) p. 70.

4 This issue has also been discussed in relation to indenture servitude in the English Atlantic
with respect to the possible relation between servitude and slavery. Donoghue in a recent review
of literature suggests that there was colonial custom which allowed the indentured servants on
colonial plantations to be considered as the personal property or the “goods and chattels” of the
planters. Such references to coolies in Assam as goods, articles and things belonging to planter/
plantation could be found in several planter accounts. ]. Donoghue, ‘Indentured Servitude in the
17 Century English Atlantic: A Brief Survey of the Literature’, History Compass 11, n0.10 (2013).
5 S. Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New York, 1986) p. 47;
M.M. Smith, ‘Time, Slavery and Plantation Capitalism in the Ante-Bellum American South’, Past
& Present no. 150 (1996) pp. 142-168.

6 E. Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (Chapel Hill, 1944). E.E. Baptist, The Half Has Never Been
Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism (New York, 2014).

7 There is a vast diverse and growing literature on these issues. Robert Steinfeld in a highly
influential book argued that unlike the idea of “free labour” (labour which cannot be legally
compelled) was undermined by the practices of criminal breach which structured the employ-
ment relationships in United States and England well into the nineteenth century. Again the
criminal breach inherent in the Master and Servant Act has been investigated in various colonial
labour relationships to explore deep linkages, interconnections and also specific manifestations
making what has argued as the “empire thinkable”. A. Stanziani has recently in a series of es-
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The notion of slavery in the abolitionist literature of the nineteenth century
perceived the boundaries between contract coolies and plantation slaves as more
overlapping than distinct. The “new kind of slavery” approach which has been
very prominent in the scholarly literature on indenture was already voiced in con-
temporary journals, reports, books and pamphlets.® The sense of slavery articu-
lated in this literature largely adhered to the Atlantic paradigm and plantation
history of slavery.” The coolies for Assam plantations became another instance
of this global story. This became evident from an early period of labour migra-
tion (i.e. from the 1860s) which was characterized by high rates of mortality and
drew immediate comparison with the middle passage. The metaphor of middle
passage—which also emerges in other contexts across time and space—has also
been mobilized in some recent scholarship to generally frame movement of

says shown how the metropolitan practices of wage labour was linked to the production of in-
dentured servitude in the colonies. He argues that it would be impossible to develop indenture
contract in British and French empires if wage earners were not servants. On the question of
indentured coolies in the nineteenth century, Richard Allen has made a case to go beyond the
Tinkerian paradigm and acknowledge the long terms connections between the slave trade and
coolie trade. Clare Anderson on the other hand places the discourses and practices of indenture
in the context of colonial innovations in incarceration and confinement. A field of wide ranging
approaches and interests which come be described as ‘Global Labour History’ has been a very
productive site to explore these connections and distinction of different kinds of free and unfree
labour relationships while insisting their centrality in capitalism. R.J. Steinfeld, The Invention
of Free Labor: The Employment Relation in English and American law and culture, 1350-1870
(Chapel Hill, 1991); R.J. Steinfeld, Coercion, Contract and Free Labor in the Nineteenth Century
(Cambridge, 2001). R.B. Allen, ‘Slaves, Convicts, Abolitionism and the Global Origins of the Post
Emancipation Indentured Labor System’, Slavery & Abolition 35, no.2 (2014), R.B. Allen, ‘Europe-
an Slave Trading, Abolitionism, and “New System of Slavery” in the Indian Ocean’, PORTAL Jour-
nal of Multidisciplinary International Studies 9, no.1 (2012). R.B. Allen, ‘Re-Conceptualizing the
“New System of Slavery”’, Man in India 92, no. 2 (2012). M. Carter, ‘Slavery and Unfree Labour in
the Indian Ocean’, History Compass 4, no.5 (2006). A. Stanziani, ‘Local Bondage in Global Econ-
omies: Servants, wage earners, and indentured migrants in nineteenth-century France, Great
Britain, and the Macarne Islands’, Modern Asian Studies 47, no.4 (2013); C. Anderson, ‘Convicts
and Coolies: Rethinking Indentured Labour in the Nineteenth Century’, Slavery and Abolition 30,
no. 1(2009); J. Lucassen, Global Labour History: A State of the Art (Bern, 2008).

8 H. Tinker, A New System of Slavery (London, 1974).

9 Seel. Chattejee and R. Eaton, Slavery and South Asian History; G. Campbell, Abolition and its Af-
termath in Indian Ocean and Asia (London, 2005). G. Campbell, The Structure of Slavery in Indian
Ocean and Asia (London, 2004). R.]. Scott, Degrees of Freedom: Louisiana and Cuba after Slavery
(Cambridge Mass., 2005); S.L. Engerman, Slavery, Serfdom, and Free Labour (Stanford, 1999). G.
Prakash, Bonded Histories: Genealogies of Labour Servitude in Colonial India (Cambridge 1990).
U. Patnaik, M. Dingwaney, Chains of Sevitude: Bondage and Slavery in India (Madras, 1985). C.
DeVito, A. Lichtenstein (ed.), Global Convict Labour (Leiden, 2015). D. Paton, No Bond but the
Law:Punishment, Race and Gender in Jamaican State formation, 1780-1870 (Durham, 2004).
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people under varying degrees of coercion.'® Also the invocation of another related
term—coolie trade—describing the methods and practices of recruiters (of buying
and selling) suggested troubling parallels with the slave trade.™ This compari-
son found more substance when some reports of flogging and physical abuse of
workers came to public knowledge as scandals. The association of Assam coolie
system and slavery became a recurrent theme of the Bengali press, atleast from
the 1870s. A prominent example in this genre was the first hand reports of the
workings of Assam tea gardens by a middle-class reformer (Dwarkanath Ganguli)
which was later assembled under the title Slavery in British Dominion."? These
reports were also picked up by an anti slavery society and they agreed with the
general conclusion which reiterated their long standing position that the ‘coolie
is practically a slave for the whole period of contract’.3

The legal right allowed to planters to arrest runaway workers privately gen-
erated several commentaries on the close kinship between Atlantic slave and
Assam coolie. There were suggestions that it was a novelty in Anglo Indian and
English law and did not differ widely from the Fugitive Slave Law of America.™
This association with slavery was defused by a colonial jurist who cited several
precedents of statutory powers to arrest runaway servants without warrant. The
allusions to slavery and slave like conditions on Assam tea gardens continued
well into the twentieth century. A pamphlet titled the labour system of Assam
published under the auspices of the Humanitarian committee noted that the
rampant practices of trafficking for Assam tea gardens were not only extremely
lucrative but bore a close resemblance to traffic in slaves. The report concluded
that the Assam coolie system was an object lesson in real and practical slavery.”
The reports of labour enquiries from the late nineteenth century revealed that the
linkages of Assam to slavery, trafficking and bondage was not limited to middle

10 E. Christopher, C. Pybus, M. Rediker (ed.), Many Middle Passages (Berkeley, 2007); V.A. Shep-
herd, ‘The ‘Other Middle Passage’? Nineteenth-Century Bonded Labour Migration and the Leg-
acy of the Slavery Debate in the British-Colonized Carribean’ in V.A. Shepherd, Working Slavery,
Pricing Freedom: Perspectives from the Carribean, Africa and the African Diaspora (New York,
2002) pp. 343-375.

11 E. Hu-Dehart, ‘Chinese coolie labour in Cuba in the nineteenth century: Free labour or
Neo-Slavery?’, Slavery and Abolition 14, no. 1 (1993); A.]. Meagher, The Coolie Trade: The Traffic
in Chinese Labourers to Latin America, 1847-1874 (Bloomington, 2008). O.]. Hui, ‘Chinese Inden-
tured Labour: Coolies and Colonies’ in R. Cohen (ed.), The Cambridge Survey of World Migration
(Cambridge, 1995).

12 D. Ganguli, Slavery in the British Dominion (Calcutta, 1972)

13 ‘Flogging of coolies in Assam’, The Anti-Slavery Reporter and Aborigines’ Friend, Aug 15" 1867
p. 179.

14 1882 Assam Labour Report.

15 H.D. Bonner, The Labour System of Assam (London, 1906).
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class press, stray colonial officials and local missionaries but had gained a much
wider currency.!® The referencing to buying and selling (as Assam recruitment
came to characterized) with connections to the idea of bondage (also linked to the
histories of convict) seem to have overlapped in how Assam tea gardens came to
be popularly perceived.”

Apart from this constant invocation of slavery and bondage, Assam plantations
also came to be linked other work and labour regimes. A particular justification for
granting the right to arrest workers without warrant (in the early 1860s) was prem-
ised by the Chief Commissioner of the province (Hopkinson) with a telling compar-
ison between the ship and the plantation. On receiving several reports from local
district officials of the organized practices of plantations for catching deserters and
runaways, Hopkinson made a curious remark. He suggested that the ‘plantation is
imperiled when they (coolies) abscond or run away, just as that of a ship is when
seamen desert.” This according to him had grave implications as manager of tea
garden is entirely at the mercy of his coolies, as the master the ship is at the mercy
of his crew. In a rhetorical statement he noted that the planters ‘may be as alone
and unprotected as if he were at sea’.’® The linking up of the nature of emerging
plantation in Assam with the authoritarian institution like the ship was not merely
arhetorical device. The ship, as powerfully portrayed by Marcus Rediker, was one
the earliest totalitarian work environments and as Ravi Ahuja further elaborates
that ‘the real fiction of separation of labour power from the process of human life
was more transpicuous than elsewhere’.”® The referencing to a total institution
was an intention of shaping the nature of social and employment relationships of
Assam plantations during its formative years.

The metaphor of ship was again invoked by the newly formed Indian tea
association (in the early 1880s) clamouring for harsher contracts and reforms in
the existing regulations. A particular demand of the tea association—expressed
in a memorandum—was to bind the workers with the plantation (and not the

16 1896 Labour Report, 1906 Assam Labour Report, 1910 Duars Report . The bad name of Assam
persisted even at the time of the 1931 Royal Commission of Labour.

17 C. Anderson, ‘Convicts and Coolies: Rethinking Indentured Labour in the Nineteenth Centu-
1y’ Slavery and Abolition 30, no. 1 (2009).

18 Letter from H. Hopkinson, Agent to the Governor General and Commissioner of Assam to A.
Eden, Secretary to the Government of Bengal dated 6™ October 1864. Home Department, Legisla-
tive Branch Proceedings, nos. 30-38, November 1864. NAIL.

19 M. Rediker, Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea: Merchant Seamen, Pirates and the An-
glo-American Maritime World, 1700-1750 (Cambridge, 1989) pp.211-212; R. Ahuja, ‘A Freedom
Still Enmeshed in Servitude: The Unruly ‘Lascars’ of the SS City of Manila or, a Micro-History
of the ‘Free Labour’ Problem’ in R. Ahuja (ed.) Working Lives & Worker Militancy: The Politics of
Labour in Colonial India (New Delhi, 2013) p. 120.
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employer) which could effectively force the workers to remain (on the plantation)
even with a change in ownership. To make their case, the association drew a par-
allel with a scenario of sailors on high sea who if allowed to leave (due to change
of ownership) could seriously imperil the safety of the vessel. The Indian associ-
ation—a platform for native middle class opinion—in response to the memoran-
dum of the tea association noted that the coolies electing to choose to work for
new owners cannot be compared to sailors as it did not threaten the safety of the
enterprise in the same way.*® Infact, Hopkinson—who had proposed the struc-
tural similarities between ship and plantation—when confronted with compel-
ling evidence of planters delaying payments of wages by several months and also
of not honouring the fixed rate rice provision of the contract, argued that when
wages were fixed, food prices cannot be unregulated. He again based his observa-
tion on the fact that coolies were dependent on employers for food in the same
way as lascars and sailors for their rations upon the ship.?* The ship metaphor
was not completely lost even at the beginning twentieth century. A murder of a
child coolie came to official notice and it was found out that the death was due to
the excessive physical disciplining admistered by the plantation staff. A colonial
administrator noted that in this case the manager was also to be blamed because
they were like the commandeers of ship who were “morally responsible” when
the sailors exceeding their instructions beat the culprit to death.?

A more prominent point of reference, comparison and contrast for the devel-
oping plantations in Assam was what came to be described as the colonial planta-
tions employing coolie labour. The systematic attempts to induce migrant workers
in the late 1850s Assam was specifically drawing parallels with the other systems
of coolie recruitment developing from the 1830s in Mauritius and West Indies.
In the late 1850s, the Governor of Bengal in response to the concerns expressed
by Assam planters with local labour and their attempts for “migrant” sources
of labour supply explicitly suggested that they follow the “Mauritius model”.?
Infact, Mauritius had already found a prominent mention from the planters and
speculators active in Assam interviewed by the committee of colonization in the
late 1850s.>* They had infact complained that the state policy towards labour
emigration favoured colonial destinations (like Mauritius) hurting the interests

20 Act I of 1882. Legislative Department. Legislative Department Proceedings, no.306, January
1882. NAIL

21 Proposed amendment of Bengal transport of Native Labour Act 1865. Home, Legislative A,
March 1867, nos. 13-19. NAL

22 Death of a coolie from the effects of a beating administered to him on a tea garden in Novem-
ber 1903. Home, Police A, July 1905, nos. 117-122. NAIL

23 Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861).

24 ‘The Resource of India and its colonization’, Universal Review (1859) pp. 343—62.
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of inland sites (like Assam).?” This remained a standard refrain from planters and
planting interests of Assam throughout the nineteenth century.

The colonial examples also provided resources to establish contrasts and
launch criticisms on the emerging nature of Assam plantation. As early as 1863,
the British Indian association noted that the Mauritius model based on rationing
and reparation was partially applied in Assam where these provisions were not
included in the contract. This anamoly was highlighted by the Indian Associa-
tion during its review of the bills to “reform” the contract system (in 1882 and
1893).2° For instance, the proposal to increase the period of contract from three to
five years in 1882 was reasoned (by the tea association) as a natural extension of
the principle already in place in the colonial plantations. The Indian association
noted that the other corollary principles in place in colonial plantations were not
followed in Assam. They argued that the monthly wage did not increase with the
number of years spent on the plantation and the cost of the so called ration (fixed
price rice). was deducted if supplied by the planters. Again Charles De Renzy,
the Sanitary commissioner of the province in the late 1870s, when faced with a
rising rates of mortality during transit and on plantations in Assam framed his
conclusions and criticism of the Assam system by drawing a comparison with the
colonial plantations (especially West Indies).?”

These instances and examples clearly reveal that coolie labour in Assam was
being drawn into a wider global conversation of labour relationship in various set-
tings—the slave plantations, ships and the colonial plantation (employing coolie
labour). These references often provided as powerful comparisons as well as jus-
tification to initiate reforms or even launch scathing criticisms. The scholarship
on coolie labour in Assam plantations, though very diverse and extensive, have
largely remained silent on these connections.?® This becomes even more crucial
in light of a literature around what came to be described as coolies in the colo-

25 W. N. Lees, Tea cultivation, Cotton and other agricultural experiments in India: A review (Lon-
don, 1863); W. N. Lees, Memorandum Written after a Tour through the Tea Districts of Eastern
Bengal in 1864-1865 (Calcutta, 1866).

26 Act I of 1882. Legislative Department. Legislative Department Proceedings, no.306, January
1882. NAIL

27 Assam Sanitary Reports 1878 to 1880.

28 R. Behal, One Hundred Years of Servitude: Political Economy of Tea Plantations in Colonial
Assam (New Delhi, 2014); R. Behal, Some Aspects of the Growth of the Tea Plantation Labour
Force and Labour Movements in Assam Valley Districts (Lakhimpur, Sibsagar and Darrang) 1900-
1947. (Jawaharlal Nehru University, 1983); R. Chattopadhyaya, Social Perspective of Labour Legis-
lation in India: 1859-1932 (Calcutta University, 1987); M.A.B. Siddique, Evolution of Land Grants
and Labour Policy of Government (New Delhi, 1990); P. Griffiths, History of the Indian Tea Industry
(London, 1967); H.A. Antrobus, The Jorehaut Tea Company Ltd (London, 1948); H.A. Antrobus,
A History of Assam Company (Edinburgh, 1957); R. Dasgupta, ‘From Peasant to Tribesmen to
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nial world. Coolie emerging from various etymologies predominantly appeared
as the archetypical Asiatic labour (Chinese and Indian) in the nineteenth century
working under indenture contracts. In an influential essay Breman and Kelly
framed coolie labour relationship as a constant process of mobilisation and
immobilisation of labour.?® Gopalan Balachandran in a recent article further sug-
gests the coolie labour relationship as the most typical labour and employment
relationship outside a very particular Western European context. He insists to see
this not as an exception but part and intertwined with what came to be described
as free wage labour relationship. *°

Drawing from these insights the book explores the making of coolie labour
relationship not only as a broader homogenizing project of coerced labour under
capitalism but also seek to explain its specific yet varied articulations. Coolie
labour relationship in this understanding would therefore appear neither as
fixed nor as only structurally produced but deeply shaped by specific practices
of migration, work organization and nature of life on colonial plantations. The
book therefore makes a case for investigating the making of these relationships to
underline how the so called coolies were also intervening and actively informing
them. A major departure of this book then is to move away from several studies
where coolie labour is seen primarily as an object of research rather than subjects
of their own histories. In doing so the approach employed here is neither to privi-
lege the macro scale or micro scale but navigate between different levels of obser-
vation and analysis and bring them into a closer dialogue. Such an approach
incorporating different scales allows us to construct general patterns but also
helps us understand how they were informed and linked to more particular prac-
tices, processes and events.>!

Plantation workers’ in S. Karotemprel, B.D. Roy (ed.) Tea Garden Labourers of North East India
(Shillong, 1990) pp. 19-23. S. Bose, Capital and Labour in the Indian tea Industry. (Bombay, 1954).
29 J. Breman and E.V. Daniel, ‘The Making of a Coolie’ in Plantations, Proletarians and Peasants
in Colonial Asia, Special edition, Journal of Peasant Studies 19, no. 3&4 (1992).

30 G. Balachandran, ‘Making Coolies, (Un)making Workers: “Globalizing Labour in the Late 19®
and Early 20" Centuries’, Journal of Historical Sociology 24, no. 3 (2011) pp. 266-296.

31 The field of “global microhistory” has provided very valuable and useful insights into the dis-
cussion of scales of historical research where they identify a more macro structural approach in
the recent global turn in history and have suggested ways to bring them in a productive dialogue
with earlier insights on microhistory, history of everyday life and the biographical approaches
to history. F. Trivellato, ‘Is there a Future for Italian Microhistory in the Age of Global History?’,
California Italian Studies 2, no. 1 (2011); T. Andrade, ‘A Chinese Farmer, Two African Boys, and
a Warlord: Towards a Global Microhistory’, Journal of World History 21, no.4 (2010) pp. 573-591;
A. Stanley, ‘Maidservants’ Tales: Narrating Domestic and Global History in Eurasia, 1600-1900’,
The American Historical Review 121, no.2 (2016) pp. 437-460.
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This is also a proposal to more firmly connect the histories of Assam coolie
to the new labour history and recent literature on indenture. The historical inter-
est in labour reflects a broader trend in historiography, where from some predic-
tions of a decline and “end” of labour history has given way to a growing sense
of renewal. The new labour history has been very productive in exploring new
themes and unsettling older frameworks and certainties.3* A point of departure
of recent studies on the “indenture” has been the negotiations and experiences
of social groups and even individuals. The wealth of “evidence” generated by
an elaborate and intrusive colonial bureaucracy, monitoring and controlling
the overseas movements, in contrast to a relatively more “deregulated” and less
supervised Assam coolie system, has been critical in this incongruity.®® The lack
of scholarly attention should not imply that a more localised nature of the migra-
tion to Assam had less transformative consequences—social, biological and
cultural—than the long and hazardous passages across the seas to distant des-
tinations. The historical evidence of Assam coolie migration and settlement, to
the contrary, suggests a substantial demographic movement over time, a higher
incidence of abuses in recruitment, greater rates of mortality during transit and a
largely “permanent” character of the population shift.>*

32 P. Mohapatra, Situating the renewal: reflections on labour studies in India (New Delhi, 1998).
C. Joshi, ‘Histories of Indian Labour: Predicaments and Possibilities’, History Compass 6, no. 2
(2008) pp. 439-454.

33 Many recent studies have documented and utilised a variety of sources like letters, peti-
tions, depositions and oral testimonies to “deconstruct” the official view and understand the
‘experiences’ of migration and indentured labour in different contexts. For the Indian migrant
in Mauritius M. Carter, Voices from Indenture: Experiences of Indian Migrants in the British Em-
pire (London, 1996) and for the Chinese migrant in Cuba see L. Yun, The Coolie Speaks: Chinese
Indentured Laborers and African Slaves of Cuba (Philadelphia, 2008). Some personal and auto-
biographical writing of indentured and ex-indentured labourers have been recently ‘unearthed’.
The cases of Bechu (West Indies) and Munshi Rahman Khan (Surinam) are most well recorded.
C. Seecharan, Bechu: ‘Bound Coolie’ Radical in British Guiana 1894-1901 (Barbados, 1999) and
M.R. Khan, Autobiography of an Indian Indentured Labourer: Munshi Rahman Khan, 1874-1972
(Delhi, 2005). For an analysis of Bechu’s “critique” of the indenture system through his writing
in the press see P. Mohapatra, ‘““Following Custom”? Representations of Community among In-
dian Immigrant Labour in the West Indies, 1880-1920’, International Review of Social History, 51
(2006) pp. 173-202.

34 R. Dasgupta, ‘Structure of the Labour Market in Colonial India’ Economic and Political Weekly
16, no.44-46 pp.1781-1806; P.Chaudhury, ‘Labour Migration from the United Provinces, 1881-
1911’ Studies in History 8, no.13 (1992) pp. 13-41; P. Mohapatra, ‘Coolies and Colliers: A Study
of the Agrarian Context of Labour Migration from Chotanagpur’, Studies in History 1, no.2 (Au-
gust 1985) pp. 247-303; S. Chatterjee and R. Das Gupta, Tea-Labour in Assam: Recruitment and
Government Policy, 1840-80, Economic and Political Weekly 16, nos. 44-46 (November 1981)
pp. 1861-1868; R Shlomowitz & L. Brennan, ‘Mortality and Migrant labour en route to Assam,
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This to a large extent has been due to the nature of the material by which
these histories are constructed. The colonial archive, and a few company records
frame individuals and groups as statistics and numbers migrating, working and
even dying on their journeys or in the plantations. The scientific management
mode again frames labour as a factor like soil, climate, disease which needs to be
controlled and channelized for the interest of the plantation capitalism. A major
interest in these practical manuals produced from the 1860s is framed around
the question of whether tea will pay?*® This again became the subject of a colo-
nial report anxious to ensure the safety of large amount of British capital being
invested.*® The labour reports on migration and on the plantations give fairly
detailed statistics on the number of workers migrating, working, absconding and
dying but offer little on the experience of migration, work and social life.” Such
issues find mention only from the 1880s in the several colonial enquiries on the
large scale abuses in labour recruitment, the perceived reluctance of migration
to Assam and the increasing levels of violence on the plantation.?® These themes
also started appearing in the Bengali press showing a deepening interest on the
Assam tea gardens and where cases of abduction and kidnapping for tea gardens
were particularly being reported and passionately discussed. Some contempo-
rary observors like Dwarkanath Ganguli and Charles Dowding offer a fairly criti-
cal perspective of Assam plantations of the late nineteenth century though also
basing their claims on the available colonial reports and some personal report-
ing.>

A prominent interest in the new history from below has been to shift the focus
from social groups to individuals.*® Such an attempt remains very challenging
and frustrating as individuals, especially in the early period of plantation, remain

1863-1924’ Indian Economic and Social History Review 27, no.3 (Sep. 1990) pp. 313-330. One such
stream of migration from Chotanagpur to the tea plantations of Assam and Bengal is the subject
of a recent documentary film Kora Rajee (Land of Diggers).

35 E. Money, The cultivation and manufacture of Tea (Calcutta, 1874); G. Barker, A Tea Planter’s
Life in Assam (1884, Calcutta).

36 Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Enquire into the State and Prospects of Tea Cultiva-
tion in Assam, Cachar and Sylhet (Calcutta, 1868).

37 Annual Report of Labour in Assam and Inland Emigration Reports from the mid 1870s.

38 Government of India Despatch, dated the 22nd day of June 1889, with its enclosures, including
Reports by Mr. Tucker; and of Memorial of the Indian Association of Calcutta, dated the 12th day of
April 1888 (London, 1889); Proceedings of Assam Labour Enquiry Committee in the Recruiting and
Labour Districts (Calcutta, 1906).

39 C. Dowding, Tea-Garden Coolies in Assam (Calcutta, 1894). D. Ganguli, Slavery in British Do-
minion (Calcutta, 1972).

40 C. Steedman. http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0521697735 Master and Servant:
Love and Labour in the English Industrial Age. (Cambridge, 2007); C. Steedman. An Everyday
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largely obscured. Individuals do appear briefly in a few scandals being reported
as victims of systematic torture. The nature of discipline in plantations becom-
ing increasingly privatized implied that though the workers were disciplined by
the provision (or rather exception) of law, this hardly left any paper trail. Again
the dispensing of justice in a few case through local magistrate did not leave any
significant archival traces. Such encounters with law as victims or perpetrators
became more prominent from the late nineteenth century as cases were being
reported to sessions and high court which also found frequent mention in Bengali
press and the contemporary accounts of Dwarkanath Ganguli and Charles Dowd-
ing."* These cases pertained to the several instances of abuse during recruitment,
charges of violence (individual and collective) against the workers and also the
excesses of the manager and his subordinates on the plantations.

Working with these traces the book closely reconstructs the experiences of
individuals during recruitment, migration and on the plantations. The attempt
here is also to simultaneously sketch certain general trends like the growing sense
of unpopularity of Assam in the migrating regions and the developing notions
of customary, protest and working cultures on plantations. This will help us to
understand how such a huge demographic movement linked to the expansion
and industrial organization on plantation were being encountered and shaped
in lived realities of individuals and social groups. A parallel trend to this large
scale movement of individuals was the drives of plantation capitalism towards
greater systematisation and routinisation. This changing nature and organiza-
tion of Assam tea gardens also remains to be conceptualised and historically
situated. Such a process marked a shift from a predominantly violent strategy of
work intensification and control of workers in the earlier plantations— to strate-
gies of a closer supervision of their work and life—through an elaborate authority
structure and newer forms of control on the late nineteenth century. A new ‘time-
work-discipline’ was attempted to be formalised and enforced. The “industrial
organisation” of work on plantations will seek a reassessment of an overt focus
on coercive strategies of labour control in the literature.

A stabilisation of plantations and the planter strategies of routines and
supervision also occasioned cultures of work and life taking form on plantations.
Culture—which has been a point of emphasis in the “new” labour history—is not
taken in its essentialist sense. Culture is neither purely drawn for a pre—planta-
tion past nor is it understood to be completely “derived” and produced from a

Life of the English Working Class. Work, Self and Sociability in the Early Nineteenth Century (Cam-
bridge, 2013).

41 E Kolsky, Colonial Justice in British India: White Violence and the Rule of Law (Cambridge,
2010).
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new structural form—plantation. This will require a closer analysis of the quo-
tidian practices of workers—where cultures and routines of work and life were
produced, reproduced and transformed.

This emphasis will seek a re-evaluation of the nature and forms of bargaining
and worker politics on the plantations. A body of scholarly literature has empha-
sised that the plantation regime and the system of contracts had deterred the
capacity of plantation workers and they chose accommodation and individual
acts of passive resistance as a “strategy” appreciating the realities of the plan-
tation system and structures of power in the larger colonial society.*? Desertion
has often been read as a predominant mode of resistance and an individualised
strategy of “escape” from the harsh plantation life. Such understandings do
not necessarily appreciate that in colonial classificatory modes desertion was
employed as an overarching category—which ranged from individual withdrawal
of services, to withdrawal of smaller and even some larger groups of workers. The
right to private arrest as empowered by the contract and the elaborate system of
policing and tracking down the “absconders” also led to a gross underreport-
ing of the phenomena. There also a tendency of plantation managers conflating
worker deaths with desertion, as suspected by some officials and also noted by an
Indian investigator. This was a well worked out strategy of keeping the mortality
rates within the “acceptable” limits.*3

42 See B. V. Lal, ““Nonresistance” on Fiji Plantations: The Fiji Indian Experience, 1879-1920’ in
B.V. Lal and D. Munro (ed.) Plantation Workers, Resistance and Accomodation (Honolulu, 1993)
p. 188; M.J. Murray, ‘White Gold’ or ‘White Blood’? The Rubber Plantations of Colonial Indochi-
na’, 1910-40 and P. Ramasamy, ‘Labour Control and Labour Resistance in the Plantations of
Colonial Malaya’. Both articles in Plantations, Proletarians and Peasants in Colonial Asia, special
edition, Journal of Peasant Studies 19, nos. 3&4 (1992) pp. 5659, pp. 97-104.

43 There was also a growing tendency to explain the incidence of desertion as a “racial” phe-
nomenon—where the workers from North Western Provinces and Bihar (upcountry) were seen
to be particularly prone to “bolt”. The annual labour reports from the early 1870s—working on
this principle—classified desertions according to the “racial” background of the workers. The
labour and health reports of the late 1870s and early 1880s suggested some connections between
desertion and new arrivals having low earnings, and also with plantations having a higher rate
of mortality. From the late nineteenth century one can see a greater urge in the colonial adminis-
tration to generate a more nuanced understanding of the phenomenon. One of the classifications
tried to explain this along three criterions—a. nature of contract b. period of residence, c. sup-
posed cause. Rana Behal, ‘Forms of Labour protest in Assam Valley Tea Plantations, 1900-1930’,
Economic and Political Weekly 20, no.4 (Jan 1985) p. PE-20. Enquiry at inspections of tea gardens
in Assam into the causes of desertions among labourers. Assam Secretariat Proceedings, Revenue
A, February 1904. ASA; The Bengalee 27, no.40 (Oct 2, 1886) p. 473 cited in D. Ganguli, Slavery in
British Dominion (Calcutta, 1972) p. 7.
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Some recent studies on protest in the nineteenth century Assam planta-
tions, have unsettled a dominant framework—in Indian labour historiography in
general and Assam plantation historiography in particular—of an evolutionary
transition from individual to collective forms of protest—especially linked with
growth of national movement and communist revolution in the twentieth centu-
ry.** However, these explorations have not adequately conceptualised the nature
and forms of bargaining and protest in the nineteenth century.* The framing of
protest has oscillated from an understanding of greater politicization in the twen-
tieth century to remaining as contingencies. A more grounded study will reveal
how such immediate contingencies were not divorced from the worker solidari-
ties produced in the practices of life and work on plantations. These collective
expressions were informing and were informed by workplace organization, pat-
terns of residence and various new occasions on plantations. The production of
the “new” occasions was also marked by the “reproduction” of older cultural and
religious occasions.

This will require greater attention on plantations not as given homogeneous
structures which reproduce uniformly across time and space. The various con-
ceptualizations of plantation as harbingers of modernity, as total institutions, as
abstract spaces, have to be firmly located in different historical, geographical and
social settings.*®

A quest for migrant workers and planter strategies of contracting migrant
workers (or coolies)—emerge as one of the early resolutions of such plantation
aspirations in the so called post-slavery world. These processes were operating in
a global framework, but its specific manifestation needs to be carefully mapped.

44 This view of “evolution” forms part of many studies. Sukomal Sen, Working Class of India:
History of Emergence and Movement, 1830-1990 (Calcutta, 1997) p. 60; Sanat Bose, Capital and
Labour in the Indian Tea Industry (Bombay, 1954) p. 96; Amalendu Guha, ‘Formation of a Working
Class in Assam plantations: A Study in Retrospect’ in North East India Council for Social Science
Research (ed.) Problems of Tea Industry in North East India (Calcutta, 1981); R. Behal, ‘Forms of
Labour Protest in Assam Valley Plantations, 1900-1930’, Economic and Political Weekly 20, no.4
(Jan 1985). See Chapter 6 for a detailed critique and an analysis of the “incident”.

45 N. Varma, ‘Coolie Strikes Back: Collective Protest and Action in the Colonial Tea Plantations
of Assam, 1880-1920’, Indian Historical Review; R.P. Behal, ‘Power Structure, Discipline, and La-
bour in Assam Tea Plantations under Colonial Rule’ in R. Behal & M van der Linden (ed.) Coolies,
Capital and Colonialism: Studies in India Labour History (2006, Delhi); R. Behal, Coolie Drivers
or Benevolent Paternalists? British Tea Planters in Assam and the Indenture system, Modern
Asian Studies 44, no.1 (2010); Elizabeth Kolsky, ‘Crime and Punishment on the Tea plantations of
Assam’, in M. D. Dubber and L. Framer (ed.) Modern Histories of Crime and Punishment (Stanford,
2007); E Kolsky, Colonial Justice in British India: White Violence and the Rule of Law (Cambridge,
2010) pp. 142-184.

46 P. Curtin. The Rise and Fall of the Plantation Complex (Cambridge, 1990).
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For instance, the framing of a special indenture contract (Assam contract) did not
do away a general contract—the Master and Servant contract (Act XIII) in Assam
plantations. The contract(s) assumed specialised and overlapping forms in its
attempts to immobilise workers in a fairly differentiated plantation landscape.
The indenture system in Assam based on the historical experience of Assam con-
tract and Assam valley plantations has to be grounded. This differentiation in
the practices of indenturing will also need to be situated in the broadening of the
identity of the recruiter.

The first part (first two chapters) situates the emergence of tea cultivation,
plantation agriculture, migrant workers and the contract(s) (Assam contract and
Act XIII contract) in the changing nature, organization of work and operation
scales of production in colonial Assam. How did plantations employing contract
coolies develop a relationship with recruiters and how does it change over time?
The changes in nature of contracts and modes of recruiting from the 1870s (espe-
cially through certain legislative initiatives) created the basis for harsher con-
tracts and facilitated massive migration. The trends also occasioned new modes of
plantation organisation and intensification of work. These interlocking processes
in analysed in the next part (next three chapters) through an unpacking of the
unpopularity of Assam, the planter concerns and the worker practices of drinking
and the notions of customary emerging on plantations. Informed by such under-
standings, the last part (Chapter 6) looks at a moment which stimulated the end
of contracts. An episode in the twentieth century (Chargola exodus) is carefully
discussed to how it encapsulated processes of continuities and change.



1 Tea in the Colony

1.1 Introduction

This chapter situates the notions and practices of work and labour in the context
of the introduction of tea cultivation and the inauguration of plantation mode of
production in Assam. The first section tracks the shifting concerns and strate-
gies of the East India Company, interested and engaged in the task of producing
the valued commodity in its Indian possessions. Here we analyse the changing
objectives of the colonial tea project. After the so called “discovery” of the “indig-
enous” tea plant in Assam in the early 1830s, it moved beyond an exclusive focus
on acquiring the “skilled” art of manipulation of leaves (by Chinese tea makers),
to organizing the manual work for clearing the forests and procuring the tea
leaves (by local tribes and peasants) growing in the wild. Here we examine how
the perceived disinclination of the local Assamese to participate in this project
was mapped in the qualitative and essentialised binary discourse of labour—the
lazy indigenous contrasting to the industrious imported labour.*” Such anxieties
as we go on to discuss, became more pronounced when the “experimental” tracts
made way for a more “regular” plantation mode of production which systemati-
cally encountered a chronic shortage of workers in the formalising period of tea
manufacture.

The valorisation of “imported labour”—as the next sections will discuss—
hinged on the assumption of them donning the mantle of the committed and
settled workers on plantations, in contrast to the local tribal and peasant groups
decried of being perpetually entrapped in the agricultural cycles and their opium
smoking habits. The identification of outsider/imported labour was, however,
fluid at this stage, where Kacharis—an ethnic group within the province, and the
extremely amorphous category of “Bengalis” from outside the province, “settled”
and worked on the plantations of the pioneer tea company—the Assam Compa-
ny.*8

47 The cultural construction of lazy native was critical to the ideology of colonial capitalism in
several contexts. Alatas shows how the reluctance of the Malays, Indonesians and Filipinos to
participate in the colonial economy was read through the stereotype of the “lazy native” in these
discourses. S.H. Alatas, The Myth of the Lazy Native: A Study of the image of the Malays, Filipinos
and Javanese from the 16th to the 20th century and its function in the ideology of colonial capital-
ism. (London, 1977).

48 The category of Bengali was used for workers travelling from Bengal to various inland and
overseas destinations. See Chapter 2 for details.
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The later sections of the chapter will make a case that it was not until the
late 1850s that coolie—the much celebrated labour category considered ideal for
plantations—was employed to designate the ‘imported labour from outside the
province’ in the colonial-capitalist discourses on Assam. Now the referents were
the social and regional groups travelling to the overseas plantation colonies as
indentured labour. They were now reckoned to be indispensable for accomplish-
ing the amplified labour needs of an industry, expanding much beyond a few
companies in select localities of Assam.

The workers demanded from outside the province were not just limited to
provide remedy for the short numbers. Tea coolies for plantations were ideally
imagined to be composed of familial and kin members incessantly travelling as
groups. Apart from serving the purpose of being “fixed” and “bound” in/as struc-
tures of families, the proposition encapsulated the potential of labour partici-
pation of families in accomplishing the differentiated and specialised nature of
work in the functioning plantations—organised along the axes of gender and age.
The interest of this chapter in tracing and interrogating this transition to migrant
workers is also to underline the limits of the strategies of plantation capital and
policies of the colonial state in dislocating, immobilising, and depoliticising the
local society.

1.2 Discovery of Tea and the Skills of Chinese Work

The idea of the ‘introduction of tea cultivation’ in the newly acquired possessions
of East India Company in the early part of nineteenth century was tied to larger
geopolitical, commercial and scientific developments; where uncertainties of
commercial relations with China, the profitability of the tea trade and the partially
successful propagation of the plant in other parts of the globe, made the propo-
sition not only urgent and lucrative but increasingly feasible.*” The immediate
point of consideration in this regard—as indicated in the influential minute by the
Governor General of India, William Bentinck—was to map, assess and ascertain

49 The introduction of plants in the colonised world was a long drawn out process. The Spanish
and Portuguese colonial empires in the New World, Africa and Asia had involved in “transac-
tion” and “circulation” of various plants. A more formalised strategy of plant introduction and
plantation cultivation was an outcome of a strategy and policy of the colonial empires of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. P. D. Curtin, The rise and fall of the plantation complex: es-
says in Atlantic history (Cambridge, 1998); J. Crawfurd, ‘On the History and Migration of Cultivat-
ed Plants Producing Coffee, Tea, Cocoa, etc.” Transactions of the Ethnological Society of London
7 (1869) pp. 197-206; D.R. Headrick, ‘Botany, Chemistry, and Tropical Development’ Journal of
World History 7, no. 1 (1996).
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the various configurations of soil and climate within their vast and diverse pos-
sessions in the subcontinent, which could offer the precise combination in which
the ‘China plant’ could flourish to an extent to render it commercially viable for
private speculation. This would necessitate as he argued, ‘concerted measures
for obtaining the genuine plant, and the actual cultivator.” This underscored at
the very outset that the notions of not only the plant and its habitat but also the
knowledge and art of its manipulation was patently Chinese.>® A Tea Committee
was duly constituted in February 1834, as the institutional and scientific frame-
work to carry out the “experiment” of exploring and recommending the measures
for introduction of tea plant in India.**

The essential task of the Tea Committee for initiating measures for the “intro-
duction” of tea was apparently complicated by the reports of “discovery” of tea in
Assam. These reports confirmed tea to be ‘beyond all doubt indigenous,’ having
received letters and conclusive evidence from the administrative-in-charge of the
province Captain Jenkins and his subordinate Lt Charlton. Underlining the sig-
nificance of the occasion, the Committee waxed eloquent: ‘by far [it is] the most
important and valuable discovery that has ever been made on matters connected
with the agricultural and commercial resources of this empire.> This, however,
did not discourage the Committee and its informants to persist in invoking China
tea (the genuine) in validating the credentials of the Assam tea (the indigenous).>?

50 Minute by the Governor-General of India, 24 January 1834 in The Measures Adopted for in-
troducing the Cultivation of the Tea Plant within the British Possessions in India (British Parlia-
mentary Papers, 1839) pp. 5-6. Hereafter, The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultivation
of the Tea Plant.

51 The Tea Committee in its inaugural statement agreed to idea of the necessity of the right
(read Chinese) combination of soil and climate for any significant success of its introduction; but
admitted that ‘due to lack of statistical inquiries directed to this particular subject’, it knew ‘too
little to form an accurate comparison with the tea districts of China’ and India. On a preliminary
and extremely limited information, they speculated that the lower hills and valleys of Himala-
yas, the eastern frontier and the Nilgiris and the mountain tracts in southern and Central India
was most likely to fit the bill or in other words resembled the tea countries in China,. Members of
the Tea Committee to Secretary to the Government in the Revenue Department, 15% March 1834.
The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultivation of the Tea Plant p. 16. Also see N. Wallich,
Observations on the Cultivation of the Tea Plant for Commercial Purposes, in the mountainous
parts of Hindustan in The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultivation of the Tea Plant.

52 Members of the Tea Committee to Secretary to the Government in the Revenue Department,
24" December 1834. The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultivation of the Tea Plant pp. 32—
33.

53 The committee referred to the place of “discovery” (one month’s march from Suddya and
Beesa) ‘to be adjoining the Chinese frontier province of Yunan’. Captain Jenkins detailing the
geography of the region indicated that the mountainous region which divides Assam and Cachar
to have ‘a direct continuation passing into China into the tea countries of Sechuan and Yunan’
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The Committee formally constituted a scientific deputation to map, verify and sci-
entifically assess the claims and nature of Assam tea.”* In a recent study, Jayeeta
Sharma argues that the trope of “wildness” informed the colonial scientific dis-
courses in characterising the tea plant found in Assam and also the practices
of its manipulation observed among the local tribes.>® The colonial civilising
mission was sought to be realised through the introduction of “civilized” Chinese
tea maker/cultivator and domesticating the “wild” Assam plant by confinement
and cultivation.>®

The necessity of introducing Chinese tea makers revealed the early anxieties
about work and workers in achieving the desired objective of producing tea in
India. The work, unlike the later coolie work on plantations, was portrayed as
“skilled”, requiring the “true” yet “jealously guarded” art of processing leaves to
produce black and green tea, known only to the Chinese. Jenkins, the administra-
tive head of Assam, requested the scientific deputation for Assam to be accom-
panied with Chinamen. He expected them to travel through Burma into Yunan to
forge and activate networks of contact and facilitate the flows of existing knowl-
edge about tea manufacture.’” The Tea Committee issued a fresh directive to its

and that the ‘northern bend in the latitude of Suddya meets a branch of the snowy mountains
(the place considered ideal for tea growing in China)’. While Captain Charlton narrated his in-
teractions with couple of natives from the Chinese province of Yunan who assured him that the
tea tree growing near Suddya exactly resembled the species they had there and that there can be
‘no doubt of its being bona fide tea’. Members of the Tea Committee to Secretary to the Govern-
ment in the Revenue Department, 24™ December 1834; F Jenkins, Agent to the Governor-General
North-Eastern Frontier to the Secretary of the Committee of Tea Culture, 7" May 1834; Letter from
Lt Charlton to Captain Jenkins, 17" May 1834. The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultiva-
tion of the Tea Plant pp. 32-36.

54 Members of the Tea Committee to Secretary to the Government in the Revenue Department,
13" March 1835. The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultivation of the Tea Plant p. 15.

55 The Singphos and Kamtees were in the habit of drinking an infusion. This was similar to the
procedure that was in use with Burmese to prepare tea. J. Sharma, ‘British science, Chinese skill
and Assam tea’, Indian Economic & Social History Review 43 no.4 (2006); The Measures Adopted
for introducing the Cultivation of the Tea Plant pp. 34-35.

56 Naturalist worked with a different conception of science. Domestication effected changes
in the organism, which were partly inherited and intensified these changes by selection during
many generations. J. Sharma, ‘British science, Chinese skill and Assam tea’, Indian Economic
& Social History Review 43 no. 4 (2006). For a general discussion on colonialism as a civilising
mission, see M. Mann and H. Fischer-Tine, Colonialism as a Civilising Mission (London, 2004).
57 Jenkins further urged the government to take active measures in facilitating and stimulating
the trade links between Ava (Burma) and Assam in the hope of attracting Chinese cultivators to
reclaim what he described as the wild wastes of Suddya. The scheme of getting the Chinese cul-
tivators through the overland route than directly from China met with the Committee’s approval
because of its cost effectiveness, but the scheme was unlikely to bear immediate results. F. Jen-
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representative who had returned from China with tea seeds to undertake another
trip to recruit qualified Chinamen, who could oversee and supervise the cultiva-
tion and manufacture of tea. This, they contented, was the key to the ‘successful
introduction of tea culture within the British territories’.>®

Chinese tea makers were not easy to procure and also came at a substan-
tial cost. For instance, the inaugural batches of Chinese tea makers landing in
Assam in the late 1830s came under great duress, loss of life and heavy price.
Their presence, however, quickly raised hopes among the administrative/scien-
tific circles that the valued art of tea making could now be passed on to the colo-
nised natives. They believed that the tea enterprise would in due course of time
liberate itself from the shackles of Chinese skilled workers.>® Operating along
those lines, Robert Bruce decided to employ his entire native staff as apprentices
to the Chinese tea makers.®® To further secure this valued knowledge, he dili-
gently recorded and graphically illustrated the earliest process of manufacture
employed by the Chinese, which was published in 1838 as An Account of Manu-
facture of the Black Tea as Now Practised at Suddeya in Upper Assam. !

kins, Agent to the Governor-General North-Eastern Frontier to the Secretary of the Tea Commit-
tee, 6" January, 1835. The Measures Adopted for introducing the cultivation of the Tea Plant within
the British Possessions in India p. 37.

58 Such a tendency was also evident from Dutch Trading Company (Nederlandsche Handels-
maatschappij) sending an employee between the years 1827 and 1833, who travelled around six
times to China in order to get the necessary data on cultivation and manufacture, and to fetch
skilled Chinese labourers with their tools. The Dutch Government even ordered seeds from Japan
through the intermediary, the physician FV. Siebold in 1825. The first tea gardens were laid out
in December 1835. Members of the Tea Committee to Secretary to the Government in the Revenue
Department, 18" September 1835; Secretary to the Government in the Revenue Department to
Members of the Tea Committee, 215 September 1835. The Measures Adopted for introducing the
Cultivation of the Tea Plant pp. 46—47; Bulletin Du Jardin Botanique, 1 no.4, (1919) p. 196.

59 Members of the Tea Committee to Secretary to Government, 12% January 1837; Secretary to
the Government in the Revenue Department to the Tea Committee, 13™ March 1837; N Wallich to
Secretary to the Government in the Revenue Department, 30" November 1837. Robert Fortune,
the incharge of the British tea enterprise in the North Western provinces also regarded the im-
portation of Chinese manipulators at exorbitant wages as a ‘temporary measure’, the long term
objective being the ‘instruction of the natives’. The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultiva-
tion of the Tea Plant pp. 87-94; Report upon the Tea Plantations of Deyra, Kumaon and Gurhwal by
Robert Fortune, 6th September 1851, Selections from the Records of Government, North Western
Provinces (Agra, 1855).

60 R Bruce to Jenkins, 20" Dec 1836 The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultivation of the
Tea Plant.

61 A recent study argues this to be one of the early examples of expatriation for work purposes
in the context of a transfer of technology from an ancient civilization to a modern colony. These
expatriate craftsmen were sought after both for their expertise in the tea-making process and
for their ability to train others, particularly the local Assamese. Few of the first group of Chinese
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Figure 1.1: Manual and illustration on tea manufacture in Assam, 1838.%2

The transfer of skills from the civilised to the colonised was one of diminishing
returns, especially regarding the wages paid. The trained native black tea maker
got only nine percent of what was given to the Chinese counterpart, while the
native green tea maker barely received a third of the monthly remuneration of the
Chinese colleague.

1.3 Framing Plantations and encounters with the
Lazy Native Worker

Alongside the acquaintance with the civilising methods of the Chinese tea maker/
cultivator, simultaneous attempts were underway to “civilise” the wild Assam
Plant. By the middle of 1836, the botanical expert of the deputation Nathan
Wallich, having extensively travelled, surveyed and mapped the wild sites in the
province, proposed urgent measures for taking possession of the “natural” tea
forests.%* Such an idea was mooted in the contention that the forests holding the

tea cultivators and processors who moved to Assam in 1837 lasted the full three years of their
contract. A. L Pichon, China Trade and Empire: Jardine, Matheson & Co. and the Origins of British
Rule in Hong Kong, 1827-1843 (Oxford, 2006).

62 R. Bruce, Report on the manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce of the tea plantations
in Assam (Calcutta, 1839).

63 The area of tea in Upper Assam was located in three regions namely Singhpo country (Kojoo,
Niggroo); Muttock country (Nuddoa and Tingree) and Gabroo Hills. The Measures Adopted for
introducing the Cultivation of the Tea Plant pp. 46—47.
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valuable plant of potential exploitation, was at the time exposed to the ravages of
the nature, native and beast. In what could be described as “proto-plantations™
and containing the germs of a prolonged but contested process of disposses-
sion of the forest commons. The creation and systematisation of enclaves was
proposed by demarcating, clearing and guarding these sites.® This found more
explicit expression in a particular order from the central administration instruct-
ing the local bureaucracy to take immediate steps to that effect:

1st. To obtain by purchase or otherwise tracts of forests in the Singpho, Muttock, and
Gubroo Hills

2nd. That the tracts be placed under a systematic course of management, for establishing
tea plantations

3rd. That the Tracts be protected, by a strong fence, from encroachment and depredation
of man and beast

4th. That labourers be entertained to dig and level the ground, and drain lands at places
where there is fear of severe flooding

5th. That Chowkidars be hired to guard the tracts, to prevent theft of plants and seed.®®

To realise the desire of taming the forests containing the wild tea into demarcated
and ordered “plantations”, the company administration was not in a position to

64 This was in further agreement with Wallich’s scientific idea that the wild Assam plant, when
placed in circumstances as nearly as possible resembling those in which the cultivated/civilized
China plant should yield the best results. At the same time, to conclusively show the feasibility of
producing tea in Assam for commercial purposes, for which the committee was explicitly formed,
Jenkins strongly recommended that the tea cannot exclusively be picked from the wild and had to
be put through the test of cultivation (civilization)—both native and imported. Further elaborating
the proposed structure and nature of the “proto-plantations”, he recommended that an appropri-
ate site should be decided (with the Chinese expertise) and the cultivation undertaken in the right
earnest. He reassured the government that the whole experiment cannot be too burdensome as
the only major expense being the remuneration of European superintendence and the Chinese
planters, as the land can be acquired at almost no cost and coolies for what he described as ‘little
additional charge’. Seeds which arrived from China were sown in Calcutta early in 1835, and the
plantlets, 42,000 in number, distributed. Assam and the Himalayan Mountains (Kumaon, Dehra
Doon, North West Provinces) got 20,000 each. The remainders 2,000 were transported to Madras.
N. Wallich to Francis Jenkins, 15" March 1836, The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultivation
of the Tea Plant p. 66. For more details see D. Arnold, ‘Plant capitalism and company science: the
Indian career of Nathaniel Wallich’ Modern Asian Studies 42 no. 5 (2008) pp. 899-928.

65 Bruce complained about many tracts being cut down in “ignorance” by the natives, to make
room for their rice field and firewood. Secretary to the Government in the Revenue Department
to Captain Jenkins, 23 May, 1836, The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultivation of the
Tea Plant pp. 68-69.
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explicitly pursue a policy of acquisition, dispossession and direct control. They
largely depended on personal persuasion, inducement, and at times exaggerated
and even concocted promises to solicit valued local information and support.®®
Even though he lacked the requisite scientific qualification and training, the ele-
vation of Robert Bruce as the British superintendent of “tea forests” in Assam,
was on account of his acquaintance with the local language, custom and terrain
and his proven abilities in forging ties with the local groups.®’

The area of tea exploration in the Singpho country was still tenuously linked
to the deepening influence and presence of the Company in the province. The res-
ident tribes of the region, from whom Bruce got hold of the first tea plants, exhib-
ited a degree of reluctance towards the project of clearing the forests.®® In a letter
addressed to Jenkins, Bruce mentioned the earliest ‘resistance’ of the natives to
the labour demands of the tea experiment. He lamented that the Singphos ‘work
how and when they please’ and they made it clear to him that ‘they would not
clear the jungle when it grows.” After largely unsuccessful attempt to lure their
chiefs with guns and opium, Bruce remarked:

Singpho country cannot be available (for tea) unless we import men to make the Singphos
more industrious...these men will not work for any long as they have sufficient opium and
rice...as long as coolies can get four rupees per mensem at Suddeya, they will never go to
Singhpos (territory) for that sum.®

66 For example, the sites at Gubroo hills under the native chief (Raja Purandar Singh) was
partially brought under Company’s possession on assurances that the Chinese instructor of tea
cultivation and manufacture would train the chief’s men, who still retained possession of half
of the hills. The chief of Tingree in the Muttock country initially resisted to the overtures of the
company authorities, but later came around the issue and even actively supported with men and
material. This was on the understanding that the company would leave the production and man-
ufacture of tea in his control, after the successful execution of the experiment. Captain Jenkins
to N. Wallich, 5% May 1836; Major White to Lt. Millar, 30™ March 1836; Lt Millar to Major White,
19% April 1836; R Bruce to Lt. Millar, 14% April 1836; Raja Purandar Sing to Major White, 13% April
1836; Bruce to F. Jenkins, 1% October 1836. The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultivation
of the Tea Plant pp. 69-71, 84.

67 N. Wallich to Francis Jenkins, 15" March 1836; Secretary to the Government in the Revenue
Department to Captain Jenkins, 23 May, 1836. The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultiva-
tion of the Tea Plant p. 66, pp. 68—69.

68 Singphos are divided into twelve principal tribes, each having its own chief or Gaum. Bisa
Gaum had an arrangement to become the ‘organ of communication’ with other chiefs at a month-
ly allowance of fifty rupees and furnished a contingent of hundred men. J. McCosh, Topography
of Assam (Calcutta, 1837) p. 151.

69 C.A. Bruce, Superintendent of Tea to Captain Jenkins, 10" February, 1837. The Measures Ad-
opted for introducing the Cultivation of the Tea Plant p. 92.
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The demands for imported labour to compel the natives to work, underscored the
early attempts to favourably alter the local labour supply situation. A sufficient
supply of the chief staple (rice) and the drug of preference (opium) was read as
the condition and cause for the native’s disinclination to labour. This view failed
to take into account that the wages on offer (between 3 and 4 rupees) were an
inadequate inducement to work in the tortuous and trying jungle terrain. Never-
theless, the instances of the reluctance caught the attention of the administrative
chief of the province, and he raised this issue in a correspondence with a member
of the Tea Committee:

... For this evil (native labour) it will not be difficult to find a remedy, I hope, when the
tea becomes to be largely worked by encouraging the emigration of more industrious races
from Chota Nagpur, or elsewhere; but in the present state of our preparations, in regard to
the manufacture of tea, it does not appear immediately necessary to offer any particular
suggestions.”

Jenkins agreed with the view of the necessity of imported labour and particularly
referred to the facilitation of migration of the ‘more industrious races of Chota
Nagpur or elsewhere’ as a potential remedy. This was an apparent allusion to the
“labour solution” debates of the 1830s and the formalisation of the coolie labour
system for overseas plantations, especially recruiting “races” from Chota Nagpur
in eastern India. But he maintained that the present incipient stage of experimen-
tal operation in Assam did not justify such an organised measure.”

1.4 Experimental Plantations and the search for
Immobilised Worker

The operationalisation of the experimental plantation, with the arrival of the
Chinese tea makers, starkly revealed the logistical inputs, work practices and
labour integral to an efficient operation of a plantation. This went beyond a mere
technical know-how of the methods of manufacturing tea—black and green. By
that time, more than a hundred “natural” tea sites had been already identified
and earmarked, and the person in charge (Bruce) boasted of having enough seed

70 Bruce procured around 17,000 plants for his “nurseries” in Suddya from the Muttock and
received further supplies of 16,000 China plants in 1837 from which the first tea was produced.
Captain Jenkins to N. Wallich, 20" February, 1837. The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cul-
tivation of the Tea Plant p. 92.

71 The Measures Adopted for introducing the Cultivation of the Tea Plant p. 34.
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and seedlings to ‘plant whole of Assam’.”> However, a limited working force at his
disposal meant that only five of these tracts could be made operational.” It was
not just a matter of numbers, but also of permanence and stability of the working
force. Apart from his proposal of getting more tea makers with assistants (one
tea maker with six assistants for each tract), Bruce noted the indispensability of
fixed workers (thirty for each tract), especially pluckers of tea leaves.” A cursory
glance at the statistics of the working staff of the experimental stations (Table
1.1) reveals that an overwhelming majority of the permanent employees were
delegated tasks in the manufacturing/manipulation of tea leaves (tea makers),
with the rest engaged in construction (carpenters, sawyers), packaging (canister
maker) and transport of tea (Mahouts).

Table 1.1: Employees of the ‘Experimental Plantations’ in Upper Assam, 1840.7°

Number Wages
Superintendent 1 500-0-0
1%t Assistant 1 100-0-0
2" Assistant 1 70-0-0
Chinese Black Tea Maker 1 55-11-6
Asst Chinese Black Tea Maker 1 11-1-6
Chinese Tea Box Maker 1 45-0-0
Chinese Interpreter 1 45-0-0
Chinese Tea Box maker 1 15-8-6
Chinese Green Tea maker 2 15-8-6
Chinese Tea Box maker 1 33-4-6
Chinese Lead Canister Maker 1 22-3-0
Native Black Tea maker 24 5-0-0
Native Green Tea maker 12 5-0-0
Native Carpenter 1 4-0-0
Coolie Sardar 1 10-0-0
Mahout 4 6-0-0
Mahout mates 4 4-0-0

72 R. Bruce, Report on the manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce (Calcutta, 1839) p. 3.
73 The manufacturing operations could not be carried out at each and every individual site.
Leaves plucked, sometimes from great distances, had to be brought at two centrally located sites
where the Chinese tea makers resided and worked with native assistance. The quality of the
leaves was seriously compromised due to delay in transfer (causing early fermentation) and the
damage caused to them due to the excessive amount being carried in every individual transfer.
R. Bruce, Report on the manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce (Calcutta, 1839) p. 29.
74 R. Bruce, Report on the manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce (Calcutta, 1839)
pp. 24-25

75 R Bruce, Report on the manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce (Calcutta, 1839) p. 12
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Sawyers 4 4-0-0
Dak runners 2 3-8-0
Duffadars 4 3-0-0

Agricultural work, at this stage, comprised primarily of clearing of jungle and
plucking of leaves. The bulk of leaves was plucked from the wild, because of the
limited state of cultivation and immature seedlings on the “experimental” plan-
tations. The work was carried out by locally obtained hands procured through
the agency of local labour contractors and the work supervised through the lone
supervisor (coolie sardar), employed in the ranks.”® Apart from not having any
pluckers on the staff list, there was rarely any regularity in this work. Bruce regret-
ted about ‘seldom getting hold of the same pluckers two seasons running.””” This
had a bearing on the outturn of plantations, as experience strongly suggested, as
regular pluckers were more “efficient” and could pluck twice as fast in compari-
son to the new recruits. Reflecting on the challenges of running a “proto planta-
tion” and speculating on the nature of the working force desired, Bruce remarked:

This difficulty (of not having regular workers) will be removed when we get regular people
attached to the Plantations; or when the natives of these parts become more fixed and settled
in their habitations, and do not move off by whole villages from one place to another...when
the aversion they have throughout Assam to taking service for payment, has been overcome...
thereis a gradual change taking place in the minds of the labouring class of people, or coolies;
for occasionally some good able-bodied men come forward for employment... [During] cold
season two or three hundred can be collected; but as soon as rains set in, all those that have
no bonds, or are not involved in debt, go off to their cultivations, at the very time when our Tea
operations commence...as long as things continue in this state, the price of Tea will be high.”®

Bruce underlined that the future profitability of a private tea enterprise in Assam
and its competitiveness with the Chinese tea hinged on the ability of mobilis-
ing groups who would remain regular/attached to plantations. Here a degree of
control could be exercised over their life and labour. Though enough working
hands could be patched together in the non-agricultural season, the numbers
dwindled dramatically with the advent of the rains and the commencement of the
agricultural season. Bruce expressed his inability in exercising any substantial

76 R. Bruce, Report on the manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce (Calcutta, 1839) p. 14.
77 There was also a difference in dimensions of bushes in Assam in comparison to China as it
was almost double its size. Bruce further observed that unlike the obvious perception, plucking
was not ‘a very easy and light employment’ as the pluckers had to stand in an upright position
for hours in a difficult terrain to gather the leaves often causing swelling in their legs. R. Bruce,
Report on the manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce (Calcutta, 1839) p. 21.

78 R. Bruce, Report on the manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce (Calcutta, 1839) p. 21.
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“influence” on the local society, apart from a handful of individuals immobilised
through bonds and debts. He characterised this labour situation as a particular
manifestation of the general unsettled state of the local society and a deep-seated
popular prejudice against wage-work. He particularly singled out the so-called
“opium mania” for the depopulation, degeneration and general condition of lazi-
ness of the Assamese society and proposed an immediate ban on it:

Opium mania, that dreadful plague which has depopulated this beautiful country, turned it
into a land of wild beasts, with which it is overrun, and has degenerated the Assamese, from
a fine race of people, to the most abject, servile, crafty, and demoralized race in India.”

Bruce reiterated Jenkins’s solution of the imported worker/ “superior race”
of labourers’ presuming their attachment/settlement to the plantation would
ensure a degree of control desired over their labour. He portrayed this proposition
of imported labour in fairly glowing terms—as a set of people ‘growing up for our
plantations, to fell our forests, to clear the land from jungle and wild beasts and
to plant and cultivate the luxury of the world’. Such an attachment, he reasoned,
could serve another vital purpose of ‘encouraging their women and children to do
the same—in plucking and sorting leaves.’ His interactions with the local groups
had convinced him that they ‘will not permit their women to come into the Tea
gardens.’®® The distinctive nature of the plantation workforce (of family labour
rather than just male workers) and the centrality of female and child labour to the
work process was articulated in the “formative” stage of the Assam plantations.

1.5 Privatising the discovery and the emergence of the
Assam Company

These operational setbacks of the tea experiment could not dampen the excite-
ment and hysteria generated by the news of the “discovery” of tea in Assam,
which was receiving rave reviews in contemporary British press. These reactions
reflected a sense of anticipation about the evident feasibility of producing tea
within the bounds of the Empire, threatening to end the long-standing Chinese
monopoly of the drink. This mood was eloquently articulated in a contemporary
treatise on the subject:

79 R. Bruce, Report on the manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce (Calcutta, 1839)
p. 14

80 R. Bruce, Report on the manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce (Calcutta, 1839)
pp. 14-15.
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Discovery (of tea) has been made of no less importance than that the hand of Nature has
planted the shrub within the bounds of the wide dominion of Great Britain: a discovery
which must materially influence the destinies of nations; it must change the employment
of a vast number of individuals; it must divert the tide of commerce, and awaken to agricul-
tural industry the dormant energies of a mighty country.®

The enthusiasm reached a crescendo when the samples of tea produced in the
experimental plantations and packaged in around ninety odd chests were for-
warded to the tea brokers and dealers of London in 1838. The much publicised
‘First Public Sale’ in the London’s tea market—Mincing Lane, drew substantial
public interest and high prices in the market. “Competent judges” were that not
only the plant but also the finished product was ‘scarcely to be distinguished
from China Tea.’®

Having conducted the experiment of cultivation, manufacture and market-
ability of Assam tea, the East India Company now found itself in the position to
realise the founding objective of privatising the venture. Such an idea was ‘popu-
larised’ by the exaggerated pronouncements from “authorities” and “experts”
on the ground, whipping up the jubilant mood of the British public and market
basking in the success of the “discovery” of tea in the Empire.®* Bruce’s specula-
tive commentary on the potentialities of transforming Assam into ‘one big tea
garden’, and Jenkins’ far-fetched assertion regarding the ‘extent of discovery’
which justified an ‘immediate commencement of manufacture at the largest
scale by capitalists’, were generally read as informed opinions on the feasibility
and profitability of large-scale investments of private capital, in the contempo-
rary British journals, trade magazines and information manuals. A passage from
the topographical/scientific survey of the province, quoted generously in these
publications, read more like an “infomercial” targeting the potential European
settler, colonizer, and entrepreneur:

Assam’s climate is cold, healthy, and congenial to European constitutions; it’s numerous
crystal streams abound in gold dust and masses of the solid metal; it’s mountains are preg-
nant with precious stones and silver; its atmosphere is perfumed with tea, growing wild and
luxuriantly; and its soil is so well adapted to all kinds of agricultural purposes, that it might
be converted into one continued garden of silk and cotton, of tea, coffee, and sugar, over an
extent of many hundred miles.®*

81 W. Sigmond, Tea its Medicinal Efforts and Moral (London, 1839) p. 3.

82 Information on the discovery and character of the tea plant in Assam (London, 1839) p. 3.
83 Information on the discovery and character of the tea plant in Assam (London, 1839) p. 10.
84 ]. McCosh Topography of Assam (Calcutta, 1837) p. 133.



28 —— Teainthe Colony

The relevance of work and workers to fulfil such aspirations remained marginal
to these discussions. The anxiety (about work and labour), intermittently surfac-
ing in Bruce’s otherwise optimistic rendition of the functioning plantations in
Assam, were apparently resolved by the particular solutions he offered—ban of
opium, importation of labour and use of machinery. It was widely held that with
the sustained injection of British capital and enterprise, tea would become profit-
able enough to induce the natives from the locality and the overpopulated regions
of India to seek remunerative employment on Assam plantations. A common
theme underlining these assertions was a belief in the transformative/civilizing
potential of British capital, technology and enterprise in inculcating values of
industry to the native and simultaneously revolutionising the processes of work
and production.®

A climate of market frenzy and hopes of fabulous profits culminated in the
floating of a joint stock company, Assam Company in London with the explicit
intention to acquire the experimental plantations with related establishment and
undertake the production of tea for export to the British market.®® The most deci-
sive incentive and benefit that the colonial state offered to private capital was the
institution of the Wasteland Acts. This rendered vast stretches of land—an impor-
tant “factor of production”—available at throwaway rates in the districts of Upper
Assam (Lakhimpur and Sibsagar). The Assam Company initially concentrated
their activities in these districts, dividing the operations into three divisions
(Northern, Southern and Eastern) and headquartered at a place called Nazira. Yet
a characteristic nature of the joint stock companies (like Assam Company), with
a decisive control over operation and expenditure with the board of directors and
shareholders, removed from the scene of production and often determined by
profit and fluctuations of the markets, had a significant bearing in conditioning
the nature of management and work on the plantations.

85 See Chapter 4 for a discussion of these themes in a different context.

86 The “excitement” in this project among the mercantile houses trading with India and the
leading firms in the tea trade can be gauged from the fact that all the shares were picked up
before any public notice of it had appeared. Assam Company was not the lone player in the
field. European and Indian men of “capital and repute” in Calcutta had already formed the Ben-
gal Tea Association with a similar intention. The Bengal organisation realising the “junction
of interests” agreed to merge under the banner of Assam Company, with offices in London and
Calcutta. The monopolistic streak of Assam Company went beyond a mutually beneficial settle-
ment with an emerging rival. They negotiated to acquire two third of the existing plantations of
the East India Company, regretting not to possess the remaining one third on the argument that
the emerging “competition” could be detrimental to a “pioneering” enterprise. H.A. Antrobus, A
History of Assam Company (Edinburgh, 1957) p. 37.
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The company at the outset vigorously pursued a policy of expansion of opera-
tion, investment in the modes of transport and establishment of infrastructure,
but continued the existing practices of agricultural work and manufacturing,
having inherited a majority of the personnel involved in the “experimental”
stage.?” Unlike the limited scope and intention of the experimental stage, the
Assam Company could not rely on collecting the leaves from the wild. They took
sustained measures to cultivate the plant systematically. Bruce had earlier dem-
onstrated with some success that tea plants flourished when the forests were
burnt down, and the land hoed to be made fit for cultivation. Much of this jungle
clearing and hoeing work, like in the experimental plantation, was done in the
cold season by locals procured through the prevalent “Gang system”.%®

Assam Company plantations also experienced a severe “crisis” of workers
during the agricultural season. The situation posed grave consequences, as it not
only meant a fall in the quantity of the leaves plucked but also due to lack of sus-
tained tending and weeding, the cleared land often fell into disuse. There was a
glaring discrepancy in the area of clearance and the land put under cultivation
and regularly tended. In 1842, only two hundred odd acres of land was under cul-
tivation out of more than six hundred fifty acres cleared in northern and eastern
divisions. Again in 1843, around two thousand five hundred acres cleared land in
southern division was left unattended due to “insufficient” supplies of labour.®
Internal enquiries into the workings of the Company recommended discontinua-
tion of cultivation in the northern and eastern division and concentrate efforts on
select tracts in the southern division. Even a system of cultivation by local Assa-
mese peasants through advances was mooted, where the Company would focus
exclusively on manufacture.

87 Responding to the concerns of tea makers and working hand on the experimental planta-
tions, the Assam Company went overdrive with recruitment even before the actual transfer of
establishments in Assam to the Company. The idea of tea makers hinged on getting the Chinese
and they requisitioned to companies and private individuals in Singapore and Penang. Batches
of Chinese were despatched from November 1839 till the end of 1840. The Chinese experiment
was described by London Board in 7* May 1841. H.A. Antrobus, A History of Assam Company
(Edinburgh, 1957) p. 56.

88 K.K. Sircar, Labour and management: First Twenty years of Assam Company Limited (1839—
1859), Economic and Political Weekly 21, no.22 (May 31, 1986).

89 The early plantation practice in Assam had established that the period from March to Oc-
tober to be the manufacturing season when the ground had to be hoed once every two months
which believed to have an influence on the capacity of the plants to bear leaves and therefore
the overall outturn of the tract. Again when the trees flush, the young leaves should be plucked
and even a delay of a day made it ‘deteriorate and unfit for manufacture’. R Bruce, Report on the
manufacture of tea and on the extent and produce (Calcutta, 1839) p. 21.
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The necessity of “imported” labour, which can be “fixed” to plantation,
became very evident from the early stage of plantation cultivation. Kacharis, a
“mobile” tribal group from the contiguous districts of Nowgong and Darrang and
circulating in gangs in these districts were engaged in the company’s gardens,
partially fulfilling the demands for ‘regular people attached to the plantations’.”®
Their crucial and growing presence was mentioned in an early report of the
company:

In the manufacturing season when the hands are insufficient to pluck the leaves which in
short time become too ripe for manufacture and are lost. Endeavours are being made to
send up gangs of Kachari...under agreement to serve for a fixed term.”

This presence of local groups like the Kacharis, who could be “settled” through
agreements and advances, was already acknowledged by some Europeans who
had visited Assam through Bengal in search of “profitable” investments. One
such speculator writing in 1835 to the Chief Commissioner of the province gave an
incredibly favourable impression about the Kacharis and their significance to any
European enterprise in the province:

Custom in the country (Assam) which would prove highly advantageous to a European man-
ufacturer, giving themselves out in bondage for a certain time on receiving a small sum.
There is only their food to furnish...Cacharee families may be engaged for 10 and 15 rupees
for four or five years; their women and children work on the fields.”

1.6 Early Plantation enterprise and Kachari as the Ideal Worker

The “internal “migrant” groups like the Kacharis were potentially appropriate for
the labour demands of the Assam plantations. Their mere presence did not satis-
factorily answer certain key issues: Were the problems of fixing workers perma-
nently resolved? Did Kacharis become the “ideal workers” of the Assam planta-
tion? Were the early Assam planters successful in immobilising them under trying
conditions of life and remuneration?

It is pertinent here to briefly indicate the geographical setting and nature of
the initial plantations in Upper Assam. These plantations mostly were dispersed

90 Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861).

91 Report of Calcutta Board of Assam Company for the year 1840-1841. H.A. Antrobus, A History
of Assam Company (Edinburgh, 1957) p. 386.

92 Hugon to Captain Jenkins, 15" April, 1835. Transactions of the Agricultural and Horticultural
Society of India, 2, 1836 p. 166.
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clearings in the middle of vast stretches of forest and often at the limits of human
habitation, local markets and the networks of transport and communication.
Such a fragile living situation obliged the management to arrange food provisions,
especially rice for the resident labour population. ®> On some plantations, certain
portions of land was set aside for the cultivation of food grains and vegetables.
A regular provision of rice often became a subject of contention between Kachari
labour and the local management. In July 1843, the superintendent of the south-
ern division expressed his inability in retaining Kacharis because of the failing
supplies. Such a situation recurred again in 1845 in the Eastern and Northern
divisions. Groups of Kachari workers left work due to “insufficient provisions”. In
1846, the Directors in response to a prolonged lean phase in the Company initi-
ated some efforts to economise and decided to terminate the “rice benefit.” The
local superintendents in Assam took strong exceptions to such moves on the fear
that it could lead to imminent Kachari backlash. **

The Kacharis commitment to the Company’s plantations was also contingent
on the wages on offer. A reduction and delay in payment caused discontent, work
stoppages and even “strikes”. The management’s decision to “hold” the payment
or keep a part of the due amount was often a deliberate strategy to “bind” the
Kacharis. This often proved counterproductive. In the year 1848, Kacharis on
a Company’s factory (Satsoeh) refused a month’s pay, which was nearly three
months’ in arrears and struck work. Their interruption continued for a few days,
and they resumed work only after the superintendent gave a written assurance
of future payment within fifteen days. There is also evidence of some articulated
resentment at times regarding the discriminatory wages paid to the imported
Bengali labour. In the year 1846, around two hundred fifty Kacharis left the Com-
pany’s gardens for being paid less than their Bengali counterparts.®

In the colonial-capitalist narratives, Bengalis alluded to a “generic” rather
than an “ethnic” category. This overarching description incorporated a variety of
individuals and groups being recruited in the province of Bengal, coming from
varied social and regional background. This source of recruitment assumed some
importance in the Assam Company’s operations.”® The “labour agents” of the
company conducting their activities in Bengal, tapped into the labour market of

93 At the commencement of its operation the Company was importing rice from Bengal (Pabna
and Rungpur) and later from the district of Darrang. But it had to supply through its own boats.
H.A. Antrobus, Assam Company (Edinburgh, 1957) p. 387.

94 K.K. Sircar, Labour and management: First Twenty years of Assam Company Limited (1839—
1859), Economic and Political Weekly 21, no.22 (May 31, 1986) p. M-39

95 K.K. Sircar, Labour and management: First Twenty years of Assam Company Limited (1839—
1859), Economic and Political Weekly 21, no.22 (May 31, 1986) p. M-39

96 See Chapter 2 for more details.
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agricultural workers, seasonal migrants and the developing indentured labour
market for the overseas colonies.”” The elementary infrastructure of travel and
communication, prohibitive costs of recruitment and the indifferent results of
the company recruiters made this source unreliable, expensive and highly inad-
equate to the demands of the “fixed” workers. The Bengali “imported” labour was
purposefully sustained as the countervailing factor to the Kacharis throughout
the early period. After the bitter experience of the 1848 strike, the Superinten-
dent of Assam Company urged the Calcutta Board that the Kacharis should not
be depended upon, and a more sustained effort be made to get Bengalis.”® A rela-
tively successful recruiting operation in Bengal the following year resulted in a
further cut of wages of the Kacharis.

There was another parallel trend of Kacharis seeking employment in other
European enterprises coming up in the period. For instance, the Assam Coal and
Timber Company operating in Naga Hills in the northeastern frontier opened up
other opportunities to the Kacharis in late 1840s. There were partially successful
attempts by the management of Assam Company to mutually agree with the new
enterprise against “enticement” of labour. The discourse of enticement and stra-
tegic moves to interfere with the emerging market of labour was evident from the
early stages of plantation enterprise in Assam.

The depressed condition of the pioneer tea company, from the early 1850s,
was partially halted and reversed through a combined strategy of rationalised
practices of business, management of labour and methods of cultivation on the
plantations. Certain concerned opinions had earlier expressed surprise that with
such “low rate” of wages being paid to the workers (Rs 5 for the leaf manipulators
and Rs. 3 for coolies), the Assam Company should be embroiled in any serious
financial or operational difficulties. It was argued that ‘under a suitable and inex-
pensive system of management, Assam ought to be able to compete with China
in the cultivation of tea’.”® The official historian of the Company citing this as a
significant juncture in the changed fortunes of its tea enterprise mentions that
the Board of Directors streamlined the managerial staff on the ground, and went
for a further reduction of wages offered to resident workers. A plantation labour
regime premised on a clearer description and delegation of work, and stricter

97 By the end of 1839, Assam company had eight Europeans recruiters stationed in Bengal. .
Campbell (Midnapur), C.T. Reeves (Chittagong), W.S. Stewart (Hazaribagh), F.T. Bandant and J.
George (Dacca), W.H.K. Sweetland (Bowsing), H. Busch (Rangpur) and T. Pickett (Mymensingh).
They received a commission of Rs. 2 per head for every man landed, Rs 1 for women and children,
and Rs 150 monthly for their maintenance. H.A. Antrobus, A History of Assam Company (Edin-
burgh, 1957) p. 384.

98 Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861).

99 S. Ball, An Account of Cultivation and manufacture Tea in China (London, 1848) p. 358.
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discipline of the resident labour was attempted to be framed and enforced. The
cultivation of rice lands, for example, was discontinued as it was now seen as
an infringement of the plantation work process. The nature of assignment and
assessment of tasks was made particularly more stringent and at times “exces-
sive”. Kachari labour alive to the intensification of the work process and wages on
offer were simultaneously seeking alternative employment on the tea plantations
which were taking shape in the early 1850s.1%°

The involvement of the new private interest groups and individuals in tea was
motivated by the improved fortunes and operational experiences of the Assam
Company. The strategies of the ‘colonization of India and its resources’ now per-
ceived tea cultivation as one of ‘the most profitable and agreeable occupation’. It
was contended from ‘the most trustworthy evidence, and from personal observa-
tion, that in time India will be able to supply not only to Great Britain but also to
Australia and America’. The attempts to move away from China as the sole source
of tea was paralleled by a “rethinking” of “natural” habitat and the processes of
manipulation of tea being peculiarly Chinese. The early tea enterprise in Assam
gave enough reasons to believe that the plant could survive and flourish in a
much wider range of temperature, soil and elevation than what the Chinese case
would allow. The “classical” methods of planting and processing were also being
reworked and improvised, in agreement with the specificities and contingencies
of the local situation.'**

The monopoly of Assam Company in the cultivation and production of tea in
the province was weakened by the early 1850s with the formation of new plan-
tations in the existing planting districts and the other districts of Assam Valley
(Table 1.2).

100 In the district of Lakhimpur, the Government garden at Chaboah was sold to a Chinaman
named Among, which was later purchased by Messrs Warren, Jenkins and Co in 1851. Colonel
Hannay who played a part in this transaction started his own plantation near Dibrugarh in
1852. In the district of Sibsagar, plantations were started by R Spears (Nigri Ting, 1853) J.E. Dodd
(Noakochorie, 1854) and George Williamson (Cinamara, 1854). This trend of private European
individuals taking up land grants to establish tea gardens was further facilitated by the liberali-
sation and expansion of the wasteland policy in 1854 and tea gradually found its way into all the
districts of Upper Assam (Kamrup, Darrang and Nowgong). By the end of the decade there were
68 “tea factories” in the districts of Assam Valley with more than 54,000 acres of land acquired
for the purpose of planting tea. Captain C. Holyroyd, Collector of Sibsagar, to Colonel F. Jenkins,
Commissioner of Assam. No 172, 2*¢ November 1859. Captain H.S. Bivar, Principal Assistant Com-
missioner, Lakhimpur, to Colonel F. Jenkins, Commissioner of Assam. No 71, 8" October 1859.
Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861).

101 ‘The Resource of India and its colonization’, Universal Review (1859) pp. 343-62.
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Table 1.2: Tea Production at the end of the decade of 1850s.°2

Tea factories Land acquired Land cleared Production 1858-59 (in

(acres) (acres) pounds)
Sibsagar 31 13,796 5,227 8,46,249
Lakhimpur 10 14,038 1,700 2,82,000
Kamrup 10 12,207 297 6,160
Nowgong 14 11,034 48,000
Darrang 3 3,783 375 23,280
Total 68 (48 distinct 54,859 7,599 12,05,689

proprietors)

The fresh and sustained impetus of plantation expansion coincided with a period
of relative agricultural growth in Upper Assam, making the availability of labour
scarce and pushing up the wages significantly.'®® This jeopardised the task of
mobilising enough working hands that could satisfy the specific requirement of
being available in the “manufacturing season”. Commissioner Jenkins reflecting
on the expansion of the plantation enterprise in the province and new “prob-
lems” of labour stated:

New Planters have been attempting to push on their cultivation to a greater extent than
the means of procuring labour in the Province rendered judicious and prudent...more
land has been planted, than can be kept thoroughly weeded and attended to, and during
the short season of picking leaves, much of the produce is lost for the want of hands.'®*

A distinct outcome of the expansion of tea enterprise and a broadening of the notion
of the “ideal” habitat and terrain was the interest of speculators in the southern
districts of Cachar and Sylhet (Surma Valley), which were earlier considered to be
unsuitable for plant and systematic cultivation. These relatively “populous” districts
were perceived as “immune” to the shortages of labour, which had plagued much of

102 Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861).

103 The rising agricultural prices of the time stimulated the cultivation of rice and of several
cash crops, such as mustard, jute and tobacco, thus creating an exceptional demand for labour
in the old agricultural sector. The District Commissioner of Lakhimpur informed that the wages
close to the ‘new’ tea gardens had gone from Rs 3 to close to Rs 5 in the 1850s. Captain H.S. Bivar,
Principal Assistant Commissioner, Lakhimpur, to Colonel F. Jenkins, Commissioner of Assam. No
71, 8™ October 1859. Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861); D. Kumar (ed.),
Cambridge Economic History of India (Vol 1I) p. 311.

104 Colonel F. Jenkins, Agent to Governor General, North Eastern Frontier to E.H. Lushington,
Officiating Secretary to Government of Bengal, 11" November 1859. Papers relating to tea cultiva-
tion (Calcutta, 1861) p. 23.
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the enterprise in Assam valley. The natives of Cachar—witness to the initial spurt in
tea activity in Surma valley—like their Assam Valley counterparts, found little incen-
tive in switching occupation to plantation labour on a full-time basis. Only a minor-
ity offered their services in the non-agricultural season. The strategies of planters
to oblige the locals through advances and “job contracts” for the following manu-
facturing seasons failed to yield the desired results. Many were said to ‘evade’ or
‘partially fulfil’ their obligations. Planters increasingly relied on streams of seasonal
labour from Sylhet (about 2/3 of the total), who would leave their homes during
the winters to find employment and trek back to their agricultural fields before the
advent of rains. This was grossly inadequate for the plantation work cycle as a signif-
icant period of their “absence” constituted the tea manufacturing season. The plant-
ers tried to attract and ‘settle’ (especially Kacharis) by advancing money, providing
loan for cattle and some rent-free land. But without any legal obligation to labour,
the employers were unable to compel the ‘settled labour’ to work on the tea gardens
as and when they required. There was also a tendency of these settlers of returning
the loans and advances and moving on to another location.*

The various moves of the Surma Valley planters to attract the Kachari labour
had, in fact, put an additional strain on the labour situation in Upper Assam as
indicated by the Chief Commissioner of the province:

It was hoped that the commencement of Tea operation in Sylhet and Cachar would have
attended some relief to Assam, in drawing off the number of speculators, but that does not
seem to have been the case as yet, and it is unfortunate that a considerable extent the plant-
ers on that side of the hills have been drawing on Assam for coolies, preferring our Kacharis
to the ryots of those districts.*°¢

A growing consensus about the “insufficiency” of the labouring groups like
Kacharis to render the increasing demands of regular/fixed labour was also con-
ditioned by their enhanced capabilities to bargain for wages and conditions of
work. Such anxieties of the employers found expression in the reports of the
superintendent of the Tea Company who now complained that Kacharis with an
‘increasing intercourse with the Assamese, are gradually acquiring their vices
(opium smoking) and becoming less valuable as labourer’.**” The work they ren-
dered was now described to be ‘deficient in amount and of worst description’ and

105 ‘Our tea gardens in Assam and Cachar’, Calcutta Review no.35 (September 1860) pp. 56—59.
106 Col. J Colonel F. Jenkins, Agent to Governor General, North Eastern Frontier to E.H. Lush-
ington, Officiating Secretary to Government of Bengal, 11" November 1859. Papers relating to tea
cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861) p. 23.

107 K.K. Sircar, Labour and management: First Twenty years of Assam Company Limited (1839-
1859), Economic and Political Weekly 21, no.22 (May 31, 1986) p. M-39.
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another serious concern was that they were not ‘under proper discipline, feeling
our dependence on them’.!°® Experience had told them that they could leave the
garden or even strike at some provocation or grievance. But this labour discon-
tent and mobhility, in the context of expanding, rationalising and systematising
plantation enterprise was becoming unacceptable. Such apprehensions were
exacerbated in the much publicised ‘Kachari disturbance’ of 1859, eliciting strong
responses from the planters and the local administration.

On the 7™ of October 1859, the Kacharis stationed in the headquarters of the
Assam Company in Nazira assembled in front of the Superintendent’s bunga-
low. They complained about a harsh fine imposed on one of their colleagues and
demanded higher wages. This was rejected by the management. The next day
around six hundred Kacharis from the Satsoeh factory with a concerted demand
for a general wage hike. The administration expressed its inability to comply
without an explicit permission from their higher authorities in Calcutta. On
further persuasion, they ‘discharged’ the dissenting Kacharis from their employ-
ment. The following morning the Kacharis returned to continue their demand. A
very nervous management now sought help from the local police who marched
around 50 sepoys making arrests and threatening the protesting Kacharis to get
back to work.*°?

The Commissioner of the Province acknowledging the graveness of the situa-
tion supported the Magistrate of Sibsagar in establishing a militia guard close to
Nazirah to ‘prevent any further breach of peace’. He lamented the almost absolute
dependence of planters of Upper Assam (Lakhimpur and Sibsagar) on the ‘whim
of Kamrup and Darrang Kacharis’. They were described as ‘a race often difficult
to manage, exceedingly jealous of ill-treatment, and who at Nazira, have lately
shown a dangerous spirit of combination and mutiny’. The event, he suggested
should be a ‘warning to the Assam Company and planters generally not to employ
any great masses of Kacharis together’ and make provision against such strikes,
‘by importing other classes of labour, who can prove a check upon the Kacharis’.
Such sentiments were reiterated by the directors of the Assam Company who con-
vened a meeting in November 1859 and immediately called for an investigation to
ascertain the material conditions of the Kacharis working for the Company. They
welcomed the decision to establish a militia guard and also agreed that a lasting

108 K.K. Sircar, Labour and management: First Twenty years of Assam Company Limited (1839-
1859), Economic and Political Weekly 21, no.22 (May 31, 1986) p. M-41-42.
109 Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861).
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solution to prevent a recurrence of such “violent” incidents could only be when

there are ‘a larger proportion of coolies of another class’.'*°

1.7 Assamese peasant as coolie labour

Before coming around to the ‘solution’ of obtaining coolies from outside the prov-
ince which till then had proved to be extremely irregular and expensive, several
planters desired that the state play a more active role in producing coolies from
within. Bruce had earlier observed that the native’s ability to cultivate sufficient
rice and opium acted as a deterrent to their participation in the labour process of
the proto-plantations. Such sentiments were reinvoked in the changed context
of an expanding plantation enterprise and a more regularising work regime. The
state was again called upon to discourage the cultivation of opium (as Bruce had
earlier suggested) and augment the rent on agricultural land. The administrative
in charge of Darrang echoed these sentiments in his report on the tea cultivation
in his district:

... Undoubted fact that the ryots have the very greatest objection to exert themselves
in the least degree, so long as they have sufficient rice and Opium; and any measure
which would raise the Assamese population from the lethargy induced by excessive
indulgence in the use of Opium, would unquestionably result in an improved condition
of the people both physically and morally, at the same time that an increased rate of
taxation would oblige the ryot to work, and thus benefit himself and the Tea Planters.**

This discourse of moral and physical improvement of the Assamese peasantry
revealed the plantation capitalist anxieties of pushing ‘more couched labour into
the market’ (or producing coolies working for plantations). This was to be achieved

110 By late 1850s, company had around three thousand workers in Sibsagar. A third of the work-
ers were inhabitants of the district and rest were the migrant Kacharis and Bengali labour. In Brit-
ish Guiana following the end of the apprentice system in 1838, ex-slaves organized themselves
into task-gangs and went from plantation to plantation bargaining with owners over wages and
conditions, a process which culminated in strikes (1842 and 1848). This, and not a labour short-
age, was the reason for the dramatic increase in the immigration of Indian indentured workers
from 1851 onwards. The introduction of Haitian workers into the Dominican Republic during the
1880s followed the first strike by Dominican labour employed on the sugar plantations against
the imposition of wage cuts. Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861); T. Brass,
Towards a Comparative Political Economy of Unfree Labour: Case Studies and Debates (London,
1999) p. 161.

111 Letter from Captain A.K. Comber, Principal Assissant Commissioner to Darrang to Col. F.
Jenkins, dated 20™ October, 1859. Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861) p. 20
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through a significant decrease in incomes from agriculture (by raising assessment
of land) and monopolisation and commodification of the drug of local preference—
by prohibiting opium cultivation and providing opium through government shops.
They believed that this would compel the peasant to work for wages on tea plan-
tations ‘to obtain cash, both to protect himself from the land revenue as well as
enable him to purchase genuine opium from the Government’. The creation of the
necessity for cash to be earned through wage-labour/coolie labour was premised
not only on the fulfilment of the peasant obligations of revenue but also on the sat-
isfaction of an addiction. Interestingly the supposed reason of Assamese laziness
was not desired to be eliminated but controlled and made an obligation to partici-
pate in the labour process of the plantations.™? In this context, the recurring trope
of the opium smoking lazy native indicates the failure of planters to immobilise
the native (tribals/peasants) in plantations and plantation labour regime as coolie
labour, under trying conditions of life, work and remuneration. HS Partridge, a tea
planter in Nowgong supporting the idea of “monopolisation and manipulation of
addiction” in the service of the plantation enterprise remarked:

... Attempts should be made so as to decrease the cultivation of that drug (Opium) in Assam,
while the Government Opium could be supplied to be purchased by those who could not do
without it. This would cause more labourers to work in the Tea plantations for ready cash.™

Simultaneously the plantation capitalists favoured a strategy of pressurising
the native peasantry to wage-labour through excessive taxation. Though land
revenue was hiked in particular districts, concerns were soon raised that a con-
siderable enhancement of revenue could create a situation of a decreasing quan-
tity of land being cultivated—resulting in a fall of collections in actual terms. The
shrinking incomes of the peasantry could further curtail an emerging market for
British commodities, particularly ‘English cloth’ and ‘government salt’. There was
an argument that the profitability of the tea enterprise was evident from the ever
growing number of speculators pouring into the province, and therefore their
desires for ‘cheap coolies’ did not justify compromising the larger colonial inter-
ests of revenue and market.

112 Cuban and Peruvian planters permitted, and even encouraged, the sale, barter and
consumption of opium by their coolies, in effect creating a mechanism of social con-
trol by alternately distributing and withholding this very addictive substance to desper-
ate men. See, ‘Opium and Social Control: Coolies on the Plantations of Peru and Cuba’
Journal of Chinese Overseas 1, no. 2 (November 2005) pp. 169-183.

113 Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861).
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1.8 The Migrant Worker solution

The limits of producing coolies internally marked a growing consensus for procur-
ing imported coolies (from outside the province) as the “only remedy” for labour
in Assam plantations. This has to be appreciated in a context of the development
of internal labour market that had enabled local groups (like Kacharis) bargain-
ing capabilities for wages and living conditions. The failure to significantly dis-
possess the peasantry could not ultimately alter the dynamics of the internal
labour market. Apart from remedying this scarcity, imported coolie held the
potential to realise the unfulfilled desires of discipline, immobility (living in the
neighbourhood of plantations and working throughout the year) and completion
of a variety of tasks (employment of family labour of men, women and children)
which was essential for the nature of work and the work process of the plantation
enterprise in Assam.™* A similar process has been observed in a different setting
where the ‘failure to turn labour power into a commodity left them (planters) to
find an alternative and politically acceptable form of unfree labour and a popula-
tion which could be induced to accept such relations of production’.'®

In this scenario, the administrative chief of the province reiterated that the existing dif-
ficulties and failures to import Bengali coolies had to be surmounted ‘before there can be
any great extension of our present Tea plantations.’ This he believed was now a question of
‘national importance’ as the land taken up for tea in Assam if rendered productive had the
potential of producing up to thirty million pounds of tea or half the tea imports from China
to England. ¢

The global framework in which Indian coolies were being mobilised for planta-
tion work became a point of reference in the deliberations on the question of
labour importation into Assam. The Governor of Bengal suggested that Assam
planters imitate the system of hiring adopted by the sugar planters of Mauritius.
This was described as ‘a well contrived and equitable system’ where ‘a good selec-
tion of immigrants and families, decent wages (5 dollars) and a system of ration’.
He wanted the planters to take independent initiative in this regard as he believed

114 In one of the contemporary pieces it was argued that the ‘these coolies with their fami-
lies, will appropriate large tracts of rice lands; and in course of some years... may hope to find
the Assamese, compelled by the want of land to forsake their “fixed habits” and “gentlemanly”
prejudices, gladly work for hire’. ‘Our Tea gardens in Assam and Cachar’, Calcutta Review 35
(September 1860) p. 54.

115 R. Miles, Capitalism and Unfree Labour: Anomaly Or Necessity (London, 1987) p. 89.

116 Col. ]. F. Jenkins, Agent to Governor General, North Eastern Frontier to E.H. Lushington, Of-
ficiating Secretary to Government of Bengal, 11" November 1859. Papers relating to tea cultivation
in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861) pp. 23-26.
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that because to a greater proximity of the principal ‘recruiting grounds,” a much
lower wage and other benefits (land for cultivation instead of rations) could be an
adequate inducement for the intending migrant to choose Assam.

On the question of difficulty of labour...see no good reason why labourers or coolies should
not be imported from the lower districts of Rajmahal, Bheerbhoom, etc. If the colonists of
the Mauritius, Demerara, Trinidad etc can obtain labourers from India, it should not be dif-
ficult for the planters of Assam to obtain them...imported labourers can bring their families,
which is not the case when they go to the Mauritius or the West Indies...profits of tea-plant-
ing in Assam have been proved to be so great that planters could easily afford to give such
remuneration to imported labourers as would command their services.*”

The planters and some local officials agreed that this new stage and scale of
importation had to be more “organised” and “systematic” to undo the earlier set-
backs to ensure the success of the present venture. A tea planter’s association
was formed in 1859 to combine resources and efforts in recruiting in the districts
of Bengal. There were meetings of planters and grantees of land in the districts
Lakhimpur and Sibsagar in early 1860 to deliberate on the recommendations of
the Governor and come to some common ground.™® The systematic and organised
demands on imported labour in a sense also reflected the ‘systematisation’ and
‘corporatisation’ of the plantation enterprise in Assam. In the late 1850s, several
joint-stock companies were formed with the intention to purchase the smaller
private tea gardens.'*® This had a bearing on the magnitude and intensity of the
requirement of working hands. While the private planter’s operation usually was
contingent on their limited resources and the local labour situation, the compa-

117 Papers relating to tea cultivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861) pp. 23-26; ‘The Resource of India
and its colonization’, Universal Review (1859) pp. 343—62.

118 Proceedings of a meeting of the planters of the Sibsaugor District, held at Cinnamara Fac-
tory on the 16" June 1860, for the purpose of taking into consideration, certain observations and
suggestions referring to the importation of labor into the Province of Assam, as contained in an
Extract from a letter from the Officiating Secretary to the Government of Bengal, to the General’s
Agent, North-Eastern Frontier, No. 203 of the 20" January 1860. Papers relating to tea cultivation
in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861) pp. 69-71.

119 By the end of 1861, 160 plantations were held by 62 companies and private individuals.
Assam Company owned 24 plantations in Sibsagar, Lakhimpur and Darrang. Jorhat Company
owned 2 plantations in Nowgong. The East India Company had 7 plantations in Sibsagar and
Lower Assam Company had one plantation in Kamrup. Of the private companies, 15 companies
held 19 plantations in Lakhimpur, 3 held 5 plantations in Sibsagar, one held 4 plantations in
Kamrup and one held one plantation in Nowgong. Remaining gardens were in hands of private
parties, 17 of whom were natives (mostly in Sibsagar and Lakhimpur). Papers relating to tea cul-
tivation in Bengal (Calcutta, 1861).
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nies were obliged to maintain a larger operation and working force. Illustrating
this apparent difference a tea proprietor from Cachar remarked:

Private planter may only require labour for 100 acres, as far as his capital will go, but the
Company requires labour for many thousands, and probably more...private planters go to
clusters of villages, but that will not do for the company.'*®

The Plantation enterprise now showed strong preference to solicit state support
in framing a system where large number of coolies could be procured economi-
cally and also defining some ground rules on which they would labour on the
tea gardens. They often argued that the cost and difficulty of getting coolies from
outside the province was to a great extent due to the poor communication infra-
structure of the province and a general indifference of the colonial state towards
the plantation enterprise in Assam.'! There was some criticism of the govern-
ment support in facilitating the transport of coolies to the overseas destinations
in Mauritius and West Indies, where the Assam planters were said to be left only
to pick the ‘refuse’ rejected by the migration agents of these colonies:

A native will not leave his village except under the protection of the Sircar or Government
and he will go anywhere with it. The emigration to the Mauritius and the West Indies is
under the protection of the Government and they are induced to go and I believe that if
the Government gave us the same protection that they afford to the Mauritius and the West
Indies we should have no difficulty in getting labour into Cachar and Assam.*??

There were demands of the supply of coolies to be coordinated through an emi-
gration agency in Calcutta, under the control of Planters but worked with Gov-
ernment patronage. Apart from facilitating the recruitment and transit of coolies,
the patronage of state was desired to frame an “agreement/contract” (for five
years) between the coolie and the planter which would be binding in the court

120 J. B. Barry, a Surgeon by training and proprietor of a tea company in Cachar. Report of the
Select Committee appointed to inquire into the Progress and Prospect, and the best means to be
adopted for Promotion of European colonisation and settlement in India, Minutes of Evidence in
Reports from Committees, Colonization and Settlement (India) Vol IV (London,1859) pp. 214-226.

121 Journey from Calcutta to Upper Assam in steamers took 12-15 days and in native boats it
could take upto 6 months. Report of the Select Committee appointed to inquire into the Progress
and Prospect, and the best means to be adopted for Promotion of European colonisation and set-
tlement in India, Minutes of Evidence in Reports from Committees, Colonization and Settlement
(India) Vol II (London, 1859) p. 46.

122 ].B. Barry in Report of the Select Committee appointed to inquire into the Progress and Pros-
pect, and the best means to be adopted for Promotion of European colonisation and settlement in
India, Minutes of Evidence in Reports from Committees, Colonization and Settlement (India) Vol IV
(London,1859) p. 222.



42 = Teainthe Colony

of law. The capitalist plantation discourse of contract and stricter penalisation of
breaches was the definite attempt to shape the profile of the imported worker as
disciplined and immobilised. The extension of breach of contract to Assam ema-
nated from such concerns. The planters, however, remained evasive on the ques-
tion of wages, describing the “peculiar” nature of plantation life and work where
they contended that “benefits” and “piece-rate” made such clarity irrelevant. The
colonial state remained reticent at this stage to define and regulate the system.
The project of “producing coolies” was now framed and the means of mobi-
lisation (recruitment and transport) and immobilisation (settlement and condi-
tions of work) of the imported labour on the Assam tea gardens. Plantation capital
now required the patronage of colonial state and its juridical and administrative
infrastructure to participate in its struggle with labour for “producing coolie”.



2 Contracts, Contractors and Coolies

2.1 Introduction

The consensus within the official-planter circles regarding the “coolie solution”,
as hinted in the preceding chapter, held the promise of becoming a permanent
remedy for the imminent work/labour anxieties on the Assam tea plantations of
the late 1850s. The labour/work crisis, induced by the continued vacillation of the
Assamese peasants towards plantation work and the enhanced bargaining capa-
bilities of the local labouring groups (like the Kacharis) in the backdrop of “plan-
tation industry”, could be offset and stabilised by the sustained and systematic
influx of workers from outside the province—identified as coolies.

The early incidence of migration of workers, especially during the “tea
mania” of the 1860s, exhibited tendencies of privatisation of recruitment, soaring
rates of mortality during transit, and a general climate of “unwillingness to work”
and “unsettlement” on the plantations.’® This stood in stark contrast to the
anticipated situation of a steady traffic of “cheap”, “disciplined” and “settled”
labour. Migrant workers were not naturally assuming the roles and function of
coolies. Taking this as the point of entry, the chapter traces and situates how the
processes and strategies to frame coolies were articulated through a crystalliz-
ing nexus of the plantation labour regime and the coolie market. Qualifying a
uniform/unchanging nature of plantations and the labour regime in Assam, the
discussion would be attentive to the changes and shifts in the discursive and
material strategies and practices.

The first section discusses the formalisation of the Assam contract in the first
half of the 1860s. It mainly interrogates as to how the contextual anxieties—for
“protection” and “exceptionalism”—became a justification for its indispensabil-
ity and retention throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth century. The next

123 The spectacular and speculative growth of the Assam tea industry during the 1860s and
the consequent human cost has been subject to a host of official enquiries, contemporary com-
mentaries and historical studies. The “crisis” in the industry which immediately followed this
period was investigated in reports commissioned by the Bengal government in the late 1860s
and early 1870s. In the same period, a colonial offer named William Nassau Lees offered a first-
hand account of the turbulent times. Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Enquire into the
State and Prospects of Tea Cultivation in Assam, Cachar and Sylhet (Calcutta, 1868); W. N. Lees,
Tea cultivation, Cotton and other agricultural experiments in India: A review (London, 1863); W. N.
Lees, Memorandum Written after a Tour through the Tea Districts of Eastern Bengal in 1864-1865
(Calcutta, 1866). For later studies see P. Griffiths, The History of the Indian Tea Industry (Lon-
don, 1967) pp. 96-108 and R.S. Rungta, Rise of Business Corporations in India (London, 1970)
pp. 95-108.
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two sections extend this argument to contend that the rationale of “protection”
and “exceptionalism”—encoded in the Assam contract—attempted to construct
and legitimise the authoritarian privileges of the plantation managers and the
interests of plantation capitalism while, simultaneously and systematically,
depriving the workers of their rights, benefits and the abilities to bargain with
the employers. This contradictory impulse will be explored further through an
“unpacking” of the positions taken within the different levels of the colonial
establishment, which in effect allowed the tenuous “protection” offered by the
Assam contract to be undermined by the rampant usage of a General Workman
Breach of Contract Act (Act XIII of 1859). This neither had the “protective” clauses
of the Assam contract nor had the sufficient “legality” to be categorically applied
to the plantation workers.'**

The developing indenture/contract system—encompassing a range of inden-
turing strategies and practices through the application of the contracts (Assam
Contract and Act XIII contract) became a key mechanism in the production of
low-waged/cheap and disciplined coolie-labour on the plantations. A critical
variable in “producing” coolies (as desired by the plantation-capitalism) hinged
on the costs of the labour recruitment and stability of the labour supplies, which
was obtained primarily through the private labour contractors and labour agen-
cies based in Calcutta.'®

The next section delves into the nature of this growing market of coolie labour
for Assam tea gardens. Here, we particularly underline the plantation strategies
of “cheapening” the cost and “improving” the quality of the supplies by taking
recourse to more informalised modes of recruitment, especially what came to be
designated as the sardari system.™® It will further be discussed as to why in the

124 Ian Kerr argues that Act XIII of 1859 was one of the two Acts framed particularly to deal
with disputes between employers and employees in the late 1850s, in what he characterises as a
more widespread presence of labour process under capitalism in India. I. Kerr, ‘Labour Control
and Labour Legislation in Colonial India: A Tale of two mid-nineteenth century Act’, South Asia,
Vol.27, no.3 (April 2004) pp. 7-9; Also see P. Mohapatra, ‘Assam and West Indies, 1860-1920:
Immobilising Plantation Labor’ and M. Anderson, ‘India, 1858-1930: The Illusion of Free Labor’,
both articles in P. Craven and D. Hay (ed.) Masters, Servants and Magistrates in Britain and the
Empire (Chapel Hill, 2004) pp. 455-80, 422-454.

125 R. Behal, ‘Coolie Drivers or Benevolent Paternalists? British Tea Planters in Assam and the
Indenture system’, Modern Asian Studies 44, no.1 (2010); J. Sharma, ‘Lazy’ Native, Coolie Labour
and the Assam Tea Industry’, Modern Asian Studies 43, no.6 (2009); R. Behal and P. Mohapatra,
‘Tea and Money versus Human Life’: The rise and fall of the Indenture system in the Assam tea
plantations, 1840-1908’, Journal of Peasant Studies, nos. 2 & 3 (1992).

126 Some recent studies have drawn upon the insights made by Raj Chandravarkar on the na-
ture and changing fortunes of jobber in Bombay textile industry to reassess the nature of Assam
sardar. See R. Chandravarkar, ‘The Decline and Fall of the Jobber System in the Bombay Cot-
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face of this “cheaper” and “preferred” sardari alternative, the widely despised
arkatis not only survived but continued to flourish, satisfying certain specialized
“labour/work needs” of the plantations.

A convergence of interests in the production and marketing of Assam/Indian
Tea from the 1870s resulted in a fundamental restructuring of the plantation
industry and the manner and scale in which it intended to produce its tea and
coolie. The new “pressure groups” pushed for “reforms” in the Assam contract
system and its modes of acquiring labour. The stated objective was to rationalise
operational costs, stimulate production and undertake corresponding “propa-
ganda” measures to make Assam/Indian tea more visible in a cheapening and
competitive global tea market. The next section traces the process through which
these intentions/aspirations of special tea interests were translated in the colo-
nial state’s rhetoric of “freedom”. It was now proposed to substantially do away
with the existing body of “rules” (read restrictions) in the labour market and
effect consequential changes in the Assam contract system through a new legis-
lation—the Act I of 1882. The “free system”, which the 1882 legislation proclaimed
to facilitate, in fact, had a paradoxical impulse. While reversing the declining
trends of labour migration, opening new areas of recruitment and depressing the
costs of labour engagement, it made the terms and scope of Assam contract more
stringent and the planter controls over labour more comprehensive. The last sec-
tions delves into how the revamped Assam contract system allowed the planters
greater license to further their interests, while the corresponding “protection” for
labour got even more narrowly defined and their abilities to bargain even further
restrained.

2.2 Protection, Exceptionalism and the beginnings of the
Assam Contract

The concerted efforts to “import” people for Assam, like the news of the discovery
of tea in the province, were imagined to have a “transformative” impulse on the
nature and magnitude of production of the commodity. The potential of Assam to
displace China as the seat of tea cultivation and production was now understood

ton Textile Industry, 1870-1955’, Modern Asian Studies 42, no.1 (2008); T. Roy, ‘Sardars, Jobbers,
Kanganies: The Labour Contractor and Indian Economic History’, Modern Asian Studies 42, no.5
(2008); S. Sen, ‘Commercial recruiting and Informal intermediation: Debate over the Sardari
system in Assam tea plantations, 1860-1900’, Modern Asian Studies 44, no.1 (2010). Also see
P. Robb, ‘Labour in India 1860-1920: Typologies, Change and Regulation’, Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society of Great Britain & Ireland 4, no. 1 (1994) pp. 46—49.
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to be contingent on the outcome of the labour importation drives from outside
the province.”” The sense of anticipation was further heightened by a general
assumption that Assam held the potential of becoming the preferable and much
more accessible destination for the thousands of migrants from the overpopu-
lated districts of India, who were presently transgressing caste and cultural
norms in their protracted and uncertain journeys across the seas, to labour in the
post-slavery plantations.'?®

A phenomenal demand for workers in Assam in the early 1860s—catalysed by
a fresh round of “liberalisation” in the wasteland policy stimulating wild specu-
lation and “boom” in the tea industry—was barely in sync with any “natural”
flows of labour from within and outside the province.'* The agents of the tea
companies responsible for maintaining an optimum supply of workers started
meeting the extraordinary demands through a practice of outsourcing the recruit-
ment and transit of workers to private labour contracting agencies in Calcutta.
The presence and escalating significance of organised private interests in the
“coolie trade” was itself a manifestation of the sustained and amplifying demand
for workers in the overseas plantations and the new inland destinations like the
Assam tea gardens.°

127 Colonel Vetch and Dr. Barry, in their submission to a colonial committee, made an urgent
case for the extension of an emigration system under similar regulations as in place in Mauritius.
In a tone similar to Bruce and Jenkins, Vetch claimed that Assam possessed more waste land
and was capable of fulfilling the entire English demand for tea. Dr. Barry further added, ‘that
there are thousands upon thousands of acres available for tea cultivation in Cachar’. Report of
the Select Committee appointed to inquire into the Progress and Prospect, and the best means to be
adopted for Promotion of European colonisation and settlement in India reprinted in The Calcutta
Review 34 (January-June 1860) pp. 16-33.

128 Assam was depicted in the English Press of Calcutta as a more attractive destination for the
potential migrant boarding ‘steamers and having a comfortable trip up their own native rivers’.
This was portrayed in stark contrast to the uncertainties of ship passages to the overseas colonies
where they had to venture the dreaded Kala Paanee. ‘Our Tea gardens in Assam and Cachar’, The
Calcutta Review 35 (September 1860) pp. 59-60.

129 According to a calculation of workers required per acre of land (at a conservative estimate
of one for every acre) the Assam tea planters were in need of 200,000 adult workers in this pe-
riod. M.A.B. Siddique, Evolution of Land Grants and Labour Policy of Government (New Delhi,
1990) pp. 120-121. Also see K. Dasgupta, ‘Wasteland Colonization Policy and Peasantization of
Ex-Plantation Labour in the Brahmaputra Valley’ in S. Karotemprel, B.D. Roy (ed.) Tea Garden
Labourers of North East India (Shillong, 1990) pp. 35-50.

130 Calcutta had emerged as a major hub for labour migrating to overseas plantations and
Assam tea gardens. M. Carter Servants, Sirdars and Settlers: Indians in Mauritius, 1834-1874
(Delhi, 1995); S. Chatterjee and R. Das Gupta, Tea-Labour in Assam: Recruitment and Govern-
ment Policy, 1840-80, Economic and Political Weekly 16, nos. 44—46 (November 1981).
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The agencies relied upon the services of a number of professional native
recruiters (arkattis) who conducted their recruitment drives in the districts
of Eastern India and forwarded their recruits by foot and rail to Calcutta. The
recruits were temporarily housed in the numerous stations (called depots) owned
by these agencies/contractors. Batches of assembled individuals were later taken
to Koostea, about hundred miles from Calcutta, and despatched by steamers and
flats to Cachar and Assam tea gardens.”! The long, tedious and the hastily organ-
ised sojourns by steamers commuting on the river Brahmaputra usually took
longer than the passages of the “coolie ships” to Mauritius and reported signifi-
cantly higher rates of mortality. For instance in the year 1861, the mortality during
passage to Mauritius, West Indies and Reunion hovered between 1.5 percent and
5 percent while the Assam steamers were clocking rates as high as 20 percent to
50 percent.”? Concerns were voiced from within and outside the official/planter
circles that if the existing state of affairs were allowed to continue, it would not
only ‘neutralise the advantages of emigration’ but also ‘prevent labourers from
emigrating to Cachar and Assam on any terms’.**?

The “coolie solution” for Assam was under imminent threat, and the colonial
state decided to intervene. This was seen as a departure from its self-avowed posi-
tion of “non-interference” in the matters concerning the planters and imported

131 Steam navigation was extended to Upper Assam around the period of establishment of
Assam Company in 1840. A few years later, a government steamer was put upon the line from
Calcutta through Dacca until Guwahati. It was only in 1850, that the steamer service was extend-
ed to Dibrugarh in Upper Assam, which sailed once in a month. The private company Indian Gen-
eral Navigation Steam Company came to an “agreement” with the government that its service on
Brahmaputra will be withdrawn. The time taken for transit from Calcutta to Upper Assam was
three times to Cachar. Evidence of Colonel H. Vetch in Select Committee appointed to inquire into
the Progress and Prospect, and the best means to be adopted for Promotion of European coloni-
sation and settlement in India, Minutes of Evidence in Reports from Committees, Colonization and
Settlement (India) Vol IV (London,1859) p. 198; P.J. Griffiths, A History of Joint Steamer Companies
(London, 1979) p. 635.

132 In the year 1861-62, around sixty ships sailed from Calcutta to overseas colonies (Mauritius,
Jamaica, Trinidad, British Guiana, Grenada, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, and Reunion) with more than
22,000 people on board. The comparable detailed statistics for Assam steamers was not avail-
able and the rates of mortality were calculated from some selected cases. Statement showing the
Material and Moral Progress of India, 1861-62, pp. 302-303. W.M. Campbell, The three systems of
Indian Emigration compared, The Siam Repository pp. 142-144

133 Nassau Lees made a strong case for an interventionist role of state in the agricultural exper-
iments underway in the 1860s. He argued that the ‘fixing of a new labouring population in those
remote and isolated provinces of India was not the duty of growers of tea, or coffee, or cotton, or
indigo, but eminently the business of Government’. Statement showing the Material and Moral
Progress of India, 1861-62, p. 310; W. N. Lees, The Land and Labour of India: A Review (London,
1867) pp. 207-208.
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workers. The “exceptional” nature of the migration to Assam in the 1860s (due
to high incidence of abuses and phenomenal rates of human mortality) not only
necessitated but also justified the intervention to “remedy” the existing state of
affairs.’* A committee comprising of officials from the Emigration Department
was constituted by the Bengal Government to investigate the nature and practices
of the recruitment and transport of workers to the tea districts of Eastern India.
The Committee’s investigations and report harped on the anxiety of loss and cost
of labour (mostly on account of severe mortality and desertion) and attributed the
blame squarely on the native contractors and their profit motivated practices for
the tragic situation. They further recommended enactment of measures to provide
a “system” beneficial alike to the labourers and their employers.” Grave disquiet
was expressed regarding the spectre of private interests in recruitment, ‘who are
interested solely in the profit to be made out of the capitalist’s urgent need of
labour, and both labourers and employers were at the mercy of the contractor’.’*

The Bengal Native Labour Act III of 1863—emanating from the suggestions
and recommendations made in the report—signalled the foundational “legisla-
tive” endeavour of the colonial state to institute a tentative “sanitary” infrastruc-
ture, supervision and control for labour migration to Assam. Now the recruiters
and recruited were to be registered, and the modes of recruitment and travel had
to measure up to certain prior approved rules and standards.*”

134 Annual Report on the Administration of the Bengal Presidency, 1860-1861, pp. 50—-51.

135 Statement showing the Material and Moral Progress of India, 1861-62, p. 303.

136 The committee particularly emphasised on the cost cutting measures employed which
meant that the coolies were shipped in large batches without adequate supplies of food (most-
ly uncooked) medicine and medical supervision (chupprassies and unqualified medical men).
Often they were alleged to replace healthy recruits for ‘feeble and sickly men’ after the inspection
of the planter’s agents. Lees read this as the general modus operandi of the Indian contractor
‘where as long as he puts money in his purse, whether it be human beings or the beasts of the
field he has to deal with, the amount of dishonesty or cruelty he perpetrates, will not sit heavy
on his conscience.” He even claimed that ‘the horrors of the slave trade pale before the horrors of
the coolie trade of Assam and Cachar in the years 1861-1862.” Annual Report on the Administration
of the Bengal Presidency, 1860-1861 p. 50; W. N. Lees, The Land and Labour of India: A Review
(London, 1867) p. 208; W.N. Lees, Tea cultivation, Cotton and other agricultural experiments in
India: A review (London, 1863) p. 339.

137 The Act came into effect on 1%t May 1863. Under section 2 of the Act, the Lt. Governor ap-
pointed the Deputy Magistrate of Koostea as the Protector of emigrants and Superintendent of
labour transport. Doctor Macnamara and Doctor G Grant were the medical inspectors at Calcutta
and Koostea respectively. Section 27 of the Act named Goalpara, Guwahati, Mangaldye, Tezpur,
Dikhoo Mukh, Dibrugarh, Dhunseri Mukh and Kokila Mukh as the places of disembarkation in
Assam and the headquarters of Cachar and Sylhet as such points of disembarkation. Annual
Report on the Administration of the Bengal Presidency, 1862-63, p. 72.
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The premises of “exceptionalism” and the necessity of state “protection”
were not just limited to characterise and intervene in the functioning of this
early labour migration to Assam. The colonial-capitalist impressions on the
“settlement” of the newly imported labour also began to be framed along these
lines. Between 1863 and 1866, roughly a half of the 85,000 individuals landing
on the Assam plantations were feared to have been permanently “lost” to death
and desertion.®® Desertion and “unsettlement” of imported labour became a
chronic concern for the plantations in search of “continuity” and “stability” of
this labour—having invested considerably in their recruitment and transit.*** In
such a milieu, the “protection” of contract constituted the site of its remedy. A
contemporary review of the tea operations in the province had underscored the
centrality of contract for the immediate future of the industry:

A contract Law is now acknowledged to be necessary and if the Government will but allow
that it has a direct interest in the importation of a robust labouring population into its waste
territory and make organisation for Inland Emigration on a large scale feasible...present dif-
ficulties will we feel sure soon vanish and the tea trade of India will become of far greater
importance than even Lord William Bentinck ever anticipated.**°

Contracts—as introduced by the 1863 Act—allowed engagement up to five years
and the workers on failing to meet her/his obligation became liable for crimi-
nal prosecution. This nature of “contract” was fundamentally reconstituted in
light of the high incidence of “unsettlement” on the plantations during the mania
years—by the Assam Contract Act of 1865."*! The new contract explicitly empow-
ered the plantation manager (under certain circumstances) to arrest the “desert-
ing” coolies privately. Such an “exceptional” right was justified on the contention
that the policing capability of the state in a “frontier” province like Assam was

138 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 21, pp. 38-40.

139 Nassau Lees attributed the desertion to the low percentages of women in the batches (5 to
15 percent).This led some changes in legislation informed by similar legislations passed for over-
seas indenture migration in this period which recommended an allocated number of women in
each batches. In the case of Assam this remained a temporary measure. W.N. Lees, The Land and
Labour of India: A Review (London, 1867) p. 207.

140 ‘Tea cultivation in India’, The Calcutta Review 40, n0.80 (1864) p. 342.

141 Present Working of the Coolie Labor in Bengal in Proceedings of Government of India, Home
Department, Legislative Branch Proceedings, nos. 11-12, December 1864; Communication from
the Government of Bengal, on the working of Bengal Act III of 1863, and submitting a rough
draft of the Bill having for its objects the Protection of Planters and laborers in Assam, Cachar
etc. Home Department, Legislative Branch Proceedings, nos. 30-38, November 1864. National
Archives of India. Hereafter, NAI.
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superficial, tenuous and weak.** The “protection” of the interests and invest-
ments of planters apparently warranted such an exception.'** Many planters and
colonial officials noted that the labour was being transported at the cost of the
planters to Assam and were also guaranteed a predetermined rate of wage and
living standard on the plantation. In such a context the manager/planter should
be guaranteed an uninterrupted presence of labour on plantations and work for
the contracted period.***

The Acts of 1863 and 1865—emerging as responses to a particular “crisis” in
the history of Assam tea industry—left a legacy in the form of a “system” through
which the imported workers were recruited, transported and settled on the plan-
tations in the nineteenth and early twentieth century.’*> The necessity of “protec-
tion” of contract in an assumed “exceptional” context in which Assam recruit-
ment and plantation operation was conducted—remained the raison d’étre for its
retention.

The succeeding Assam labour legislations (approximately once in every
decade) during the course of nineteenth and early twentieth century initiated
alterations and revisions, responding to shifting concerns of the industry, but
firmly upheld in principle the indispensability of the contract and its particular
manifestation on the tea plantations.

A particular “evolutionary” logic underpinned the idea and practice of “con-
tract” system in Assam. The successive legislations/revisions in this framework
were pictured as “stages” towards a progressively “freer” labour system. The pos-
sibility of such an appropriate moment (when Assam contract became redundant
and therefore could be safely done away with) was continually delayed. This was
evident from the deliberations in the 1880s on the relevance of the penal con-
tracts for Assam:

142 E. Kolsky, ‘Crime and Punishment on the Tea plantations of Assam’, in M.D. Dubber and
L. Framer (ed.) Modern Histories of Crime and Punishment (Stanford, 2007); E. Kolsky, Colonial
Justice in British India (Cambridge, 2010).

143 A similar process is evident on the nineteenth century plantations of Java where the prom-
ulgation of the 1880 ordinance (containing the penal contract) as suggested by Stoler was ‘osten-
sibly claimed to protect coolie as well as planter’, which in effect went in ‘providing the govern-
ment stamp of approval of coercion and the legal backbone of the planters’ power’. A. L. Stoler,
Capitalism and Confrontation in Sumatra’s Plantation Belt, 1870-1979 (Ann Arbor, 1995) p. 28.
144 Communication from the Government of Bengal, on the working of Bengal Act III of 1863,
and submitting a rough draft of the Bill having for its objects the protection of Planters and la-
borers in Assam, Cachar etc. Home Department, Legislative Branch Proceedings, nos 3038, No-
vember 1864. NAIL

145 R. Behal and P. Mohapatra, ‘Tea and Money versus Human Life’: The rise and fall of the
Indenture system in the Assam tea plantations, 1840-1908, Journal of Peasant Studies, nos. 2 &
3(1992).



Protection, Exceptionalism and the beginnings of the Assam Contract = 51

Tea interests in Assam require the protection of a penal labour law...If there were anything
like a local labour market for planters to fall back upon...be left to regulate themselves as
elsewhere.Some districts gardens can depend on a more or less regular supply of local
labour from Kacharis and other similar tribes, and some gardens that are exceptionally situ-
ated can subsist on the labour of time-expired coolies recruited from gardens less popular
or less happily situated; but these are exceptions...A great majority of tea-planters in Upper
Assam are absolutely dependent for the regular prosecution of their business on imported
labour..The cost of importing is excessive, more in fact than a whole year’s wages, and the
strike or desertion of a large number of labourers at the busy season would, in the case of
many gardens, mean not a temporary inconvenience merely, but the absolute ruin of the
planter. On the other hand, it is abundantly manifest that the labourer is, as a rule, well
looked after: he earns well enough after the first year (in contrast to home district); he is
cared if sick...protected for ill-treatment...prompt payment of his wages ensured...still has
strong inducements to desert... circumstances of tea-gardens are still so far exceptional as to
require exceptional treatment and exceptional legislation to regulate the relations between
the planter and the labourers.**

This premise continued to hold sway even in the early years of the twentieth
century when the then Viceroy Curzon broached this issue at some length during
a speech addressed to tea planters of Assam:

I agree with you (planters) in thinking that the time has not yet come when the protec-
tion and control, by special statute agency, of the industry in which you are engaged can
safely be dispensed with...A day will probably come in the future when exceptional Labour
Laws will not be required for the tea plantations of Assam...and when for the present arti-
ficial system will be substituted the natural operation of the laws of demand and supply.
That is the ideal to which successive Viceroys and Secretaries of State, and I imagine also
successive generations of Planters all look forward; but the means of access to these parts
of Assam must be greatly improved, and the conditions of employment must be amelio-
rated and rendered more secure, before a natural stream of cheap and free labour can be
expected to flow up and down the Brahmaputra (Assam) Valley. In the meantime, it is our
duty to prepare the way for that consummation, by regularizing and purifying from abuse
of reproach the existing contract system.*”

This persistent impressions of the absence of a local market for labour/indispens-
ability of imported labour which characterised the “exceptionality” (of Assam) in
the colonial-capitalist discourses—as briefly discussed in the previous chapter—
was an outcome of the specific nature of plantation work and the tea industry, as
it was taking roots in Assam. The marginalization of the local labouring groups

146 Letter dated 28" October 1880 from C J Lyall, Secretary to the Chief Commissioner of Assam
to the Secretary to the Government of India in Inland Emigration Act 1882, Legislative Depart-
ment Proceedings, no.224, January 1882. NAI.

147 Speeches by Lord Curzon of Kedleston: 1898—1901 (Calcutta, 1901), p. 225.
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(like the Kacharis) from the workforce was a relatively prolonged yet an incom-
plete process. This was driven by their enhanced capabilities to negotiate terms
with the planters, in a context of formalisation of “industry” and the intensify-
ing contest for cheap and settled workers. The contract regime sustained this
“deficient” nature of the local labour market through an active and legislative
interference. Again the necessity of protection (as enshrined in the contract)—as
this chapter will further argue—assumed a very partial connotation and purpose.
This was to perpetuate the interests of the tea industry and authority of planta-
tion managers, while gradually and systematically circumscribing the promised
rights, benefits and bargaining possibilities of the imported workers.

2.3 The ‘Protection’ of Private arrest and the construction of
managerial authority

It is pertinent here to outline the nature of tea enterprise and the life and work
practices on the plantations, which became the premise for the assumed inevi-
tability for the institution of private-arrest for the planters. The “systematising”
nature of plantations of some larger companies (like Assam and Jorehaut) was
interrupted by a mad rush of speculators in the Assam during the 1860s. This had
unleashed a feverish trend—of land acquisition, jungle clearing and opening of
tea gardens—without any necessary consideration and investment in establish-
ing a suitable and sustainable infrastructure for the thousands of labourers being
assembled to live and work there. One of the early inspection reports of Assam tea
plantations found out that several gardens of Upper Assam had an acute and per-
manent food crisis. The gardens belonging to the Northern Assam tea company
during the summer months (May to July) had their coolies go upto the local town
(Dibroo) a distance of atleast two to four days and bring out supplies on their
head.® A photograph from the period reveals such elementary conditions of tea
gardens of the period.

The labour “unsettlement” and mass “desertions” from these plantations
were often a “response” to the grim circumstances of life and work, as evident
from a few cases being reported by the local colonial officials.

148 Communication from the Government of Bengal, forwarding copies of inspection reports by
Dr Meredith, Protector of Labourers in Upper Assam and his assistant Mr. Wodehouse, of the tea
gardens visited during 1867. Home, Public A, 8" August 1868, nos. 137-138 A.
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Figure 2.1: Tea Garden in Assam from the 1860s.°

For instance, in the year 1864, the resident labour force of a tea garden in Cachar
(belonging to one Elgin Tea Company) left en masse on account of the rampant
“unhealthiness” and daily incidence of deaths on the garden.”® On further inves-
tigations into the incident, the manager admitted to the “poor” and “diseased”
circumstances of the garden and the very likely possibility of the entire resident
population dying as a consequence of that. Such grim conditions of Assam plan-
tations were hardly “exceptional” in the period. The hard and taxing work of
manually clearing vast stretches of forested land to make way for tea planting was
the order of the day."®* The rudimentary amenities of habitation and inadequate

149 View of a tea garden with thatched buildings in the distance taken near Cachar by Oscar
Jean Baptiste Mallitte in the 1860s. A number of planters and workers are positioned on the hill-
side. A caption below the print gives the location as ‘Bosikundi’. http://www.bl.uk/onlinegal-
lery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/t/019pho000000913u00033000.html

150 R. Stewart, Officiating Superintendent of Cachar camp, Goomrah to Commissioner of Dacca,
9% August 1864 reprinted in R.K. De, The Barak Valley: A Survey of Documents on the Economic
History, 1832-1947 Vol II (Delhi, 2006) p. 498. Hereafter R.K. De, The Barak Valley, Vol II.

151 A marked difference is evident in two texts describing the framing of a tea garden in the
early 1860s and 1870. The minimalist description of practically making a tea garden concentrated
on clearing forests in the beginning of the decade is followed by a more elaborate and systematic
approach. See ‘General rules for making a Tea garden in Cachar’, Bengal Harakuru, November
18™, 1861 quoted in Bombay Miscellany 4 (May—October 1862) pp. 187-189; W. Roberts, Notes and
Observations on the several operations and processes, connected with the cultivation of the tea
plant and the manufacture of tea; for the information and guidance of the managers and assistants
in the service of the Jorehaut tea company (London, 1870) in H.A. Antrobus, The Jorehaut Tea
Company Ltd. (London,1948) pp. 345-362. See Chapter 4 for details.
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provisions of basic amenities made the “exhausted” and “overworked” worker
vulnerable to debilities and diseases.® Also, an acute shortage and crisis of
food supplies in the province precipitated by the burgeoning population created
“famine like” situation on the gardens. The conditions were conducive for wide-
spread destitution and death.'>

A group of new arrivals on a plantation in Sibsagar district refused to join
work. They found the place to be infested with leeches on which they were being
assigned the task of hoeing. The intervention of the Deputy Commissioner to
“settle” the matter amicably failed. Workers showed a decided preference to court
arrest (for breaching their work contracts) than return to the contracted garden.
The Deputy Commissioner did not entertain the attempts of the manager (Jamie-
son) to get these individuals back on the plantation after month long sentence.
He explained that convicted individuals after having served their term were free
to engage elsewhere in Assam or return.”® Before the year 1865, a manager from
Upper Assam noted, that hundreds of coolies would go up to the Deputy Com-
missioner and request a prison sentence than be forced to serve out their con-
tracts.™® The principal causes assigned by these labourers for their determination
to remain in jail was the amount of work they are compelled to do in the gardens,

152 In a tea estate in Sylhet division an exodus of workers numbering 78 occured in the first half
of 1867 after more than 40 deaths during the period. Extradorinary number of desertions from the
Cherragong tea gardens in the Sylhet District during the half year ending 31 December 1867. Home,
Public A Proceedings, June 12" 1869.

153 The want of sufficient food had been a great cause of sickness and mortality among the coo-
lies. As early as 1862, the number of imported labourer far exceeded the supply of food available
for them. This shortage was compounded by a general increase in food prices. For instance in
185657 the price of unhusked rice in upper Assam was around one rupee for eight maunds (640
pounds). This increased by 1862-63 to four rupees for 8 maunds. The minute books of Jorehaut
tea company showed an acute scarcity of rice in 1863-64 and the company imported 600 maunds
of rice to meet the abnormal demand. Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Enquire into the
State and Prospects of Tea Cultivation in Assam, Cachar and Sylhet (Calcutta, 1868) p.22; C.H.
Fielder, ‘On the Rise, Progress, and future Prospects of Tea Cultivation in British India, Journal of
the Statistical Society of London 32, no.1 (1869) p. 33; Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in
India (London, 1874) p. 22; H.A. Antrobus, The Jorehaut Tea Company Ltd. (London, 1948) p. 51.
154 The Secretary of a tea planter’s association in a letter addressed to the government of Ben-
gal mentioned that many of absconders ‘have gone straight to the Magistrate of the District,
requesting to be freed from their engagements, preferring rather to undergo imprisonment for
three months’. ‘Tea cultivation in India’ The Calcutta Review 40, n0.80 (1864) pp. 330-331. J.T.
Jameison, Secretary to the Sibsagar Tea Planter’s Association to A Eden, Secretary to the Govern-
ment of Bengal dated 20" September 1864. Home Department, Legislative Branch Proceedings,
nos. 36, November 1864. NAI

155 Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Enquire into the State and Prospects of Tea Cultiva-
tion in Assam, Cachar and Sylhet (Calcutta, 1868) p. xxxiv.
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the smallness of their earning, and the irregularity with which they are paid, and
difficulty in getting food except rice.'*®

The private recruiters (arkattis) engaging and recruiting the labour force in
the districts of eastern India had little interest and incentive in giving the pro-
spective recruit a good sense of the conditions of work, life and remuneration to
be expected on the tea gardens. The Deputy Commissioner of a recruiting district
in Bengal (Manbhum) informed a commission of enquiry (1868) that the recruit-
ers with badges (required by the act) and licenses were often taken as Govern-
ment servants, and that the tea garden work in Cachar and Assam was therefore
presumed to be on sarkar’s (government) gardens.’>” There were some aspersions
cast by local officials that the ‘runaways’ from the tea gardens were ‘chiefly among
those who have not been fairly treated (and) who have been induced to come
under false persuasions and who have not had their agreement explained to them
orally’.’®® Many of these disgruntled individuals were assured ‘easy work’ with
earnings of the order of ten to twelve rupees, but most of them barely managed
to make two or three rupees.” Stewart went to the extent of claiming that not
a single batch he had examined showed any significant knowledge about the
agreement and also that they had little idea that ‘they are to be coolies’. He rec-
ommended the appointment of a protector of immigrant in Cachar, to counteract
‘the one-sidedness of the agreements which the coolies enter into in Calcutta with
their eyes blind-folded’.**° This view was largely reaffirmed by the findings of a
report commissioned by the Bengal government to take stock of the tea industry
in Assam. In contrast to the sanitised view often presented by the recruiters, the
report enumerated difficulties encountered by the recruits in Assam:

The labourers have too often been deceived by unprincipled recruiters...have been told that
they were going to a garden in a country where the means of living were plentiful and cheap;
where they would receive very high wages and have little to do. They have found themselves
set down in a swampy jungle, far from human habitation, where food was scarce and dear,
where they have seen their families and fellow labourers struck down by disease and death,

156 Letter from JW. Edgar, Assistant Commissioner Cachar to Captain R. Stewart, Deputy Com-
missioner Cachar dated 22°¢ November 1865. Proposed amendment of Bengal transport of Native
Labour Act 1865. Home, Legislative A, March 1867, nos 13-19.

157 Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Enquire into the State and Prospects of Tea Cultiva-
tion in Assam, Cachar and Sylhet (Calcutta, 1868) p. 27.

158 R. Stewart, Officiating Superintendent of Cachar camp, Goomrah to Commissioner of Dacca,
9™ August 1864 reprinted in in R.K. De, The Barak Valley, Vol II p. 498.

159 R. Stewart, Officiating Superintendent of Cachar camp, Kalain to Commissioner of Dacca,
5th February 1864 in R.K. De, The Barak Valley, Vol Il p. 488.

160 R. Stewart, Officiating Superintendent of Cachar camp, Goomrah to Commissioner of Dacca,
9th August 1864 reprinted in R.K. De, The Barak Valley, Vol II pp. 499-501.
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and where they themselves prostrated by sickness, have been able to earn less by far than
they could have done in their homes.***

An instance of blatant exaggeration and misrepresentation by the recruiter was
reported from Dilkhosha tea garden in Cachar in the early 1860s. A batch of
roughly hundred workers collectively left the garden marching up to the District
headquarters to voice their grievances to the District Magistrate. Members of the
contingent strongly resented the “digging” work assigned to them on tea gardens,
when they had apparently enlisted themselves with the recruiter for service in the
Bengal Constabulary. The predominant nature of work (clearing vast acres of for-
ested land and hoeing the soil for cultivation) captured in the term “kodalir kaam”
(digging work) became a recurring concern for many batches of coolies who were
initially made to believe by the recruiter that ‘they had to do nothing but pick
up tea leaves and they would get two annas for every eight seers they picked’.
There were other instances of people engaged by recruiters on the promise that
they would serve as domestic servants with wages as high as twenty rupees.'®>

This climate of “unsettlement”—induced by a combination of the conditions
of work, life and remuneration prevailing on Assam plantations and the practices
of recruitment—was perceived by the planters as an affront to their desires for
a “disciplined” and “settled” plantation working force. Again, the nature of the
contractual agreement—as introduced by the 1863 Act—was found to be grossly
“inadequate” by the planters for such purposes. The only “remedy” it offered was
prosecution under civil law. The conviction was perceived as an “injury” to the
interests of planter/tea gardens because of an additional ‘loss of labour’ due to
compulsory imprisonment.*** A. Browlow, a planter from Cachar summed up this
sentiment in a piece published in the daily Englishman:

How is that daily, almost hourly, act of insubordination now occurs amongst the imported
coolies in the district? Seemingly with no other object in view, but to tempt the Planter to strike
his cooly, to present a valid excuse for the coolies appearing before Government officials...

161 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) pp. 20-21.

162 R. Stewart, Officiating Superintendent of Cachar camp, Goomrah to Commissioner of Dacca,
9t August reprinted in R.K. De, The Barak Valley, Vol II p. 500.

163 Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Enquire into the State and Prospects of Tea Cultiva-
tion in Assam, Cachar and Sylhet (Calcutta, 1868) p. Xxxvi.

164 This Present Working of the Coolie Labor in Bengal in Proceedings of Government of India,
Home Department, Legislative Branch Proceedings, nos. 11-12, December 1864; Communication
from the Government of Bengal, on the working of Bengal Act III of 1863, and submitting a rough
draft of the Bill having for its objects the Protection of Planters and laborers in Assam, Cachar etc.
Home Department, Legislative Branch Proceedings, nos. 30-38, November 1864. NAI.
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part of law (imprisonment) it is needless to say is a dead-letter; for it hardly need be tried
to prove its unproductive results, the consequences is that the liberated black sheep goes
about the district infecting others, and this is going on, and on, and on—and where it is to
stop no one can say.'®®

To realise the desired objective to immobilise workers and force work, the plant-
ers often circumvented the provisions of law and resorted to widespread deten-
tion, confinement and physical abuse. A violent/physical strategy of “discipline”
and “settlement” of labour at this stage was more rampant and substantially
more effective in comparison to an earlier period.

An incident reported from a plantation (in Cachar district) in the 1864 alludes
to the growing significance of this strategy, but also hints at its limits. During a
morning muster, the manager of the garden Schoneman charged a worker named
Summon for not strictly complying with his instructions. In his act of disciplin-
ing, Schoneman dragged Summon to a nearby tree, tied him up and hit him with
fists and stones. Summon remained tied the whole day, and in the evening when
he was brought back to the coolie lines, he succumbed to his injuries. The fol-
lowing morning when some workers made an attempt to leave the garden, they
were caught and brought back to the garden. Again around five workers were
tied up to the trees and kept in that state until the next day. After their release,
many workers of the garden “collectively” set upon and bound Schoneman and
his assistant, took possession of his revolver and left for the Sudder station.
They were intercepted by a senior police official (named Daley), with whom they
lodged a complaint and willingly surrendered their arms.*¢¢

Such instances of physical disciplining of Kachari labour on the Assam
Company plantations of the 1840s and 1850s—as noted in the previous chapter—
were largely absent and even counterproductive when mildly employed, leading
to many work stoppages, strikes and mass walkouts. The familiarity with the
locality and the awareness of other options of employment implied that the locals
(like the Kacharis) could not be settled and made to work exclusively by force
and coercion.' The presence of the emerging violent strategy of settlement was
mentioned in a governmental report which noted that:

165 The Englishman, July 24", 1863 quoted in Communication from the Government of Bengal,
on the working of Bengal Act III of 1863. Home Department, Legislative Branch Proceedings, nos.
30-38, November 1864. NAI

166 Letter dated 2" September 1864, C.T. Buckland, Commissioner of Dacca to A. Eden, Sec-
retary to the Government of Bengal. Proceedings of Government of India, Home Department,
Legislative Branch Proceedings, no 11-12, December 1864. NAI

167 The Assam Company Directors writing to the Superintendent in early 1840s made it abun-
dantly clear that ‘violence on the part of the assistants to the natives of the country or to the
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... the (Planter) stuck to his work, and it is not a matter for wonder that he was unwilling
to make allowance for the coolies not doing theirs; and as he could not pay them for doing
nothing, and they must earn enough to live, he thought the best thing he could do for them,
as well as for himself, was to make them work by any means he could. Some such line of
reasoning as this led to the practice of tying and flogging coolies...when the amount of daily
task did not come up to what the manager considered they ought to do.'¢®

This further substantiates the argument that the changing profile of the planta-
tion work force (from local to migrant) occasioned the routinization of practices of
violence/torture in the 1860s. Absence of a fully “formed” plantation—where the
“movement” and settlement of resident labour could be adequately monitored
and controlled within its boundaries and organised in “coolie-lines” (residential
quarters)—was not realising such desires of comprehensive plantation control.*®®
The “isolated” setting of the tea gardens in Assam and Cachar—abruptly sprout-
ing in the midst of vast stretches of jungles and usually at the margins of the
networks of communication and spaces of human habitation—most crucially
contributed to such a condition in this period.'”®

The Assam and Cachar planters strategically mobilised and involving the
local society in “coolie policing” by compensating those who captured and
brought back the runaways. In Cachar, for instance, the garden staff and the local
villagers were paid Rs 5 for every “catch”. This was later ‘adjusted’ from the earn-
ings of the ‘absconder’.’* Such practices were confirmed by several managers
and superintendents of the tea companies. In a correspondence with a tea district

coolies’ would lead to dismissal from the Company.

168 In a report on the tea cultivation in India, a district officer mentioned that the practice of
flogging was universal in Cachar when he took charge in 1863. Reports on the Tea and Tobacco
Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 23.

169 See Chapter 5 for discussion on coolie lines in plantations of late nineteenth century.

170 Discussing the nature of plantations in Cachar district, Stewart highlighted the general
difficulty of access of several gardens which rendered the planters almost independent in the
treatment of the coolies and wondered ‘how can the law prevent the planters from making such
spots for cultivation’. Col H. Vetch mentioned to a Select Committee that the Assam planter is
naturally exposed to the risk of squatting in the midst of jungle and make new clearings. He
further noted that ‘sickness unquestionably attends an adventurer who goes into waste grounds
for tea cultivation’. R. Stewart, Officiating Superintendent of Cachar camp, Goomrah to Commis-
sioner of Dacca, 9th August 1864 reprinted in R.K. De, The Barak Valley, Vol II p. 498; Evidence
of Colonel H Vetch, Report of the Select Committee appointed to inquire into the Progress and
Prospect, and the best means to be adopted for Promotion of European colonisation and settlement
in India, Minutes of Evidence in Reports from Committees, Colonization and Settlement (India) Vol
IV (London, 1859) p. 192.

171 R. Stewart, Officiating Superintendent of Cachar camp, Goomrah to Commissioner of Dacca,
9t February 1864 reprinted in R.K. De, The Barak Valley, Vol II p. 475.
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commissioner, the superintendent of the largest Tea Company (Assam Company)
revealed that the company managers had maintained an organized establish-
ment of chupprasises and burkundazes for the apprehension of runaway coolies’
and that it was effectively ‘recognized by the Government officials of the day’.*"?
There were instances of these employees ‘not confining themselves to catching
their own runaway coolies, but seize any person they like’.”?

These “illegal” practices of policing, detention and arrest were substan-
tially incorporated within the framework of legality through the infamous ‘right
to private arrest’ bestowed on the planters by the 1865 Act.””* Though generally
approved and welcomed by the officials of the day, this ‘extraordinary’ right also
managed to raise some eyebrows.”® A senior Bengal official in a critical tone
remarked that, ‘when the evils of the coolie’s condition were brought to its (Gov-
ernment’s) notice, it did not strengthen the district officers and insist on their
protecting the labourers through the existing law. Instead of this, an Act (VI of
1865) was passed, which gave the employer the power of arresting runaways
without warrant’.}”

Yet the justification for allowing such a “privilege”—as indicated earlier—was
firmly premised on the “exceptionality” of Assam and the obligation to “protect™

172 J. Smith, Superintendent. Assam Company to Lt H Scone, D.C. Sibsagar, Letter dated 12%
May 1864. Home Department, Legislative Branch Proceedings, nos. 3038, November 1864. NAI.
173 Lt R.P. Davis, Asst. District Superintendent of Police of District Sibsagar, to Lt. H Sconce, DC
Sibsagar, Letter dated 21t May 1864. Home Department, Legislative Branch Proceedings, nos.
30-38, November 1864. NAI.

174 In the discussions leading upto the granting of the right to arrest, the planter association of
Assam (Sibsagar) even cited a provision of coolie law in place in port of Natal (Colony of Natal,
Immigration Laws, 1859, Clause 17) as a justification where it was lawful for every person entitled
to the services of any coolie immigrant (through his servant or constable) to apprehend them
without if they are found at a distance of more than two miles of the residence without a written
ticket of leave. Annual Report on the administration of the Bengal Presidency, 1864-1865 pp. 107-
108, pp. 119-121. Letter from J.T. Jamieson, Secretary to the Seebsaugor Tea Planter’s Association
to A. Eden, Secretary to Government of Bengal 6™ October 1864. Home Department, Legislative
Branch, Proceedings, September 1864, no 36. NAI

175 The British Indian Association in its annual general meeting held on the 14% February 1866
discussed the Assam labour contract bill at some length objecting to the provision of private ar-
rest. It raised further points regarding the provision of rations (as present in Mauritius) bearing
in mind that there were no open markets. Medical officer to be independent of the plantation and
that the protector should have magisterial powers. Whenever the protector is at a distance the
coolies should be allowed to complain to the nearest magistrate. P.3

176 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 23
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planter’s right to settle and force labour.”” This became the substance of the
opinion voiced by the administrative head of the province on the subject:

Since we have legislated for importing labourers into the Province, that further legislation is
required to provide for their management after they have been imported, otherwise import-
ers must, for the protection of their own interests, be compelled to have recourse to meas-
ures which are confessedly illegal.*”®

This action was even curiously positioned as a logical step in keeping the ‘scales
of justice even’. Here the coolie was perceived to have been the beneficiary of
‘special protection’ (by 1863 Act) against the manager and so it was ‘now the turn
of the manager to be protected against the breaches of contract, or lawless acts of
his coolies, as the master is against those of his lascars’.*”®

An underlying assumption in many of these contentions was the “insuffi-
ciency” and “deficiency” of the existing laws and the policing capabilities of the
state to satisfactorily respond. For instance, a local official argued that ‘it (private
arrest) might not be justifiable where a perfect system of police and magisterial
supervision existed’, but ‘in the wilds of Cachar on the very borders of civilization,
there is no such perfect system or supervision’. In such a context, the ordinary
civil procedure was seen as generally impracticable as the ‘magistrates were few
and far between’. This was seen to be even more imperative ‘in the case servants
(tea coolies in this instance) from whom it was impossible to recover damages’.8°

Notwithstanding the rationale of ‘exception’ (of Assam) and the necessity of
“protection” (of planter’s right to settle the contracted individuals for work), the “pri-
vatisation” of the policing rights was a legal affirmation of the already rampant prac-
tices of capturing and detention exercised by the planters. There was ample evidence
in the period leading up to the institution of the ‘right to private arrest’. This was

177 Communication from the Government of Bengal, on the working of Bengal Act III of 1863,
and submitting a rough draft of the Bill having for its objects the protection of Planters and la-
borers in Assam, Cachar etc. Home Department, Legislative Branch, Proceedings, nos 3038,
November 1864. NAL

178 Letter from Col. H. Hopkinson, Agent to the Governor General to A. Eden, Secretary to Gov-
ernment of Bengal 6" October 1864. Home Department, Legislative Branch, Proceedings, Novem-
ber 1864, no 36. NAI

179 Letter from H.Hopkinson, Agent to the Governor General to A. Eden, Secretary to Govern-
ment of Bengal 6™ October 1864. Home Department, Legislative Branch, Proceedings, November
1864, no 36. NAL

180 R. Behal and P. Mohapatra, ‘Tea and Money versus Human Life’: The rise and fall of the
Indenture system in the Assam tea plantations, 1840-1908, Journal of Peasant Studies, nos. 2 & 3
(1992); E. Kolsky, ‘Crime and Punishment on the Tea plantations of Assam’, in M. D. Dubber and
L. Framer (ed.) Modern Histories of Crime and Punishment (Stanford, 2007) p. 278.
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not just restricted to the isolated plantations considering themselves less likely to be
persecuted and consequently acting more frequently, but ‘(the) law was much taken
into their hands by all the planters whatever the distance from the (police) station’.***

The colonial state agreed to partially relinquish its policing hegemony and
even permit a degree of discretions on the part of the planters in pursuit of
framing and producing an immobilised and disciplined working force. The plant-
ers, however, consistently exceeded their mandate and did not restrain their dis-
ciplinary practices to merely arresting “runaway” workers privately—as granted
to them by the 1865 Act.

A series of “incidents” reported from a Assam Company plantation (Chera-
joolie) in Darrang district—a year after the legislation of 1865 Act—alluded to
the continuing incidence of violence and its undeniable relevance in attaining
the work objectives and labour demands of the plantations of the period.'®* The
“evidence” of torture on the labourers of Cherajoolie tea garden “accidentally”
came to the notice of a local functionary (Thomas Lamb) during a routine tour
which was recorded in his official diary.*®* The scandalous nature of these obser-
vations caught the attention of the higher authorities and Lamb was instructed
to pursue some of his “references” in greater detail.’® The subsequent investi-
gation and a few oral testimonies (of individuals named Lalldawa, Juggernath,
Padarut, Bebeejan, Bhodai, Ramdyall, Hurro Sing, Joothee, Roghoo, Bustub and
Lalloo) which Lamb recorded—gave a graphic “personal” account of the over-
lapping strategies of work and violence in place on the plantation.’®® The “vio-
lated” individuals (who testified before Lamb) confessed of having made aborted
endeavours to “desert” the garden at different times. A common theme running
through these ‘personal’ stories was a perpetual inability to accomplish the tasks

181 R. Stewart, Officiating Superintendent of Cachar camp, Goomrah to Commissioner of Dacca,
9 August 1864 reprinted in R.K. De, The Barak Valley, Vol IT p. 499.

182 Annual Report on the administration of the Bengal Presidency, 1866-67, p. 119-20; Papers
relating to coolie trade in Assam (London, 1867).

183 Extract from Captain Lamb’s Diary for the Week ending 12th March 1866. Papers relating to
coolie trade in Assam (London, 1867).

184 Lieutenant Colonel H. Hopkinson Agent to the Governor General and Commissioner of
Assam to the Deputy Commissioner of Durrung No 250 dated the 17" March 1866. Papers relating
to coolie trade in Assam (London, 1867).

185 Letter dated 23rd March, 1866 from Captain T Lamb Deputy Commissioner and Protector of
Labourers of Durrung to the Agent to the Governor General and Commissioner of Assam; From
Captain T Lamb Deputy Commissioner and Protector of Labourers of Durrung, to the Agent to
the Governor General and Commissioner of Assam No 166 dated the 28th March 1866; Captain T
Lamb Deputy Commissioner of Durrung to the Agent to the Governor General North East Frontier
and Commissioner of Assam No 202 dated the 14th April 1866. Papers relating to coolie trade in
Assam (London, 1867).
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assigned to them by the supervising authorities a desire to be relieved from their
contracts. Most of them told that they failed to clear a specified area of heavy
jungle (20 tarhs) as mandated in the daily work schedule.!®® Each incidence of
“short work” activated a patterned disciplinary procedure by the management.
While some (Lalldawa) had their food rations cut, all of them were physically
abused and flogged on every such occasion by the assistant manager (Richard
Dunn) and the native staff. This became the immediate reason for their deci-
sion to leave. After being apprehended (mostly by the resident Kachari labour),
they were brought back and subject to a fresh round of beatings and physical
abuses. Juggernath had his hands tied upwards to a tree and feet to the trunk and
whipped with a cane. Through the entire ordeal the garden doctor kept an eye on
his pulse—ensuring that the garden would not be deprived of his services due to
the beating. During the “disciplining” of Padarut, where he was also bound to a
tree and beaten by the manager and the duffadar, the native doctor filled in by
regularly rubbing salt into his fresh wounds!"®” The duffadar while receiving the
orders to cane the offending Bebeejan was instructed by Dunn (the manager) to
‘strike lightly’ as the intention was just to ‘frighten her’. All of them were later
taken back to their ‘routine tasks’ of clearing the heavy jungle.

The incidents confirmed the colonial anxieties regarding the necessity of pro-
tecting the “ignorant coolie” and provoked intense correspondence within the
networks of the colonial administration and managed to find its way in a report
presented to the British House of Commons. The episode was later picked up
by a prominent “abolitionist” voice ‘The Anti-Slavery Reporter and Aborigines’
Friend’, crusading against the emerging coolie labour systems in the different
corners of the world. In their discussion of this incident they anticipate the ‘new
form of slavery’ argument made persuasively by Hugh Tinker by suggesting that
‘wherever there is an assumption of absolute planter authority, the adjuncts of
the plantation system should be rampant, and its brutalities exercised upon the
bodies of the labourers, whether black, brown, or yellow—negro or coolie’.*%8

The general disapproval of actions of the “violent” manager leading to legal
action and his dismissal from the ranks of the Assam company did not undermine
a broader process that was set into motion where the legally empowered privi-

186 1 tarh or nal =144 square feet.

187 Rubbing the salt into fresh wounds was a very common practice of disciplining slaves on
plantations. This was believed to have prevented them from festering and enable them to quickly
get back to work. T. Savitt, ‘Black health on the plantation: masters, slaves, and physicians’ in
] W Leavitt & Ronald Numbers (ed.) Sickness and Health in America: Readings in the History of
Medicine and Public Health.

188 ‘Flogging of coolies in Assam’, The Anti-Slavery Reporter and Aborigines’ Friend, Aug 15"
1867 p. 179.
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leges (like private arrest) and assent for the “protection” of the planter’s interests
(to settle contracted labour for work) was sliding into an assumed prerogative
(by the planters) for an unhindered maintenance of the local order and paternal
control over the labouring bodies—even justifying severe doses of brutality and
torture.'® The planters found great value in counteracting the disinclination for
routinised plantation work characteristic of the difficult circumstances of opera-
tion (dense jungle) and poor conditions of life and remuneration through sys-
tematised and routinised violence and torture.'*°

This became evident in another case reported from Burthol garden in Cachar.
On 30™ July 1868 13 coolies deserted from the garden and 11 of them were cap-
tured and returned and brought back to the plantation on the 1 of August. They
were severely beaten by the manager Colvin and his syce Guru Dyal. One of the
coolies named Bundhoo died within a few days, and others had marks of beating
and one even bore scars of the application of a lighted candle. On 10* August,
Kalisundar Surmah, head constable of Lakhimpur hearing rumours of a death
of the coolie made investigations revealing the details of the case. The district
authorities on further enquiries found out the superintendent of the garden Mr
Davidson a “respectable” planter of the district had been already intimated about
the incident by two coolies before the arrival of the police. The fact, in this case,
was concealed as far as they could be and similar occurrences if they should
happen again would be reported to the authorities. On a former occasion, a sub-
inspector who successfully conducted a police investigation against a planter
was soon after dismissed on a complaint made by another planter. Since then no
police officer had ever taken up a rumour of coolies ill-treated by their employers

189 The Cherajolie episode was quickly declared by the agents of the Assam tea company and
the Secretary of the Landholder’s and Commercial Association to be quite “exceptional” and
enquiries were set into motion to ascertain whether such incidents have systematically taken
place on tea gardens. Opinions were sought from the District Officers of Kamrup (Captain Sherer)
Nowgong (Major Llyod) Sibsagar (Captain Sconce) Lakhimpur (Major Comber) and the “protec-
tor” of coolies. They largely confirmed that such excesses did not occur with any regularity in
their districts. A year later a manager of Cachar tea garden was convicted for flogging a number
of workers. Annual Report of the Police for the Dacca Division, 1868 p. 24; Annual Report on the
administration of the Bengal Presidency, 1866—67 pp. 119-20.

190 The Assam administrative head argued that ‘planters must yield to the irresistible temp-
tation to flog unless the Government interfere more actively in their behalf’. He further ‘recom-
mended a sufficient number of magistrates stipendiary or otherwise within practicable distances
of planters’. In a report from early 1870s admitted in his report that ‘the idea that flogging is the
only suitable and effectual punishment of breach of contract still lingers in the mind of some
planters’. Colonel H. Hopkinson Agent Governor General North East Frontier and Commissioner
of Assam to the Secretary to the Government of Bengal No 207 dated the 19th May 1866. Papers
relating to coolie trade in Assam (London, 1867).
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until the present case. The case also revealed that the coolies would not com-
plain in the presence of the manager. Burthol coolies knew perfectly well that Dr.
Davidson’s power that he could remove Colvin from his post and still did not com-
plain, scarcely likely that they would complain to a Protector whom they have
never seen before and who had no real power to redress their wrong.*?

This self-assumption of the planter/manager as the dispenser of order and
justice motivated calls for even greater “latitude” and “freedom” on the modes
of punishment.'? By the late 1860s and early 1870s, planters were aggressively
pitching for ‘discretionary magisterial authority over workmen...whereby he
(planter/manager) may exercise a beneficial influence by threats, and in emer-
gencies slaps, to keep up that state of discipline that always exists in a well-reg-
ulated factory where the bane of court prosecutions has not penetrated’.**> They
drew sustenance from the standard ‘Assam is exceptional’ premise: ‘that with so
few magistrates in the district, it must be planter himself that we must look to for
the maintenance of order among these large bodies of labourers’.’* In fact, the
jury convicting Richard Dunn for his “excesses” pronounced that many of the
plantations in Assam are located twenty to forty miles distant from the nearest
court of justice and therefore ‘the employers of labour had great difficulty in
having recourse to legal means for enforcing the fulfilment of the agreements
made and were often tempted to take the law into their hands’.

Such temptations encapsulated a consolidating aspiration of planters to
stretch further the boundaries of control beyond the limits set by privatised arrest
and allow the privatisation of punishment and legalisation of violence. Many
planters often lamented that ‘(they) have little power over their imported labour-
ers, and the support of the Magistrate is required to punish severely labourers’.**®
For instance, the Section 102 and 103 of Contract Act II of 1870—which extended
the planter’s right to private arrest—also made it mandatory to produce the
apprehended “deserters” to the nearest police station. The alteration was read

191 Death of a coolie of Burthol Tea Garden in Cachar caused by ill treatment. Home, Public,
January 16, Nos 12-15.

192 In the 1830s, Jamaican planters objected to the imposition of outside magisterial (and
police) authority. As with abolition as a whole, the planters did not challenge the overarching
change but made it redundant in practice. P.D. Paton, No Bond But the Law: Punishment, Race,
and Gender in Jamaican State Formation, 1780-1870 (Durham, 2004) p. 64.

193 W.A. Stoddard, Manager, Naphuk Tea Estate (Sibsagar district) Reports on the Tea and To-
bacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 87. Emphasis mine.

194 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) pp. 84-85.

195 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 113.
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in certain quarters as “unnecessary” and sustained persuasion and pressure was
brought to bear on the government to make it “optional” in practice.'®®

This seems to have had a bearing in the case of an arrested runaway from
Darrang district (Agra Bank), who was sentenced to a day in the prison on the
request of the manager as he was satisfied by the “suitable” punishment privately
meted out to him.*” He argued that incarceration generated possibilities of inter-
action with “bad characters” in the prison and did not have a comparable deter-
rent effect like “fines” and “extra work” on the plantations. ‘If laws of no possible
utility are made’, reasoned another planter, ‘they (planters) must supplement
them by others which have a more practical bearing on the case’.’®

Flogging, as the incidents from the Cherajoolie and Burthol tea gardens con-
firmed, was “popular” within the planter circles as an efficient mode of punish-
ment, engendering the desired fear and compliance on the part of labour.**® A
planter even claimed that ‘coolies as a rule do not care for imprisonment in the
least, and if flogging were introduced, it would stop a great deal of absconding
and other faults’. There were several suggestions to make it a “substitute” for
incarceration—being rationalised on the grounds that it was a mutually “benefi-
cial” solution for the state (saving on the prison charges) and the planter (saving
the loss of labour due to incarceration).?°® Moreover, its effectiveness in compel-
ling workers to labour under trying circumstances was “physically” documented
and greatly appreciated by the planters.”®*

The planter attempts to carve a new space for their disciplinary practices and
actions beyond the jurisdiction of the ‘law of the land’ were neatly summed in
the rationale for the nomination of the magistrate in every planting district from
within their ranks:

196 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 114.

197 Report on the Police of the Lower Provinces of the Bengal Presidency, 1872 p. 128

198 S. Baildon, Tea Industry in India (London, 1882) p. 170.

199 0.G.R McWilliam, Deputy Commissioner of Cachar to the Commissioner of the Dacca Divi-
sion, April 1873. Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 41.

200 C A Alexander, a planter from Cachar felt that if the coolies were to be punished before a
magistrate, then about one-third of coolies would end up in court daily as complainants, pris-
oners, or witnesses. Instead he supported a punishment which is ‘sharp, short and decisive’.
Another planter from the same district felt that imprisonment barely constituted as punishment
because the coolies did the ‘same class of work they would have done on any garden’. Reports on
the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) pp. 47-48, p. 50.

201 In Ceylon plantations there remained a tension between government and the planters on
the theme of physical punishments. J. Duncan, Climate, Race and Bio power in nineteenth century
Ceylon (Aldershot, 2007) p. 94, p. 162.
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(Planters) should not allow the (government) magistrates to interpret laws according to
their whims and fancies...Tea represents a larger amount of capital invested than any other
class of industry in India (carried out by European)...(and they) should be given a fair play
in conducting their work.?®?

The colonial state agreed in principle to the “concerns” and “demands” of the
planters but was apprehensive to completely overhaul the policing and legal
institutions and procedures to suit the purposes and interests of the planters. The
demand for a “planter-magistrate” did not find the necessary approval, but the
local officials gave several assurances that the prosecution of deserters would be
done away with or reduced to a minimum.?*

2.4 Assam Contract and the ‘Protection’ of the Coolie

The notion of ‘protection’ which was intrinsic to the logic of contract system, did
not merely touch upon the concerns of planters and the industry, but also claimed
in principle to guarantee and safeguard the interests of imported workers. The
abuses in recruitment and mortality during transit, as mentioned earlier, were
apparently addressed through the initiation of compulsory “registration” (for
recruiters and recruits) and the establishment of “sanitary” norms and supervi-
sion by the 1863 Act.2%

The colonial-capitalist discourses on the conditions on the plantations of the
early 1860s were principally read through the category of ‘unsettlement’—reveal-
ing the anxieties and aspirations for discipline and stability of the working force.
Such a premise also generated some information regarding the conditions of
work, life and earnings of the imported workers. For instance, the high incidence
of mortality and desertion as induced by the potent combination of the circum-
stances of residence and the availability of necessary provisions and food was
tangentially acknowledged in these enquiries.

Officials at the district level were intermittently articulating apprehensions
regarding the ‘limited’ levels of information and background knowledge of the
recruits contracting for plantation work. Reflecting on the initial experiences of
work on Cachar plantations, a local colonial officer observed:

202 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 86.

203 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) pp. 116-117.

204 R.Behal and P. Mohapatra, ‘Tea and Money versus Human Life’: The rise and fall of the Inden-
ture system in the Assam tea plantations, 1840-1908’, Journal of Peasant Studies, nos. 2 & 3 (1992)
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they (Coolies) do not know that they have only to pluck the youngest and finest leaf...how
can they tell what sort of work clearing and cutting jungle is...operations are different and
vary enormously and tasks given in the schedule are for able bodied men in the most favour-
able locality...Coolies are at the mercy of the planters who insists upon the full tasks or

reduces it as it suits his sense of justice. I do not think that it is fair that a blind bargain
should be made.?*

The work of plantation agriculture (like plucking and jungle clearing) which priv-
ileged prior initiation and familiarity—extensively noted by Robert Bruce during
his stewardship of the experimental stations in Upper Assam—became even more
relevant for the newly imported workers labouring on tea gardens across the prov-
ince. The “discrepancy” in the individual performance—induced by the degrees
of exposure to plantation work and by the particular location/condition of the
site of plantation—was further complicated by the prevailing practices of task
assessment of the labour. The task rate allowed planters/work supervisors a dis-
cretion and latitude to determine as to what constituted a “fair” amount of work
(i.e. the daily task) to earn a daily wage on a particular garden.?°® Variations in
terrain conditions, nature of the work and experience of the worker were not fac-
tored in arriving at such rates. It resulted in sharp differences in individual earn-
ings, placing the workers on the “difficult” gardens and newly arrived recruits
at a distinct disadvantage. The disproportionately higher rates of mortality and
desertion on particular gardens and among the newcomers attested to such a ten-
dency and continued to remain a “feature” of Assam plantations.?*’

The legislation of Act VI of 1865—principally motivated in regulating the
conditions on the Assam plantations to restrain and curb the growing incidence
of “desertions” and “unsettlement”—also touched upon welfare of the workers
being imported into the province. A particular manifestation of the logic of pro-
tection—which underwrote the premises of the contract and the necessity of the
Act—warranted the establishment of the post of “Protector” of coolies. They were
supposed to act as the “representative” of state and ensure that the contracted

205 R. Stewart, Officiating Superintendent of Cachar camp, Kalain to Commisioner of Dacca,5"
February 1864, reprinted in R.K. De, The Barak Valley, Vol II.

206 A local colonial official noted that such assessments should be made by the Protector and
he should be vested with the power of ruling the task-work of each description from year to year
on each garden. Another district officer felt that this should be the most important part of the
Protector’s work, after consideration of the soil of the garden, the nature and difficulties of the
work and the capability of the labourer. Home, Legislative A, March 1867, nos. 13-19.

207 See Chapter 5 for details for nature of work assessments and negotiations around these
issues.
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worker did not have a “blind bargain” in circumstances deemed to be potentially
dangerous and detrimental for them. The Protectors were required to regularly
inspect the plantations to observe if the provisions of the contract were duly fol-
lowed. They were further authorised to terminate the contracts on the grounds of
failing health of the labourer and on valid complaints of ill-treatment meted out
by the management.

The 1865 Act initially fixed a “minimum” monthly wage (Rs 5 for men and
Rs 4 for women) and required any subsequent deductions made for absence
from work to be sanctioned by the local magistrate. There were other attempts to
define a “working day” (9 hours) and “working week” (6 days). The subsequent
legislations of Bengal government in the 1870s (Act II of 1870, Act VII of 1873) set
standards of health and mortality on the gardens. Larger estates were obliged
to have a “coolie hospital” manned by a European doctor and native attendants
with basic medicine and medical equipment. Mortality up to seven percent was
considered a tolerable rate for the tea gardens in the “unhealthy” province of
Assam. Gardens showing death rates above seven percent were to be blacklisted,
debarred from recruiting in the subsequent season or even declared unfit for
human habitation and closed.?°®

The necessity and institution of the “protective” clauses for the imported
workers came under sustained criticism from the planters as instances of unwar-
ranted and unnecessary state intervention. This view was captured in an asser-
tion of a planter who categorically stated that ‘once the coolies land on the garden,
all Government interference should cease’.?°® The core premises of such criticism
were based on an argument that the planters having substantially “invested” in
the importation of workers would have an obvious “economic interest” in their
‘protection’. This position was succinctly articulated by a planter:

Labour is the great machinery by which tea-land is made valuable; and it is costly machin-
ery, too, especially for Assam tea-planters. Now, no man would be fool enough to buy a
machine, and then willfully damage it.?*°

State intervention was considered to have negative repercussions it had on the
conduct of discipline and authority on the plantations. Anxieties were articu-
lated that ‘over-legislation and inspecting during transit, arrival and on garden
had filled them (coolies) with the idea that they are more important than the

208 For details of legislation in Assam see R.K. Das, Plantation Labour in India (Calcutta, 1931)
pp. 29-40.

209 E. Money, The cultivation and manufacture of Tea (Calcutta, 1874) p. 10.

210 S. Baildon, The Tea Industry in India (London, 1882) p. 155.
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masters’.?!* A planter read in this a strong likelihood of ‘stirring up in their nat-
urally suspicious minds grave doubts of their having been as well dealt by as
they deserved’.*? It was further seen as ‘creative of insubordination as the coolie
looked upon the magistrate as his defender against the employer’.?*3

According to section 26 of 1865 Act, any complaints by the coolies had to
come through the manager. This “right” was consistently discredited by plant-
ers for being frivolous and mostly intended ‘to insult their employers and (to)
have the ultimate pleasure of confronting their employers as equal man to man,
and swear his money away in the court of justice for an assault’.?** There were
several reports throughout the nineteenth century of planters keeping cordons
of chowkidars round the gardens and policing the connecting roads to prevent
coolies from leaving to complain. There were other instances where the complain-
ing parties were apprehended within the confines of magistrate’s office. A pro-
vincial administration report in the early 1870s even noted that a planter ‘suc-
ceeded in inducing a weak or worthless native magistrate to punish a party of
labourers for rioting’, when they were merely ‘seeking to institute a complaint
for maltreatment’.””> Again when around fifty coolies of Hoogreejan tea garden
(Northern Assam tea company) lodged a complaint to the Protector on account of
their wages being seven months in arrears, the court objected on the grounds that
strict procedure was not maintained by Protector.?¢

There were other objections of police entering a garden to investigate any
alleged grievance on the part of labourers, without the manager or employer
being made aware of the intended inspection.?”” Proposals were made for limiting
such inspections to sanitary and medical issues.?*® A strong reason motivating
such concerns was that an unrestrained access of state functionaries (especially
the protector and police) diluted the claims of manager/planter as the absolute
authority and further threatened to bring their actions within the jurisdiction of
the legal structures and norms. Such state of affairs was seen as tantamount to
“unsettlement” of labour, which the Act of 1865 was believed to counteract.

211 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 47.

212 G. Barker, A Tea Planter’s Life in Assam (1884, Calcutta) p. 162.

213 G. Barker, A Tea Planter’s Life in Assam (1884, Calcutta) p. 85.

214 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 87.

215 Bengal Administration Report, 1871-72 p. 61.

216 D. Sutherland, The Weekly Reporter, Appellate High Court (Calcutta, 1870) pp. 29-30.

217 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 115.

218 This view was shared by another manager named Kingsley (Golaghat Tea Company) who
said that ‘inspectors should be invested only with powers as to sanitation on gardens, and all
other matters may be safely left to the action of the courts’. Reports on the Tea and Tobacco In-
dustries in India (London, 1874) p. 47, p. 50, p. 90.
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The Contract Acts justified on the “exceptional” and the necessity of “protec-
tion”—as these planter’s anxieties and criticisms alluded—had to operate selec-
tively for the perpetuation of planter interests and simultaneously allow space
for their unilateral authority. A planter campaign to remove one of the earliest
Protector of coolies in Cachar (Marshall) revealed several anxieties and concerted
action to reconstitute function and office.?*® There was a kind of collective cam-
paign by planters to remove Marshall and also reconstitute the office of Protector
as he was accused by them to have followed the letter of the law too literally. The
commissioner of Dacca reported his case to the Lietenant Governor of Bengal.
In a detailed list of accusations. one of planters complained that Marshall often
addressed the coolies about the benefits they possessed in Act III of 1863 and Act
VI of 1865, pointing out those points of regulations that benefitted the labourers
and omitting to impress their duties. He was further accused of insisting on a
Sunday holiday and telling the coolies that in their contract they were entitled
to rice at one rupee per maund. Again he was said to have often given pregnant
workers their designated leave (or as a planter put it for idleness). The planters
complained of fines imposed by Marshall due to the want of hospital accommo-
dation and want of proper supply of medicines on the gardens. They argued that
on the subject of better medical superintendence, Marshall followed the logic that
each garden was an estate (the word in the Act), and therefore the medical staff
was calculated for each estate and not for a number of contiguous or neighbour-
ing gardens belonging to the same proprietor. This particular issue was addressed
in an official circular which mentioned that ‘the medical attendance of an active
European officer over a compact circle of plantations, would be more effectual
than the presence of native doctors on each estates.” Planters were encouraged
to club together and place several estates under a superior officer. Marshall was
accused on not falling in line with the new practices devised by planters which
did not subscribe to the provisions of the contract. There were managers who
were terminating contracts under Act VI ‘by mutual consent’ and making new
contract under Act XIII. Marshall made it a practice that fresh agreements could
not be taken from a coolie unless he had previously discharged them. He often
sent summons to the coolies so that they could personally come to him and get
their discharge certificate.

In such a context, the Protector of labourers also came to be characterised as
a “troublemaker” and as a planter argued that ‘if not gifted with common sense
in a high degree’, he could ‘make a farce of the numerous duties entrusted to him,

219 Result of enquiry into complaints preffered aginst Mr. Marshall, Protector of Laborers in
Cachar. Home, Public A. September 1867, nos. 135-136. NAI
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and jeopardise a thriving and important industry’.?*° This was deemed as disrup-
tive to the “plantation order” where ‘his (protector’s) visits, which occur about
once every six months, create a bad effect amongst those in whose interests he
appears, and a management that may have been very successful in establishing a
good feeling between master and men is unhinged’.?*

These criticisms and determined planter pressures informed and conditioned
the idea and practice of the Assam contract, as it emerged on the plantations
of Assam. There were several instances of “revisions” made to the terms of the
contract which did not necessarily have official approval or the consent of the
workers. An inspection found out that coolies were made to renew their agree-
ments in which they had to organise their own rice supplies. It was reported
that the managers had told the coolies that they were obliged to consent, or
they would end up get nothing. Several enquiries into the Assam tea company s
gardens had revealed that they were supplying rice at a higher rate, and this was
seen by some local authorities as breaking faith with their coolies. The Planters
who deviated from the terms of contract probably did so from the example set
by Assam company. Some officals noted that when the wages were fixed, food
prices cannot be left unregulated. They reasoned that coolies were dependent on
employers for food as lascars and sailors are for their rations upon the ship. There
were instances of coolies refusing to go out to work for several days because of
non-supply of rice. Again there were other instances when coolies were not paid
their full wages if they failed to show up for work on Sundays.

For instance, the subsequent Act of 1870 (revising the Act of 1865) dropped
the minimum wage clause agreeing with the planter rationale that the differenti-
ated nature of plantations in Assam did not justify a precise time-rate wage and
necessitated an ambiguous task-rate assessment. > This made the strict defini-
tions of a “working day” and “working week” mostly irrelevant and deeply con-
textual. Such ambiguity and flexibility, benefitting the differentiating interests
of plantation capitalism, as we will further argue, became symptomatic of the
nature and purpose of the Assam contract regime.

220 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 90.

221 G. Barker, A Tea Planter’s Life in Assam (Calcutta, 1884) p. 162; Also see E. Money, The
cultivation and manufacture of Tea (Calcutta, 1874) p. 10 and S. Baildon, Tea Industry in India
(London, 1882) p. 166. The contradictory implications of the “right to complain” is discussed in
Chapter 5

222 E. Money, The cultivation and manufacture of Tea (Calcutta, 1874) p. 11.
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2.5 Act XIll and the Assam Contract(s) system

A particular manifestation and instance of this ‘ambiguity’ was the widespread
prevalence of Master and Servants Act or the Act XIII of 1859 on the tea gardens
of Assam. The Act was originally intended to regulate the labour disputes in the
towns of India. This was extended by a notification of the Bengal Government
in 1864 to the tea planting districts—primarily to institute some mechanisms of
control over the local labour (especially Kacharis) who were prone to “deserting”
and “striking”.?*

This extension was made on dubious grounds—as the Act was legislated to
apply to specific towns (rather than entire districts) and for “skilled” workmen
taking advances from the employer for the discharge of a specific task/job. Recog-
nising such evident and grave legal “exceptions”, the Bengal government main-
tained that the decision (to extend it to Assam tea gardens) was “experimental”
and “tentative” and its future position on its applicability (for plantation labour)
would be conditional on the actual working of the Act. The ambiguity, doubtful
legality and even the framing of the “special” Assam contract (by the Acts of 1863
and 1865), did not override and make redundant the “general” Act XIII contract in
practice. The colonial approval for Act XIII contract further illustrated the partial
notion of “protection” as the rationale for contracts. While the Act XIII contract
guaranteed a degree of “control”/hold over workers, it did not have any partial
“protective” labour clauses, as in the Assam contract.

An early distinction between Act XIII contract and the Assam contract was in
their application to local worker and imported workers respectively. This distinc-
tion was quickly erased in the case of “settlement” of time-expired workers in
the 1870s. The Act of 1865 permitted the individuals who had served their origi-
nal terms of contract to be “reindentured”/ “recontracted” under the Assam con-
tract. It was argued that a continued necessity of governmental ‘protection’ and
“supervision” for imported workers prolonging their stay on the plantations. This
stated position underwent a shift with the legislation of Act of 1870, where it was
reasoned that after a period of residence in the province and familiarity with the
work on the plantations such “protection”, as provided by the Assam contract,
was unnecessary. The relevant section in the Act observed:

223 Bengal Notification dated 2™ January 1863 to the Districts of Cachar, Lakhimpur, Sibsagar
etc; Bengal Notification dated 16" May 1864 to the Districts of Kamrup, Darrang and Nowgong
in Bengal Judicial Proceedings, Jan 1863,Nos 35-72; Bengal Judicial Proceedings, May 1864, Nos
33-39; Bengal Judicial Proceedings, September 1868, Nos 81-83. NAIL
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When a man had once emigrated to the tea districts, when he had gained experience of the
country...he would be left to the protection of ordinary law.?*

The changed stand on the status of time-expired labour provoked fresh concern
and opposition from the planting community, as it threatened to stimulate a local
labour market populated by an army of floating individuals “relieved” from their
contracts. It was akin to the “labour situation” of the early 1860s, which had
mobilised planter opinion in favour of imported labour from outside the province
(coolie solution) to curb the bargaining instincts of the native Assamese and abort
the possibilities of any market of labour. An antidote for the impending crisis was
outlined by the Chief Commissioner of the province in a letter addressed to the
planters and published in 30% June 1874 issue of the daily Englishman:

... You (Planters) may have difficulties to contend with in consequence of the time-expired
coolies from the protection of Emigration Act...Freer the labour is the greater the difficulty of
adjusting his claim is. Free labour is causing the same complications in England as it must
one day cause here...good hope that your industry may weather the storm...may remind you
the expedient of making contracts under advances with your labourers, and thus bringing
them within the scope of Act XIIL.**

The commissioner was reacting to a growing practice among Assam planters of
inducing workers to sign Act XIII contracts. The worker received an amount at
the commencement of their engagement and which was deducted by instalments
from their monthly wage. This “premium on engagement” (often described as
advance or bonus) became repayable by the labourer on breach of his engage-
ment but lapsed in full on the completion of their engagement. Certain doubts
were raised whether this initial payment constituted as an advance or merely as a
present for contracting.??® The public approval of a provincial head for a contract
(Act XIII) with questionable applicability regarding its provisions evoked “criti-
cal” noises from the Bengal administration and the Government of India. The
Secretary of Revenue and Agriculture Department, in a letter, observed that the
extension of Act XIII through an analogy of the “skilled” workman and planta-
tion coolies was misplaced, as the “advances” paid to the former were the fruits

224 During the Marshall controversy, the Lt. Governor of Bengal had already given an opinion
in favour of the growing practice of voluntary dissolution of Assam contracts (and taking up Act
XIII contract). He argued that when a labourer chooses, either on receiving a bonus or for any
other reason and forego the advantages as a protected labourer, they also release themselves
from liability to the punishment for breaches. Bengal Administration Report, 1872-73 p. 393.

225 Application of Act XIII of 1859 to time-expired labourers in Assam, Home A, March 1875.
NAIL Emphasis mine.

226 Labour Contract Law in Assam. Home A, Judicial, March 1876, nos 117-122. NAI.
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of their labour while in case of the latter it was merely an inducement for re-
engagement. Also, the underlying assumption of coolie-work on the plantations
as “skilled” work was far from being a settled issue. More significantly, the idea of
extension defeated the logic and purpose of relieving the time-expired labourers
from the jurisdiction/protection of contract (Assam contract) in the first place.
The Bengal Government, in pursuance of the changed position, instructed the
protectors/inspectors in a resolution dated January 1874: ‘to make it clear to the
labourers who are bound by the provisions of the law and ones who are free’.*’

The Chief Commissioner of Assam warned against ‘seriously unsettling the
fairly amicable relations between employer and employee’. Such anxieties were
apparently voiced in his personal correspondence with some planters who told
him of ‘the danger planters would be in if the fact if the fact of their (labour-
ers) emancipation be made known to them’. The Chief Commissioner argued for
application of Act XIII the reasons for granting such an extension:

Application of the Act (Act XIII) is desirable, mainly on the ground that it is best method of
checking illegal practices and to provide an easy legal remedy...courts are not sufficiently
strong in Assam to afford protection desirable to both planters and coolies...there must be
an inequality owing to superior physical force and other qualities (of planter) (and) we shall
have violence practiced unless we allow legal remedy for default.”*®

The Chief Commissioner’s stand on the Act XIII question ultimately favoured the
strategies of “retarding” the possibility of any local labour market of time-expired
coolies and “sustaining” the “exceptional” character of the Assam labour situa-
tion. It was another instance in which a contract was called upon to intervene
dynamically and render deficient/insufficient the local labour market on which
it was paradoxically justified. The organising logic of the Assam contract (excep-
tionalism, necessity of protection and inadequate state policing) again became
the validating rationale for the Act XIII contract. Act XIII contract promised to
restore the “hold” and “authority” of the managers which was apparently weak-
ened by the non-applicability of Assam contract for the time-expired labourers.
Further, the Commissioner gave his approval to persist with the “ambiguity”
regarding the legal status of the contracted labour. In practice, the planters would
often ‘claim’ the rights of control and arrest (of the Assam contract) for the Act
XIII contracted labourers, without being obliged to offer the benefits of Assam
contract or being subjected to its mandatory regulations and supervisions. The

227 Application of Act XIII of 1859 to time-expired labourers in Assam, Home A, March 1875.
NAL
228 Application of Act XIII of 1859 to time-expired labourers in Assam, Home A, March 1875.
NAL
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ambiguity and the overlapping domain of contracts rather being incidental and
exceptional was central to the practice of the indenture system of the Assam tea
gardens—as it manifested during the nineteenth and twentieth century.??

2.6 Contractors, Sardars and the Assam Contract System

The effectiveness of the contract system to produce coolie in the plantations but
also to reproduce itself to a large extent hinged on a regular presence of workers—
which after the early 1860s was almost entirely procured from outside the prov-
ince. The massive human “losses” on the plantations due to high rates of mortal-
ity and desertion, without any addition through natural means (negative growth
rate of population), made it imperative that an unremitting flow of people was
maintained. This was not only to satisfy the labour demands of an expanding
industry but also to barely sustain the average of the existing working force.
The indispensability of “private labour contractors” for such purposes, as we
have already mentioned, remained pivotal during the decade and later. During
the mania years (early 1860s) the contractors were managing to fulfil an annual
requirement in excess of 30,000 individuals, attaining a high of 45,000 in the year
1865. This was followed by a sharp decline reaching an annual average of only
around 5,000 recruits in the years 1869 and 1870.2°

The rationalisation in the industry, after a period of speculation and collapse,
was a factor in the falling numbers. But such a sharp decline created unease within
the planter circles regarding the immediate and future labour situation on the plan-
tations. Such fears of “insufficiency” of labour were heightened by a parallel and
rising trend of the costs at which they were being procured. Some rough estimates
of the Calcutta contracting agencies indicates that the labour contracting rates had
jumped from ten to twelve rupees at the beginning of the 1860s to a whopping sixty
rupees during the middle years of the decade. It briefly subsided and settled at
around forty five to fifty rupees during the closing part of the decade.”*

Assam planters read these tendencies as yet another instance of the “price”
they had to pay for the “unnecessary” governmental intervention. They consist-
ently targeted the sanitary and bureaucratic regulations/norms, initiated by the
1863 Act, for hiking the cost of the recruitment and transit and putting an addi-

229 See later sections of this chapter and Chapter 6 for the differentiated indenturing practices
in the two valleys of Assam.

230 Annual Report on the Administration of the Bengal Presidency for the years 1861 to 1870.
231 Information as to increase in cost of importation of coolies, Revenue A, nos. 77-117, August
1904, ASA.
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tional and unsustainable “economic” burden on a nascent industry. The bur-
geoning financial burden/investment’ (as a consequence of the governmental
measures) was a premise for its protection—most notoriously through the luxury
of private arrest for the planters. Further, the searching enquiries by the local
district magistrates to ascertain the credentials of the recruiters and the consent
of the recruits were discredited as irritants and perceived as a strong deterrent for
many who would have otherwise gone “willingly” to Assam.??

The labour contractors on whom the planters almost exclusively relied for
their supplies were curiously perceived as the unintended “beneficiaries” of the
plantation’s desire for labour of an imported variety. The arkattis (native recruit-
ers)—who conducted the recruitment operations for the contractors in the vil-
lages and towns of eastern India—epitomised the abuse and corruption which
characterised the “contractor system” in the planter discourses.

While their unique and indispensable function in the system allowed the
contractors to extract inflated rates, they were frequently blamed for shipping
“bad batches” filled with weak, sickly and useless people and bad races unfit for
Assam—causing the high mortality, reluctance to work and desertion on the plan-
tations.?®> Here it is useful to indicate a persuasive discourse being mobilised and
formalised on the Assam plantations of a racialised sociology of labour, which
mapped the labour-value of individuals and their ability to survive and flourish
in the Assam on their constructed “racial” profile. The Junglees/Dhangurs of Cho-
tanagpur, at least from the late 1860s, firmly occupied the pinnacle of this racial
hierarchy and were widely celebrated and sought after for their innate ability to
work hard and naturally adapt to the Assam climate. The upcountry coolies from
Bihar and North West Provinces languished at the bottom and were often con-
demned to be “racially” conditioned for death and desertion on the tea gardens.
This racial discourse of Assam coolie-labour which has assumed the nature of

232 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874).

233 This became a recurrent theme in the annual Assam Labour report ( later designated as
Report on Labour Immigration into Assam) specifically dealing with the condition of ‘immigrant’
labour on the tea gardens, and the appropriate sections of the Bengal Inland Emigration Report,
statistically detailing the transport of labour to these tea gardens, from the mid-1870s. In light of
these observations, the Government of Bengal instructed the Superintendent of Emigration for
an investigation and report on the ‘alleged importation into Assam of an inferior type of coolie’
in the late 1870s. The opinion of the governmental authorities and tea garden managers and
companies were contained in a report. J.G. Grant, Superintendent of Emigration to Undersecre-
tary to the Government of Bengal, letter dated 16" August 1880; W.]. Palmer, Medical Inspector
of Emigrations to the Superintendent of Emigration, 24" March 1879. Transport of useless coolies
to Assam, Revenue and Agriculture Department, Emigration Branch A, nos. 32-35, November
1880. NAIL
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being fixed and unchanging in the historical scholarship, in fact, did show some
shifts according to time and space.?**

The “bad batch” and the “bad race” theory, often feeding into each other,
became a patent excuse for the chronic “unhealthiness” and mortality on the tea
gardens and thereby gave some substance to the defaulting plantations to evade
the sanitary norms and the resulting penalties. ‘Before mortality rates on a garden
are made cause for its being closed as unfit for human habitation’ argued a planter
in the early 1870s, ‘the rate of mortality among the class of persons among whom
deaths occur should be ascertained (as it) may equally be a question of the unsuita-
bleness of the class of labourers for tea-factory work, as of the unsuitableness of
the garden as a place of human habitation’.>*® This further ‘necessitated’, according
to many planters, the strict plantation disciplinary practices to make the habitual
bolters and shirkers populating the “bad batches”/ “bad races” to settle and work.

An alternative and relatively informal mode of labour recruitment and transit
was simultaneously being explored by some of the larger tea companies (like
the Assam Company and Jorehaut Company) during the years of acute labour
demand and high recruiting costs in the 1860s. They encouraged some of their
older employees (designated as sardars) to go back to their villages to get willing

234 In the early 1870s a “sanitary” committee was set up to investigate cases of high mortality
in Darrang gardens (Adhibari and Baliparah). One garden was found unfit for human habitation
and closed, but there was no explicit racial discourse in explaining the deaths. Again in a cor-
respondence dated 30" August 1873, the Inspector of Labourers for Assam (Partridge) showed
that mortality among “upcountry” workers was not especially high. This was in contrast to the
explanations given out after investigation of tea gardens in the late 1870s. For instance, several
gardens in Upper Assam (Sibsagar and Lakhimpur) reported high rates of mortality in 1877 and
1878. The committee explained this as due to ‘improper selecting the individual coolies rather
than any special condition to the gardens upon which they are employed’. A sustained critique
of the “racial” theory of disease and work was elaborated by the Sanitary Commisioner of Assam
in the late 1870s, Charles de Renzy in the annual sanitary reports where he showed how the
conditions of work and diet affected the life expectancy of new coolies and coolies from differ-
ent geographical regions. Insufficiency of nitrogen and oil in the standard diet which prevailed
mostly on the out of way gardens where the high prices of dal and ghee made them subsist only
on rice. He promoted the idea of “diet regulation” which had yielded positive results in Jamaica
and Trinidad. He pushed for the idea that the rate of seven percent (mortality) should be accept-
able for the new clearances because of insufficient food and water. Bengal administration Report,
1871-72, p. 62; Assam Sanitary Report, 1878, p. 7; Assam Sanitary Report 1879, p. 17. For a general
discussion see K. Ghosh, ‘A Market for Aboriginality: Primitivism and Race Classification in the
Indentured Labour Market of Colonial India’ in G. Bhadra, G Prakash and S. Tharu (ed.) Subaltern
Studies, Vol X (New Delhi, 1999) and P. Chatterjee, ‘Secure this excellent class of labour: Gender
and Race in Labour Recruitment for British Indian Tea Plantations’ Bulletin of Concerned Asian
Scholars 27, no.3 (July-Sep 1995).

235 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 115.
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family members and acquaintances to return with them to work on the tea garden.
The sardari system—as it came to be known on the Assam plantations—assumed
a reputation of being a qualitatively superior and “cheaper” method of labour
engagement, bringing in families, kin members, acquaintances and friends, more
keen to settle down and work.?3¢

The inaugural legislation (1863 Act) regulating the subject of ‘labour trans-
port’ to Assam did not approve of any other system of recruitment and transit,
apart from the “registered’ contractors engaging people who were required to
offer consent in the presence of the magistrate in their home district. Later they
were taken through government approved routes/depots to Calcutta, where they
would sign the contract and then be despatched to the assigned tea gardens. These
“illegal” practices of informal/sardari recruitment found unqualified backing in
an official enquiry (1868) assessing the potentialities of the Assam tea industry
in the wake of a crisis (tea mania) and suggesting a “profitable” course of action
for the investors and tea planters. The report favoured a strategy of promoting
sardars as a measure to end the reliance on the ‘evil’ contractors who extracted
exorbitant prices and dished out unreliable supplies. The “family-kin” nature of
the sardari system was particularly singled out for facilitating a strong endur-
ing relation between the employers and employed. Keeping in mind its undeni-
able value, the committee recommended that sardars be allowed extraordinary
freedom to take up to fifty people and also be given a choice on the mode and
routes of transport they wished to take. This they reasoned would also diminish
the menace of cholera, rampant in the overcrowded Calcutta depots, where the
contractor’s recruits were obliged to congregate.?”

The sardar was finally given a legal standing in the 1870 Act, but the Act did
not entirely subscribe to the recommendations of the 1868 report and produced a
distinction by the number of individuals the sardars engaged. The guiding prin-
ciple was supposedly to contain the threat of epidemics, which had become a
disturbing feature of the larger batches of migrating groups. The sardar with less
than twenty recruits (petty sardars) was merely required to register in the recruit-

236 Antrobus records in his book on Jorehaut Tea Company that the first attempt of the Compa-
ny to use sardars was in the year 1864 when two sardars were sent to Chota Nagpur. The experi-
ment was largely considered a “failure” because the sardars were away for five months and could
bring in around twenty people. H.A. Antrobus, Jorehaut tea Company (London, 1948) p. 53. For
a recent discussion on the emergence of sardar in Assam see S. Sen, ‘Commercial recruiting and
Informal intermediation: Debate over the Sardari system in Assam tea plantations, 1860-1900’,
Modern Asian Studies 44, no.1 (2010).

237 Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Enquire into the State and Prospects of Tea Cul-
tivation in Assam, Cachar and Sylhet (Calcutta, 1868) p. 27; The History of Indian Tea Industry
(London, 1967) pp. 271-272.
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ing districts and follow their routes, while the ones with more than twenty indi-
viduals (recruiter sardars) had to obey all the procedures and rules stipulated for
licensed recruiters.

This legalisation of the sardari system by the 1870 Act should have ‘logically’
transformed the ways in which the labour was recruited and organised on the
Assam tea gardens—being accepted across the board as a cheaper and qualita-
tively superior mode than the prevailing contractor system. The dependence of
Assam planters on the contractor showed no signs of waning. WA Stoddard, the
manager of Naphuk tea garden in Assam valley, testifying to an investigation
of the industry in 1873 admitted that :‘( he) prefers the dearer but safer course
of importing from one of the many depots in Calcutta, and thereby ensure that
the estimated season’s operations shall be completed’.?*® The division manager
of the Assam Company plantations responding to the same investigation further
explained the reasons for the importance of contractors for the tea gardens under
his supervision:

There are some of our gardens on which the labour force cannot be maintained directly
by sardari recruiting; some gardens with short labour force and a heavy wastage have to
depend partly on contractor’s coolies.”*®

It is fairly evident that though the contractor’s reliability in terms quality of labour
supplied was under the cloud, his dependability regarding quantity supplied and
his proficiency in ‘delivering to order’ could not be matched by the sardar.

This was vital to the work operation in place on the plantations of the period,
which was still governed by a significant presence of working hands for con-
ducting the varied tasks in the agricultural fields. It did not take away from the
fact that the ‘original’ knowledge of planting and plucking learnt by the “pio-
neers” from the Chinese were being reworked, and ‘new methods which would
yield more tea and maintain the yield of the bushes better’ was constantly tried
and implemented.?*° The growing use of machinery had arguably “reduced” the
labour employed on the plantations, but for the work that entailed ‘keeping a
large number of coolies, viz. hoeing and plucking, no attempt was made to sub-
stitute other than the work of men’s hands.?*

Contrary to Bruce’s prophecy of the revolutionary impact of British technol-
ogy and mechanisation, the indispensability and “skills” of hand labour in the
processes of manufacture was only partially displaced. The 1872 investigation

238 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 68.

239 Reports on the Tea and Tobacco Industries in India (London, 1874) p. 163

240 H. Mann, The early history of the tea industry in north-east India (Calcutta, 1918) p. 30.
241 G. Barker, A Tea Planter’s Life in Assam (Calcutta, 1884) p. 238.
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reported that on some larger estates, the rolling of tea leaves was effected by the
means of machinery, but most of the gardens were unable to employ steam-power
and leaves were still rolled by hand. A planter while endorsing the efficacy of
machines, found many of them as purely ‘experimental’ and ‘full of faults’ and
which had to be ‘re-modelled before they will work’.?*? In a prize-winning essay
on the ‘Manufacture of Tea’ published in the early 1870s, the author noted that
the rolling machine had not entirely ‘superseded the necessity of hand rolling’
because they were incapable of giving ‘the nice final twist’, which could only be
obtained by hand. He found that many gardens in Cachar after a period of trial
had dropped using such machines and gone back to hand-rolling.**A statistical
account of the province noted that ‘tea houses’ concurrently and alternately used
rolling by hand and machine, depending on the labour situation of the gardens.?**

Such practices of work and labour implied that a shortage of labourers
employed in the differentiated yet related activities in the field and factory could
gravely and negatively alter the quality and quantity of the garden’s yield. The
value of the contractor for “safely” achieving such work/production purposes
can be further stressed by quantifying the ‘magnitude’ of the labour replenish-
ments required in the tea gardens in the late 1870s. For instance, in the year 1876,
Jorehaut Tea Company operating in Assam valley had around 3,500 acres under
tea and roughly 3,800 working adults. The company’s assessment of the labour
requirements for the approaching season (after factoring its usual “losses”) was
around 1,700 adults or more than forty percent of the existing workforce. The
assessment did not radically change in the subsequent season (1877) when a
demand of 1,500 adults was placed before the agents in Calcutta for delivery.#®
Situating an analogous trend for the entire province in the year 1878, one finds
that the new migrants arriving in the districts of Sylhet and Cachar in Surma
valley constituted around nine percent of the existing working force. The corre-
sponding figures for the districts of Sibsagar, Lakhimpur and Darrang in Assam
valley were significantly higher at 15 percent, 18 percent and 26 percent respec-
tively. The numbers rose dramatically for the remaining districts of Assam valley
(i.e. Kamrup and Nowgong), where more than 40 percent of the workforce had
arrived and commenced work in the very same year.?¢

242 G. Barker, A Tea Planter’s Life in Assam (Calcutta, 1884).

243 E. Money, The cultivation and manufacture of Tea (London, 1883) p. 118.
244 WW. Hunter, Statistical Account of Assam, Vol. 1 (London, 1879) p. 390.
245 H.A. Antrobus, History of Jorehaut Company (London, 1948) p. 54.

246 Assam Labour Report 1879 p. 13, p. 18.
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Table 2.1: Proportion of new immigrants in the workforce. 247

Year Average Labour Force Percentage of new immigrants

1877 146,513 45.2
1878 172,569 43.4
1879 184,935 36.6
1880 188,497 21.5
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Graph 2.1: Labour Migration to Assam 1870-1881.24

It was very evident that to consistently muster such large numbers, which gained
a particular urgency in some planting districts (mostly in the Assam Valley) and
on some tea gardens (prone to “wastage”), the sardar’s recruitment was not ade-
quate or even at times available, and the ‘option’ of the contractor had to be kept
and exercised. The relevance of the contractor was even more marked, for certain
regions and particular estates stigmatised as “unpopular” due to poor conditions
of life and work. In those circumstances, the necessity to bind workers and force

247 Proceedings of Assam Labour Enquiry Committee in the Recruiting and Labour Districts (Cal-
cutta, 1906) p. 236.

248 Assam Labour Report for the years 1875-1882; Proceedings of Assam Labour Enquiry Com-
mittee in the Recruiting and Labour Districts (Calcutta, 1906) p. 236.
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work through the “protection” of contract (especially Assam contract) would
have to be backed by recruits provided by contractors.?*®

In the 1870s, due to new modes of recruiting and also on account of the
opening of other routes/regions of recruitment, the slide of the late 1860s was
considerably arrested. From an annual average of around 5,000 recruits in 1870,
the numbers steadily rose to above 30,000 in the period after 1875, reaching a
high of over 40,000 recruits in the year 1878.

2.7 Discourse of reform and the new contract regime

The 1870s was a period of sustained extension of the plantation cultivation and
growth in the production of Assam tea. The rapid spurt in output did not automat-
ically translate into an “independent” identity for Assam tea in its primary market
(Britain), where it was still used to blend the Chinese supplies to give “body” and
“flavour” to them. The inauguration and almost three decades of plantation pro-
duction in the colony (Assam) had partially shifted the sites of cultivation of the
plant and sources of its supply, but it could do little to redefine the notion and
taste of the finished commodity—which remained predominantly Chinese.

Such “anomalies” were being felt and concerted attempts were underway
especially from the early 1870s—by various “interested” individuals, groups and
“defence associations” to establish the “mark” and “taste” of Assam/Indian
tea (in the British market) and thereby stimulate its distribution and sale to an
entirely new level.

At the same time, the formation of trade associations (like the Calcutta Syn-
dicate) was pushing the tea of Assam/Indian origin into the new markets of
Australia and United States. For instance, due to the efforts of the Syndicate,
the exports to Australia jumped almost three hundred percent in one year from
around 870,000 pounds in 1881-82 to 2,710,000 pounds in 1882-83.2°

These trends of consolidation of varied interests in the marketing and sale
of the Assam/Indian tea found parallels in the “association” of the tea produc-
tion interests. The most prominent example was the formation of the Indian Tea
Districts Association in London in 1879 with the object of acting as a common

249 S. Baildon, Tea in Assam: A pamphlet on the origin, culture, and manufacture of tea in Assam
(Calcutta, 1877) p. 50.
250 WW. Hunter, The Indian Empire: Its People, History, and Products (London, 1882) p. 507.
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forum for those directly or indirectly interested in the cultivation of tea in British
India.?!

A particular instance of such collaboration found expression in a memoran-
dum drafted by a London group of businessmen and entrepreneurs interested in
“Indian tea” in the year 1880. The note, at the very outset, underlined the neces-
sity to buttress the presence of Indian tea in its existing market and coordinate
attempts to break into newer terrains by expanding production, while at the same
time, checking the “costs” at which Indian tea was being manufactured. The
present and future nature of the tea market, it prophesied, necessitated that the
finished commodity had to be decisively “cheap” to remain competitive with the
other producing regions like Java and Ceylon, offering a similar product. Mecha-
nisation, the memorandum further argued, as a potent solution to bring down
costs had its “limitations” because of the peculiar nature of tea operation meant
that ‘hand labour must always be employed, and it governs the cost of produc-
tion’. Such an understanding pointed at the direction where the costs had to be
controlled, as precisely mentioned in the text:

On the maintenance therefore of an adequate supply of coolie labour, at a cost calculated to
leave a fair margin of profit on the capital invested, hinges the entire question of the future
of the tea enterprise.

This notion of a labour/worker category as the key to the “future” of tea enterprise
had a strange ring of familiarity to it. In the 1840s, the Tea Committee identified
the skilled Chinese tea makers as that critical factor. The managers of the pioneer
Assam Company in the 1850s reposed their faith on the Kacharis to assume the
role of a stable resident working population. This view shifted by the late 1860s.
The imported workers from outside the province (or the coolie solution) were
widely believed to address the work concerns of a rapidly expanding industry.
By the late 1870s, a cheap and unremitting supply of these coolies was seen as
the fundamental issue. This opinion was reiterated by a Chief Commissioner of
the province who believed that the Assam planters ‘to hold their own against the

251 Its stated goals were to ‘bring about a certain degree of concert and unity of action amongst
owners and managers of tea property to cheapen the cost of production, improve the quality
of the product, and increase the demand for it’ and to simultaneously ‘watch the legislation in
India and England in so far as it affects the tea industry to procure such amendments and modi-
fications of existing laws as may be found necessary for the realisation of the objects in view’. For
details see R. Behal and P.P. Mohapatra: ‘Tea and Money versus Human Life: The Rise and Fall of
the Indenture System in the Assam Tea Plantations’, 1840-1908 in Plantations, Proletarians and
Peasants in Colonial Asia, Special edition, Journal of Peasant Studies 19, no. 3&4 (1992).



84 — Contracts, Contractors and Coolies

fierce competition of China and Ceylon must have coolies on reasonable terms’.>?
In fact, the memorandum explicitly mentioned that the ‘excessive cost of recruit-
ment’ and ‘stringency of labour laws’ had made the Assam labour expensive. It
called for ‘withdrawing the present restrictions of trade’ and allowing a ‘greater
freedom of contract’.

“Freedom” and “removal of restriction”, demanded in the memorandum,
was a reiteration of the state discourse on Assam migration—as articulated in
the labour legislation of 1873. The Act had proposed certain provisions to facil-
itate what it characterised as “free emigration” and “free recruitment” in light
of “improving” communication between the recruiting districts and Assam.? It
was also in tune with the idea of “progressive freedom” as the guiding purpose
and intention of the contract. Free emigration was depicted as the “spontane-
ous” and “unsolicited” emigration of natives of India to Assam. The latter term
(free recruitment) was intended to apply to a system of “inducing” individuals to
emigrate. They were to be furnished with the “means” of doing so (by their poten-
tial employers) without the necessary supervision of the state machinery. But
the Act did not permit the “freely recruited” individuals to be contracted under
the terms of Assam contract. The anticipation here was to tap into the famine-
stricken regions by giving the distressed communities some “assistance” to reach
the tea districts and work under the terms of the ordinary law or a civil contract.
However, such attempts/schemes did not yield the desired results, as anticipated
by the colonial state. While the “unsolicited” spontaneous migration was barely
forthcoming, the inability of planters to “bind” the imported individuals under
the terms of Assam contract after having ‘assisted’ and “financed” their induce-
ment and transit was a serious deterrent towards “free recruitment”. The planters
feared that the new labourers could be “enticed” away by the generous offers
from other employers, or they could plainly decline to be contracted (even under
Act XIII) except on offer of a substantial bonus.

In light of these arguments and other suggestions made in the memorandum,
the colonial state set up a committee to comprehensively assess the working of
the Act of 1873.%* The investigating Commissioners in the report faulted the leg-
islation for having failed to deliver on certain crucial counts. On migration of
workers, the Act was seen as not affording “sufficient” encouragement for free

252 F.H. Skrine, Laborious Day; leaves from the Indian record of Sir Charles Alfred Elliott (Calcut-
ta, 1892) p. 73.

253 The passing of the Act was synchronous with the establishment of a through line of road
from the recruiting districts of Bihar and Sonthalia to Dhubri. Assam Labour Repot, 1881 p. 1.
254 The committee was appointed in October 1880 and it commenced its sitting in December
1880 with A Mackenzie as its president. Assam Labour Report, 1880, p. 1.



Discourse of reform and the new contract regime =—— 85

emigration and putting unnecessary restrictions on the desired sardari recruit-
ment. While on the plantations, it was found wanting in the enforcement of
contract and for offering insufficient “protection” to the employers for unlawful
absence, idleness or desertion of contracted labourer.?>

The substance of these criticisms alluded to a skewed view of “freedom” (like
that of “protection”)—which should operate selectively and for the interests and
objectives of plantation capitalism. While the labour market was to be made more
free/deregulated through the removal of restrictions on recruitment and in par-
ticular for the sardars; the plantation labour regime was desired to be further
“intensified” by the strict enforcement of contracts and more comprehensive
scope for penalisation. This ostensible contradiction of reconciling “freedom”
with “unfreedom” became the premise and purpose of the new Act—Act I of
1882.2°6 The deliberations leading up to the legislation of the Act were also note-
worthy for having received unprecedented attention from the native intelligentsia
(especially Bengali), who were voicing their opinion in the legislature, political
associations and the press about the nature and function of the British rule in
India.?”

A prominent focus of the committee framing the Act narrowed on the sardar—
as the desirable agent of “freedom” in the system of recruitment for Assam tea
gardens. There was some disquiet within the committee for what it characterised
as a “suspicious” premise of the state and planters, which was perceived to have
stigmatised and impeded the sardari system. The suspicion, it was contented,
stemmed from the attitude of state—which obligated the sardars to obtain a cer-
tificate of recruitment with a validity of not more than six months, compelled
them to have these certificates countersigned in the recruiting districts by the
magistrate and further did not authorize them to carry more than twenty recruits
without going through the “policed” channels of the contractor’s depot.>*®

255 Proceedings of the Commission appointed to amend the Labour District Emigration Act VII
(B.C.) of 1873; The Report of the Commission on the Labour Districts Emigration Act. Legislative
Department Proceedings, no.227, January 1882. NAIL

256 Proceedings of the Commission appointed to amend the Labour District Emigration Act VII
(B.C.) of 1873; The Report of the Commission on the Labour Districts Emigration Act. Legislative
Department Proceedings, no.227, January 1882. NAL

257 Lt Governor of Bengal during the discussion leading up to the legislation remarked that the
‘subject (of Assam labour legislation) has been discussed in 1862, 1865, 1867, 1870, 1873, 1878
without causing considerable opposition on the part of the native community’ and now he was
‘surprised by the active and tardy native opposition’. Extract from the Abstract of the Proceedings
of the Legislative Council of the Governor General of India, dated the 5" July 1882 in Legislative
Department Proceedings, no.307, January 1882. NAIL.

258 Proceedings of the Commission appointed to amend the Labour District Emigration Act VII
(B.C.) of 1873. NAL
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The relevant sections of the Act regulating the sardari system tried to resolve
this dilemma. It extended the period of the sardari certificates to one year, termi-
nated the compulsion of getting these certificates countersigned by the magis-
trate of the recruiting districts or bringing the sardari recruits to them for regis-
tration. The sardars were further given the “freedom” of registering the recruits
at any ‘convenient’ place, provided they did that before they left the province of
Bengal. The restriction on the number of recruits was also lifted—with a general
“advisory” that a ‘responsible person should guide every gang of twenty’. But
the authority to the issue the recruiting certificate remained with the planter, and
they were further entitled to prolong them (beyond one year) by merely intimat-
ing the protector/inspector. These documents also listed instructions from the
planters and a deviance on the part of the sardar could initiate severe prosecution
and penalties. The practice of stationing a representative of planter/Tea Company
in the recruiting districts—the so-called Local agent—was legitimised by the Act,
and they were assigned with powers to oversee the activities of the sardar during
recruitment and given the authority to charge them for any misdemeanours.
These measures and especially the legalisation of the local agent had a signifi-
cant bearing on how the “reformed” sardari system functioned and flourished.?*®

Along with the ‘reformulation’ of the sardari mode of recruitment, the Act
attempted to recast the Assam contract, further underlining the partial “freedom”
and limited “protection” it claimed to champion. A long-standing demand of
Assam planters to have the period of contract extended from three to five years
was now encoded in the new Act. A five-year contract was admitted by the inau-
gural 1861 Act, which was later reduced to three years in the 1865 Act—consider-
ing the “unsettled” conditions of plantations. The subsequent Acts of 1870 and
1873 retained the three-year ceiling for contracts. The proposed extension of the
contract period drew its substance from a standard justification of the planters—
that a period of three years was grossly inadequate to recoup the colossal sums
“invested” in the recruitment, transit and settlement (medicine, housing, and
infrastructure) of the workers. It was argued as a logical extension for the Assam

259 An outright prohibition on the contractor system was however ruled out on apparently “hu-
manitarian” considerations—that it would be a serious injury to the many individuals deriving
their livelihood from it. But the committee admitted to the pressure/reason for the toleration of
this ‘evil’ on the grounds ‘(that) there are some gardens which are not yet in a position to employ
sardari-recruiters and must for the present depend upon professional assistance’.The Report of
the Commission on the Labour Districts Emigration Act. Legislative Department Proceedings,
no0.227, January 1882.
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plantations, considering the contract for overseas plantations already extended
up to five years.?®°

The hike in the contract period and the parallel drawn with the overseas
plantation attracted the attention of some native organisations, notably the
British Indian Association, who were voicing their reservations to the proposed
changes being made to the Assam coolie labour system.?¢* They cited to the differ-
ent “principle” motivating the overseas contract, where the wage structure was
gradually incremental, and the coolies received food rations along with their cash
payments. The Assam contract, in contrast, had stagnant minimum wages till the
third year, and only in the last couple of years did the wages increase slightly.
Rations were rarely provided to the contracted workers in Assam, and the cost of
the “benefit” of rice supplies was always deducted from their earnings. This alter-
ation, as the association precisely identified, was designed to curb the bargaining
capabilities of the labourers in negotiating higher wages after the expiry of their
contract term (i.e. three years) and the cash advance (bonus) they received when
they re-engaged under the only applicable contract (Act XIII). It became more
evident when the sections extending the contract period made it abundantly
clear that the labourers were no longer engaged for a particular tea garden but to
an employer/company. This allowed the planters/companies to freely “relocate”
their workforce to new, unhealthy gardens, which was not permissible under the
terms of the earlier legislation.

The right to private arrest, as retained in the present Act, most starkly com-
promised the self-proclaimed objective of promoting “freedom.” The anomaly
was lambasted by the British Indian Association when they equated the private
arrest rights with the “fugitive slave law”. Responding to such grave charges,
the tea association merely reminded them that ‘such a power has existed since
1865°.2% The colonial state firmly backed this retention and cited other “excep-

260 In the late 1870s, the Sanitary Commissioner of Assam trying to explain the differential rates
of mortality between the colonial coolies and Assam coolies argued that the ‘shortness’ of con-
tract gave little interest to the Assam planters.

261 Memorial dated 3 January 1882 from A.M. Bose, Secretary, Indian Association addressed
to Governor General of India. Legislative Department Proceedings, n0.308, January 1882; Letter
dated 4™ July 1882 from Kristo Das Pal, Secretary, British Indian Association to Officiating Sec-
retary to the Government of India, Legislative Department. Legislative Department Proceedings,
no0.306, January 1882. NAL

262 Letter dated 4™ July 1882 from Kristo Das Pal, Secretary, British Indian Association to Offi-
ciating Secretary to the Government of India, Legislative Department. Legislative Department
Proceedings, n0.306, January 1882. NAIL
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tional” circumstances where a similar “privilege” had been invoked.?¢* An influ-
ential section of the Assam administration was very much in favour of allow-
ing a far greater scope than what was permissible in the existing private arrest
rights, giving in to the pressures exerted by the planters, who were systematically
assuming the magisterial prerogatives. For instance, the Chief Commissioner of
the province wanted the obligation of the “arrested” coolies presented before the
local magistrate to be abrogated, while the Deputy Commissioner of Darrang in
Assam Valley expressed a view that the managers should be given an absolute
right to arrest irrespective of the prevailing circumstances.

The sections of the Act regulating the private arrest rights underwrote the
compromise between the various positions and pressures. The Assam managers
retained the right to arrest when their plantations were situated at a distance of
more than ten kilometres from the nearest police station. But the subsequent for-
mality of reporting the cases of “private” detentions to the police did not auto-
matically lead to a magisterial enquiry. The magistrates were now instructed to
act only if they deemed it to be absolutely “necessary”.?%*

This control on labour was further achieved through a “realignment” of the
domains and nature of the contract(s)—by which different categories of plan-
tation labourer (local, imported, time-expired) was settled on the Assam tea
gardens. The Act XIII contract—which from the early 1860s had offered a degree
of “control” to the planters engaging local labourer and also helped mitigate the
planter’s paranoia of the time-expired labourer slipping outside the ambit of
the contract (Assam contract), came to be variously perceived in this changed
context as ineffective, insufficient and even inapplicable. The planters often cited
the enhanced stature of time-expired labourers as a case in point—where they
were depicted as becoming ‘the master of the situation’ and capable of ‘dictating’
terms of their re-employment (wages and bonus) when contracted under the Act
XII1.2%> The legal limitations on the applicability of Act XIII for plantation labour-

263 It was suggested that since the year 1854, British ship captains were empowered to ‘arrest’
the deserting seamen and other apprentices without a warrant. Section 66 of Burma Labour Law
Act III of 1876 also allowed ‘private arrest’ under certain conditions. Legislative Department. Leg-
islative Department Proceedings, no.227, January 1882. NAI.

264 Also the penalty imposed on managers for ‘illegal arrests’ of coolies was substantially
downscaled from Rs five hundred to only Rs fifty, when the existing law of the land imposed a
seven rigorous imprisonment for a comparable offence committed by the other ‘ordinary’ sub-
jects. Legislative Department Proceedings, January 1882. NAI.

265 A planter argued that it seems unfair that a man who has been put to no expense in bring-
ing up the labour should be able, by the promise of an additional rupee a month to their pay, to
“entice” away his neighbor several time-expired coolies. G. Barker, A Tea Planter’s Life in Assam
(Calcutta, 1884) p. 158.
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ers—which never deterred the planters to use it prolifically in the first place—now
became an excuse for a concerted demand of “protection” beyond it. Also the
critical question of the necessity of some hold over the “freely recruited” indi-
viduals—which was seen as the principle shortcoming of the 1873 Act—was still
unresolved.

The proposed ‘remedy’ of permitting the execution of Assam contracts in the
labour districts of the province, was encoded in the sections 111 and 112 of the
1882 Act. Under Section 111, the Assam contract could be enforced on the plan-
tations itself, and subsequently forwarded to the Inspector for verification and
registration. Section 112, on the other hand merely required the employer or his
appointed representative to appear with the contracting labourer before the local
Inspector or Magistrate for the formalisation of the contract.?%®

The redefined procedure of the Assam contract—which paved the way for the
“freely recruited” labourer to be brought within its scope—had serious ramifica-
tions on the legal control over the local labour market (comprising of the time
expired coolies and Kacharis). The workers in the province could now be legiti-
mately put under the terms of Assam contract and therefore become subject to a
longer period of engagement (of up to five years) with similar penal penalties (like
the private arrest) as the newly imported workers.?”

266 Extract from the Proceedings of the Government of India, Revenue and Agriculture Depart-
ment, nos.16-18E, dated 27" January 1882. Legislative Department Proceedings, no.312, January
1882. NAIL

267 There were other moves to overhaul the obligation and oversight on the management with
respect to the conduct of work and life on the plantations. Sections 112-116, took a decisive step
in this direction by relieving the employers of the necessity to submit the task schedules. The
brief of the labour inspectors regarding this issue was now restricted to an order of reduction of
tasks as and when they found them to be “unreasonable”. This move was part of a long drawn
process of restructuring of work and wage assessment practices on the Assam plantations, where
the time rate of payment was initially made redundant under systematic duress from planters, in
favour of a more ambiguous task rate assessment. Now, the fixation of tasks itself was rendered
arbitrary and largely unregulated. Again the supply of rice to the contracted labourers at a fixed
price was a critical item in the ‘non-wage benefits’ established through the protracted negotia-
tions of Kachari labour with the Assam Company management and later incorporated within
the “protective” clauses of the Assam contract. Under the terms of the reworked contract, this
benefit was no longer mandatory. The alteration was reasoned on the grounds that in anticipa-
tion of a larger proportion of “flour eating” labourers from Bihar and North Western Provinces
migrating to Assam in the coming years, such an obsession with rice supplies was anachronistic
and unnecessary. Even the regulation instituted in the “unsettled” years of the 1860s—to penal-
ise the gardens/settlements with chronically high mortality, by barring them from participating
in any further labour recruitment or even complete closure—was being refashioned to create
a window of opportunity for the defaulting plantations to persist under these life threatening
circumstances. Sections of the Act, reiterating certain conclusions reached by recent debate and
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2.8 Practice of Free System

The “free system” in the Assam plantations, which the 1882 Act claimed to further
and facilitate, had fundamental inbuilt biases. At one level, the labour market and
plantation labour regime was sought to be ‘freed’ from the prevailing edifice of rules
and regulations. It was done at the behest of tea interests, who were clamouring for
unprecedented ‘reforms’ and ‘deregulation’ of the system, which they believed was
imperative to fully realise the curbed potential of the Assam tea industry. This they
argued would stimulate a period of unprecedented productivity and profitability in
the enterprise and address the local challenges and the global competition which
the industry had to contend with in the late nineteenth century.

At another level, the freedom of the plantation labourers—who were bound
by a more coercive, intrusive and partial contract—was gravely compromised. A
degree of labour protection and a notion of labour entitlement—which the earlier
legislations had constructed—were reversed in favour of a far greater latitude
to the management to discipline labour, intensify work and execute other ‘cost
cutting’ measures. The arrogation of unilateral and unchecked authority by the
plantation managers, which had become very evident from the beginning of the
contract period, was thereby given more credence and legitimacy. The implemen-
tation of the 1882 Act—which came to force on 6th January 1882—most starkly
revealed these latent tendencies, conditioning the strategies and practices
through which tea and coolies were produced on the Assam plantations.

From the early years of the operation of the Act, there appeared a very discern-
able trend—especially in the tea districts of Assam valley—of putting the locals
and time-expired labourers under Assam contract. At the same time, a vast major-
ity of the newly recruited individuals from outside the province were brought by
arkattis and sardars as ‘free emigrants’, and then put on a longer Assam con-
tract in Dhubri in Goalpara district—the main point of debarkation for gardens
of Assam Valley—which interestingly was elevated to the status of a labour dis-
trict, without actually indulging in any planting operations.?®® The aspirations

legislation on the issue, made the provision of certifying the running of ‘sick’ plantations, when
the death rates of only a particular class or race breached the ‘acceptable’ limits. The restriction
in such cases merely extended to the recruitment and settlement of the race/class of labourers
in question. Extract from the Proceedings of the Government of India, Revenue and Agriculture
Department, nos.16-18E, dated 27" January 1882. Legislative Department Proceedings, no.312,
January 1882. NAIL

268 There was a distinct trend of contracts being enforced for a longer period in Dhubri than on
the plantations. For instance in the year 1887, more than 96 percent of contracts executed in Dhu-
bri was for 5 years, while in the other labour districts it was merely 2.8 percent. Again in the year
1888, 98 percent of contracts in Dhubri were for 5 years. The report for the relevant year making
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of tea planters to include a greater proportion of labourers (local, time-expired,
imported) within the domain of the Assam contract, but stay clear of the cor-
responding rules and regulations, were thereby simultaneously served.?*® The
provincial labour report for the year 1883 admitted to these specific fallouts of
the Act:

... Alteration which the new act has brought in its train was hardly foreseen by its framers,
and has been effected almost by accident. The law intended that recruitment by contractors
and garden-sardars should be under careful restrictions, but that free emigration should
be encouraged. The outcome has been that both contractors and sardars have evaded the
provisions of the law, and have to a large extent brought in their recruits as free emigrants.
Not a single contractor’s coolie was brought under contract into the Assam valley in 1883.%7°

The contention of the report with respect to these features manifesting inadvert-
ently and not by design, is hardly sustained by other circumstantial evidence.
Apart from bringing in a far greater number of plantation labourers—belonging
to different categories and contexts—within the contract framework, the ‘deregu-
lation’ in the labour market quickly multiplied the number of migrants going to
Assam.

The spurt in labour recruitment—which mostly sustained throughout the
late nineteenth century— was not an obvious outcome of the “simplification” of
the bureaucratic procedures, opening up of “virgin” territories for recruiting and
inclusion of other newer groups of recruiters and recruited within the process.
In fact, this period was witness to a greater encouragement and even a sort of
institutionalisation of practices like deception, abduction and kidnapping in the
labour market. These practices—generously contributing to the inflating number
of migrants—became extremely feasible due to the same relaxation of the regula-
tions and dilution of supervision. Planters and their agents in the labour market
had ample scope and freedom to rampantly and systematically incorporate them
in their standard recruiting strategies. The lack of governing ‘norms’ and concern

a distinction between the two plantation valleys, mentioned that in Assam valley around 36
percent and in Surma valley not more than 2 percent of new contracts were for a period 5 years.
Assam Labour Report, 1887 p. 18; Assam Labour Report, 1888 p. 23.

269 In the year 1883, the of Assam narrated the case of seventeen workers who complained of
having been forced to sign a five year contract on the garden, when they had originally taken a
three year contract. Assam Labour Report, 1883 p. 23.

270 By the year 1886, free emigration was both actually and relatively more active than in any
previous year. The emigration under the other systems having fallen to the lowest numbers re-
corded for the five years. Assam Labour Report, 1883 p. 1; C.E. Buckland, Bengal under the lieu-
tenant-governors; Being a narrative of the principal events and public measures during their peri-
ods of office, from 1854 to 1898 (Calcutta, 1901 ) p. 765.



92 — C(ontracts, Contractors and Coolies

for larger profits, further encouraged the labour intermediaries to pay little regard
to the sanitary principles during the transportation of people to Assam. The rising
rates of mortality during labour transit attested to this developing phenomenon.

It was thought that the time had arrived when emigrants might be expected to come
to Assam in large numbers without much assistance, or at all events without the stimulus
and aid of the elaborate organization then provided by the professional supplier of labour,
and that the system of contractors, arkattis, and so forth, would in time die a natural death;
but, instead of this, the great and ever increasing mass of the labour supply business has
remained in the hands of the professionals, with this difference, that, whereas formerly
these persons worked under strict regulation and control, they now under the “free emigra-
tion” system work free from all control.?”
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Graph 2.2: Comparison on area under plantation, labour force and emigration on Assam tea
gardens: 1880-1900.%2

The escalation of cases of deception by the recruiter, widespread abduction and
growing mortality were strikingly reminiscent to the ‘pre-regulation’ period of the
early 1860s—which became the ‘original’ context and premise for the colonial
state to intervene and establish some rules and standards. The latest phase of
“deregulation” and its ramifications generated deep concerns in the migrating
regions and contributed to the “unpopular” perceptions of Assam.

271 Assam Labour Report, 1887, p. 2.
272 M.A.B. Siddique, Evolution of Land grants and Labour Policy of Government (New Delhi,
1990) p. 143.
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Curious case of Narayan swami. He was induced by Mr Harris (Haru sardar).
He was promised that he would get a writer’s work with Rs 20 to 30 a month and
not a work of coolie.

At the same time, the “native” press (especially in the province of Bengal)
got particularly interested in the ‘question’ of Assam coolie labour. One of the
central themes of this engagement was the many cases of recruiting abuses in
the Bengal districts—particularly in respect to the abduction of single woman to
Assam—which appeared with recurring frequency in the newspaper columns.?”®

2.9 Free System in Surma Valley

The provincial administration faced with dissenting and critical voices from
within its ranks and the broader colonial society, continued to refute them in the
annual labour reports—as being isolated, inconsequential exceptions and empha-
sised the larger ‘good’ and long term ‘benefits’ the ‘free system’ had brought in its
wake.?”* The Secretary of State for India concurred with this position in an official
correspondence in August 1886 agreed that ‘the most important change which the
present Act (1882) effected was the encouragement of assisted (sometimes called
free) emigration by relieving if from the legal trammels until the coolies reach the
labour districts’. This position was reiterated in official and legal debates initi-
ated to discuss the workings of the 1882 Act, which had gathered some momen-
tum in the late 1880s. The member in charge of a Bill introduced to amend the
1882 Act, which was later passed into law as Act VII of 1893 concluded:

The result of this protracted investigation has been not only to show that the continuance of
the labour system established in 1882 is essential for the well-being of the industry, which
has done so much towards colonising and opening out the rising province of Assam... It has
been expressed again and again by successive Chief Commissioners and other impartial
observers, that the condition of labourers on tea-gardens is far superior to that of the masses
in the districts from which they emigrate...The continuance of the system established in

273 S. Sen, ‘Commercial recruiting and Informal intermediation: Debate over the Sardari system
in Assam tea plantations, 1860-1900’, Modern Asian Studies 44, no.1 (2010).

274 The Local administration under pressure of this criticism made some feeble attempts to
comprehend the problem and its magnitude, but rarely took the corresponding measures. For
instance in the year 1888, the Chief Commissioner of the province issued two circulars instruct-
ing the district heads to make enquiries into the complaints of fraudulent recruiting and also
to submit the result of these investigations every two months. Assam Labour Report, 1888 p. 11.
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1882 is still required as a means towards drawing-off the surplus population of the recruit-
ing areas and opening-out the sparsely peopled districts of Assam.””

A special report on the working of the 1882 Act—published in the year 1890—was
the most comprehensive statement made in favour of the free system. Drawing a
distinction between the labour systems of the two ‘planting’ valleys of the prov-
ince, the report made a case for the relative “freedom” of plantation labourers in
the Surma Valley.?”® It was suggested that the workforce in this valley was mostly
recruited through the informal ties and familial networks of the sardars working
outside the Act, and later settled without any contract or under the “less harsh”
Act XIII contract on the plantations.*””
