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Forests and Ecological History of Assam:
- A Valuable Contribution to the Historigraphy of Assam
, Kishor Go.iwaini
Deptt of History,Nowgong College
History writing in its modern sense developed in

Assam from the first quater of the 19 century . The coming

| of the colonial rulein Assam had m: rked a ‘sharp derarture

in the way history was written . In pre - colonial times , the
historical sense of the people of Assam had mainly been

informed by the Buranji . However, post - enlightenment

‘scientific history’ came to be written in Assam with the
advent of the British rule. Hence , the work of Haliram
Dhekial Phukan (4sam Buranji) is regarded as the entry
point of ‘modern history’ in Assam . From that time to the
beginning of the 21st century, the historigraphy of Assam
has been influenced by different dimensions and
prespectives . In this _process , Arupjyoti Saikia’s recent
work Foresets and Ecological History of Assam , 1826-
2000 published by the Oxford Umversnty Press in 2011 is
a refreshingly new entry

Giving anew dlmensmn to the history of environ-
ment in Assam , the book has covereda history of almost
| hundred and seventy five years. Written in eight chapters,
excluding the introductory part, the book is a monumental

-{ compilation in its own right.

In recent times deforestation isa common vocabu-

~|lary in Assam. From intelligentsia to the politicians ,

from patricians to the plebeians , everyone use the word
de-forestation to describe the growing shrinking of for-




ests space in Assam. In public discourse , the peasant
| society has always been victmized for this process of |
deforestation , which is more or less informed by the
contemporary practices of the peasant society . However,
| according to Arupjyoti Saikia this may not be always the
best way to understand this process. Taking into account

Assam from the eraly part of the 19" century, Saikia tries

of imperial rule. Atthe same time not confining himself
to the mere changing forests landscape of Assam, and- also
tries to locate within the larger South Asian scenario.
In contrast to the early Assamese literature |,
ture , in the contemporary Assamese writing is represented
as a site of constant exploitation and rampant abuse. This
environmental loss in Assam has increased the conflict
between humans and animals over their respective habitat.
All these conflicts and the growing involvement of big
money in the forest resources hve generated not only pub-
lic debate but also created a fertile ground for peasant
movements in Assam. all these recent debates and move-

his book. In doing so he broadly discussed the manage-
ment of the jungles,conversion of the forest resources
into saleable commodity , and the forest as an entity -

Arupjyoti, Saikia also shows, from the British colonial
period in ASSam how the jungle was converted into for-
est. He argues that , jungle ,an erstwhile space for wild

animals and ghosts, often memorized through folktales »
S0 :

the the British colonial intervention in the forests of > WEL .
f forest. In order to explain this phenomenon, Saikia has

to explain the process of de-forestation askey outcome '

na- | fial Forest department and its practice of monopolizing the

ments are historically addressed by Arupjyoti Saikia in |,

| nomore bore astory of unfamiliar and hostile territory. The
author also shows how these forests had traversed a lor g
| journey from wilderness to an ordered jungle, from petty
trade in forest products to brisk business in the irterna-
tional market, and from hunting areasto national parks.
According to Saikia, those changes had far-reaching ‘mpact
in forest management as well as the preception of the

drawn our attention to the working of the Imperial Forest
department and its practice of monopolizing the rimber
resources of forest. In order to explain this phenomenon,
Saikia has drawn our attention to the working of the Impe-

timber resources of forest which continued with little
modification after independence. This assertion of abso-
'(lute right of the Forest department had not only converted
the forest into a.commercial commodity but also alienated
the traditional rights of the people over the forest resources.
Writing the Forests and Ecological History of
Assam, Arupjyoti Saikia has not confined himself to the
mere state-centric view of the forest. He also emphasizes
the importance of the tea-industry as one of the determin-
{ing factors forthe process of deforestation in Assam.He
has shown how the establishment ofthe tea-industry in Assam
{and subsequent a Colonial government practice of waste-
{land grant of the tea-planters had hastened the process of
de-forestation.in Assam. He has shown how the establish-

!ment of the tea-industry in Assam and subsequent colonial
{government practice of wasteland grant to tea-planters had

|
[



began to encourage peasant from East Bengal to settle in
the wastelands of Assam for the opening of jute cultiva-
tion. All these factors: tea-plantation, jute cultivation and_
forest conservation programme deprived the indigenous |
peasants to their access to the natural resources and also .
restricted the widely practicing shifting cultivation . Ac-,
cording to Saikia , this not only changed the landscape,
permanently but also transformed forever the pattern Of
relationship of man and nature , and also leading tO
extensive landscape fragmentatlon In this history of con- .
testing interest over forest resources, Saikia draws a ,pal",
allel between the pre-imperial and imperial periods, and
shows that forest management during the pre-colonial time.
had littleto do with a market economy. However , the colo’
nial rule had changed the way natural resources were ex-:
ploited which had left behind a legacy of social conflicts
in the political map of Assam. Illustrating this point, Saikia
in his book argues that, over the years, as the peasants
lost their cultural right over forest land, the state further.
pushed them away from these resources for their inability
to become cash-crop products . This led toa series 0f
ethnic movements wanting to re-configurate the relatlon'
ship of communities with natural resources, particulrly their
accessto the forest lands. By this line of argument, Saikia.
has attempted to link the present day conflicts, many Of
which are land and resources based, to their root in the

&

hastened the process of defforéstation. At the same time,
from the early part ofthe 20th century the government

colonial era.

Writing in a very clear and lucid style, Fores s
and Ecological History of Assam ,is an outcoine of
Arupjyoti Saikia’s constant engagement with the social
history of Assam . This book is also a great improyement

A Assam, 1826 - 2000 has already generated a great anount

I

of his earlier publication Jungles Reserves, Wilclife A
History of Forests in Assam putiished by the wildlife
Welfare Trust of Assam in 2005. Published by the Oxford
University Press, the Forests and Ecological History of

of interest among the international academic circle. How-
ever, this major contribution to the historigraphy of Assam
is still to be critically reviewed in Assam. Going by the
recent peasant movements in Assam, as well as State |
Government’s drive for land eviction programme and the
popular protest against the big dam issue, this work will

defiantly enrich our understanding of the social history
and contemporary. conflicting situation in Assam.

Apart from certain minor spelling mistakes , which
will T hope definantly be corrected in the next edition,
Arupjyoti Saikia has done justice to his subject. He has
also used vernacular and non-vernacular sources to the
greatest possible extent. @

®
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“« IMPORTANCE OF STUDY OF HISTORY ”
Lakhya Pratim Nirmolia
'Lecturer ,Deptt. of History'
Kakojan College
What is History ? Knowing about past is the natural habit of_ ,
a civilised person . We all of us want to know about ouri
ancestors how they livedin the old days.Who can give us'
proper information regarding them . It is history . History,

is the only source which is able to give us definite’

informtion about our previous generation. Moreover, his-
tory also give us information about the economic develop-
ment, political condition, administrative structure , evolu-,
tion of urban life , development of science , literature and
architecture . History is the barometer to record this progress
of mankind . The study of history does not mean just the
study of dates and events connected with some kings of
dynasties. '
History is a Greek word which means enquiry J
research , exploration or information . Dionysius ©

Holicarnassus said that history offers us the quintessencé
of human experience whose study has universal value. Real
history hasno limitation . It is beyond the universe. T
scope of history in recent times has been so much €*¥°
panded that politics forms only one of that many branch 0 T
historical study. As all ages of history are iml;ortant in th®
cosmic process so are all the activities of man which woul

form in the province of the historian . A prominent histo’
rian EH. Carr said , “ History consists of a corpus ¢
ascertainable facts. The facts are available to historian ¥
documents, inscriptions and so on ike fish on the fis"

||home, and cooks and serves them in whatever stv'e

'l consciousness . Yet ,many people including some lcading

past ,present and future . History point out some great
| mistakes from which created problem in the society and

monger’s slab. The historian collects them , takes then

appealsto him.” v
Why we should study History ? History is the backbone of |
mnkind . Behind every civilised nation there has history .
The study of history helps in understanding the people ,
socities, nations and finally the whol. humanity gets :sense
of identity and belonging .So, history may be regard:d as a
record of all that has occured within the realm of human

scientists, and statesmen ask , why study history ? How it
benefit us ? It does not contribute anything economicaly . It
can not solve the problem of poverty and unemplovment.
Besides, it creats problem and increased animosity zmong
the people . But this conceptis wrong. Because, history is
the only subject which help us to learn lession from the

follows the things which promote harmony, peace nd pros- |
perity . So, R.G. Collingwood said ; simply because the
rhythm of its changes is likely to repeat itself, similar
antecedents leading to similar consequences ; the order to
serve as a basis for prognostic judgements, not demon-
strable but probable ,laying down on what will happen , but
what is likely to happen indicating the points of danger in
rhythms now going on.” ‘_

~ The study of history enables a person to apply and
improve his reasoning faculty . History while trying to
seek the truth tries to reconstruct the rational past. The
study of history is no waste of time or luxury , buta

38




where intellectual merchandise of all kinds are available,
and it is upto buy what we need . The study of history is
most important and neccessary part of human beings . If we
have no knowledge about history then we do not know
howto live in a civilised society.
Importance of Study of History : Value of history is in-;
creased in the contemporary world. Because history give
us the meaning oflife, and action and offers a mental
discipline which helps us to intelligently meet new prob-
lems of life, keeping away emotions and superficialities -
History helps us to understand how the world developed'
_|into what it is. It makes us know interesting men and
women and promotes in usa knowledge of human nature-
By studying of history we can learn how to solve the
problems  that creats in the present day . History holds 2
mirror upto nature and attempts to interpret the mind and
manner of man. The true interpretattion of history is t
view it as the record of social , mora] and intellectual ed¥”
cation of man , which is so essential to dispel darkness-

In the glamour of science and technology of the
present day world , one is aptto ignore the importance of
history . So, our society is Surrounded by black cloud:

people of the contemporary world donot try to understan
how history presents to us the rich heritage of the past-;
Now a days people are not able to know that history not_'

®

_—

Under the influence of the science and technology thf':

only tell us about the right principles of life, but als¢|

pressing need. A nation that forget history will have no ||
future . That is why , history can be compared with a shop |

warn us through concrete examples about the inevitable
distruction of society, if these principles were to be
negelected . The spread of Christianity gained greater
momentum only offer the Church used history as an in-
strument of its teaching by showing how nemes:is had
overtaken the earlier generations by negelecting moral
principles . It is the absence of this historical ceme1t that
opened the floodgates in India to hostile invansions from
different directions, whether land or sea. Empires and
kingdoms were shattered to pieces and many advanced
cultures and civilizations met their doom by ignoriag the
laws of history .

History makes man wise and enables him to
strengthen his virtues . It promotes in man the power to
imagine circumstances and conditions other than his own.
History also enlarges the area of individual experience by
teaching about human behaviour , about man in relation-
ship to other men, about the interaction of circumstances
and conditions in their effect upon individual and social
fortunes. ' |

From the above discussion we came to know that
history is a very interesting and valuable subject. History
not only educates a man , but also trains , his mind .
Further , history as commonly understood not only gives
us information of the past but also sharpens our intellect
to interpret the past, and gives us limitless pleasures by
making us know the richness and variety of life, matter
of history, “I think itis enormously important ; it gives
stability and it gives depth to your thought and to your

feelings.” @ ‘
()

—————
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MAJOR GENERAL JOSEPH WARREN STILLWILL:

THE UNKNOWN SOLDIER
Siddhartha Pait

Asstt. Prof. of history
Sarupathar College

During the second world wa Upper Assamwas the
most vital strategic point for the allied force to prevent
the Japanese aggression in the conflict zone of Nerthern
Burma . The Japanese forces become powerful in the sub
continent of South Asia . They even launched naval em-
bargo against China and within March 1942. General still
well was entrusted to prevent the Japanese from eastern
front of the British India. The Japanese naval predomi-
nance in the subcontinent ultimately brought Rangoon
under their control . Major stiliwell who was put in
command of the eastern front of British India , he
immediately did not of find any islands to setup naval
base to face the Japanese forces . Since navy had always
been the strength of the Americans . He decided to build
an Allied assault front against the Japanese in the eastern
front of Assam . But the eastern part of the province had
no outlet to maritime ports leading to the pacific for
supply of arms and logistics .

The part of eastern Assam and northern Burma is
Widely a tropical rain forest area with mountains and in-
hospitable terrain . The Hukong valley of chindwin river
was known as valle of death as Allied soldiers died here
Succumbing to malaria than Combat reasons. It was
1943 the Historic was conclave was made in Ledo town




|

of Tinsukia district and major General Lewis A. Pick and|
Commander major General Joseph Stellewell finalized
the route map to construct 1726 KM long road from|
Lekhapani of Tinsukia to Kungming of South China coﬂ";
necting three countries - India , Burma and China together .
Stellwell was firm on his believe that construction Of!!»
road was the only option that can resist the Japanese
The construction of the road started from 26th Decem'-‘
ber 1943. It facililated the first convoy of over a 115!
vehicles which reached Chinese Southern province of
Kunming on January 1945 under the command of majof
General pick. Allied soldiers had paid heavily with their’
lives in the_ thick and impregnable jungles of Nonherﬂ;
Burma and Eastern Assam mostly attributing to malaria
However, the effort had long lasting impact in the roS'i
pect of the Nort East India . Today the sti P di
e stillwell roa®

construc.ted by the gallant army officer is under muchf
speculation for innovation tg faciliate trade and corﬂri
merce betwe.en India and the South East Asian clluntrieg,,
The inhospitable terrajng of Burma front neve

5 irc?t‘i’rl::?)fat? scope for medica] assistance to wounde‘-il
s € war. Thus , Generg] stillwell had to submi'
a petition to the then De ad to subt™

Lakhimpur district , Mr.

converted into a recognised base hospital . Soon, on the
instruction of General Stillwell , infrastructures of 26
IGCH Hospital of New York were brought to the base
hospital at Dibrugarh . It was considered as one of the
world’s best hospital management . In short span of time
the once dilapidated hospital was converted into full
fledged us military base hospital . It came to thick of
events in the course of second world war where war
casualities were brought to the base hospital to provide
best of treatment .

The Assam Medical College is therefore an up-
graded conversion of United States base hospital which
owes much to the new year based 26 IGCM Hospital . It
was brain child of General Stillwell . The genesis of
Medical and health service of sow in this remote part of
country by General Stillwell . Later Dr. Berry white
pioneered medical education in this remote eastern fron-
tier of India . The gallant effort of this illustrious
general opened the prospects of health service . After
the end of the world war , the American left all the
infrastructures and equipments as a gift to the Assam

Government.
It is time that we remember General Steliwell’s

ground breakings efforts whose farsighted steps gives us
even today the live evidence of spirit of service and
dedication . An American who had contributed utringly
in bringing forth the first ever advanced health care
facility in the region . A soldier whom history will

always remember for the right reasons. @
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