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R
aj Bhavan is the official residence of  the Head of  the State. It is a prestigious symbol of  Governance. It is the epitome of  
protocol and ceremonies in the state. Before assuming office, Governors are sworn in at the Durbar Hall of  the Raj Bhavan. 
Oath of  Office is administered in this Hall to incoming Chief  Ministers, Chief  Justices and Ministers. Besides these official 

ceremonies, VVIPs State Guests while on visit to the state capital, are accommodated at the Raj Bhavan. The President, the Prime 
Minister, visiting Heads of  State of  foreign countries and other dignitaries normally stay at the Raj Bhavan during their visits to the 
state capital. On Republic Day and other special occasions, State Receptions are held at the Raj Bhavan. Apart from meeting these 
formal functional requirements, a Raj Bhavan also reflects the ambience of  history and culture of  the state.

Raj Bhavan of  older states have a long history spanning over centuries. Established during the days of  peace and plenty, they 
are richly endowed and have extensive grounds even in the centre of  leading metropolitan cities. The Raj Bhavan of  undivided 
Assam at Shillong, constructed over a century ago, has a charm of  its own. It is one of  the prettiest Raj Bhavans in the country. 

With Meghalaya being carved out of  Assam in 1972 and Shillong becoming part of  this newly created state, a new Raj Bhavan 
had to be constructed for Assam at its new state capital in Guwahati. For the first decade after division, the two states had a common 
Governor who resided at the Raj Bhavan in Shillong. A suite of  rooms at Guwahati Circuit House was kept permanently reserved 
for the Governor’s stay during his visits to Assam’s new capital. This, however, was not found to be a satisfactory arrangement 
and it was decided to have a Raj Bhavan at Guwahati. For reasons of  economy, an austere Raj Bhavan was constructed by 1980. 
However, since the two states continued to have a common Governor who normally stayed at Shillong, the Guwahati Raj Bhavan 
became like a Governor’s camp. It was only in 1989 that Assam again started having an exclusive Governor of  its own. Moreover, 
with the then Prime Minister laying the foundation stone for the new capital of  Assam at Chandrapur, 20 Kms from Guwahati, the 
State Secretariat housed in an old tea warehouse complex at Dispur and the Raj Bhavan at Kharguli were treated as being in interim 
locations. Thus, the Raj Bhavan at Kharguli constructed to austere specifications was not developed to make it functionally more 
appropriate and befitting the state. Even work on the Durbar Hall sanctioned years ago, was not commenced. Pre-occupation with 
militancy and the delay in commencing the construction of  the state’s new capital complex, inhibited the development of  the Raj 
Bhavan at Kharguli. However, with the beginning of  the work on State Legislative Assembly and the State Secretariat at Dispur, 
work was also started at Kharguli for developing the Raj Bhavan.

Foreword



After a lot of  uncertainty, it was finally decided in late 1997 that the Raj Bhavan should remain at its existing location and should not be 
moved to Khanapara which is closer to the State Secretariat and where extensive grounds were available at the State Guest House at that time. 
However, the possibility of  converting the State Guest House to Raj Bhavan was discarded. The scenic beauty of  the mighty Brahmaputra 
from Kharguli and the fact that it was more economical to develop the existing Raj Bhavan than construct a new one or convert another 
building, influenced this decision.

Even when militancy was at its height in the state, it was felt that certain essential requirements for the Raj Bhavan could not be kept in 
abeyance. The first priority was to introduce an Assamese ambience and also to give a facelift to the existing building. Accordingly portraits of  
the three great heroes of  Assam, who are also our national heroes - Shrimanta Shankar Dev, Veer Lachit Barphukan and Lokapriya Gopinath 
Bordoloi, were put up in the Raj Bhavan along with paintings of  Bihu dance and the final phase of  the battle of  Saraighat. Two cannons of  
the Ahom period which had probably been used in the Battle of  Saraighat, were obtained from the Guwahati Museum and suitably placed at 
the Main Gate of  the Raj Bhavan. A replica of  the iron victory pillar of  Lachit Barphukan, commemorating the liberation of  Guwahati from 
Mughal occupation, was installed at the foyer of  the Raj Bhavan.

A ledge, some 50 feet below the level of  the road climbing upto Raj Bhavan, was selected for construction of  a Durbar Hall complex. 
The new building had to meet certain functional requirements consistent with Raj Bhavan standards. A four storied building was planned - the 
basement to provide space for car parking, first floor to accommodate the Governor’s Secretariat which had so long been functioning from 
Dispur, second floor to have a suitable Durbar Hall, third floor to provide three suites of  VIP bedrooms and fourth floor, with a large terrace, 
for holding of  receptions in conjunction with the adjacent Raj Bhavan lawn. Special care was taken to ensure that the view of  the river from 
the Raj Bhavan was not blocked and all the floors of  the new wing fully captured the scenic beauty of  the mighty Brahmaputra. A footbridge 
representing the architecture of  the Rang Ghar at the Ahom capital in Sivsagar, was designed to connect the new wing with the lawn of  the 
Raj Bhavan. The road climbing upto the Raj Bhavan passes under this footbridge, which looks like an inner gate. It has been named Lachit 
Dwar. The building is called Lachit Wing. It was inaugurated on the auspicious Magh Bihu day of  14th January, 2002. A road peeling off  
from the existing road to the basement of  the Lachit Wing across an iron bridge, provides a separate access to the Governor’s Secretariat and 
to the basement parking area.

The enchanting beauty of  the mighty river, flowing majestically between blue hills on either bank, particularly at sunrise and sunset, 
makes a deep and unforgettable impression. While imbibing the beauty of  this scene, one feels one is in the lap of  nature. Reflecting on the 
beautiful scenario, which has existed here since the dawn of  creation, one can take stock of  the winds of  history that have blown over this area. 
The Eastern Silk route passed through ancient Pragjyotishapura, now Guwahati. The Ambari excavations at this city, going back to the pre-
Christian era, have revealed artifacts and items of  trade used between China and Rome passing through this city. The river was the principal 
mode of  communication. It was here that Bakhtiyar Khilji, the military general of  Qutb-ud-din Aibak, who invaded Assam after conquering 



Bihar and Bengal in early thirteenth century, was defeated. His expeditionary army of  12,000 horsemen was decimated and he himself  was 
killed. The stone inscription at Kanai Boroshi village on the North Bank of  the river corroborates the version given in the account of  Minhaz, 
the chronicler of  Bakhtiyar Khilji. Five centuries later, it was on the waters of  this very river at Guwahati that Lachit Barphukan won his great 
victory in the battle of  Saraighat. An expeditionary Mughal force of  nearly one lakh sent by Aurangzeb was decisively defeated. The natural 
beauty of  this area and its rich history give one a lot to reflect and ponder over.

The construction of  the Raj Bhavan was completed in record time. I record my appreciation of  those who participated in this endeavour.

The Assam Raj Bhavan has been highly appreciated by various visiting dignitaries and VIPs. Some such valuable remarks which continue 
to inspire those who toil round the clock for its maintenance and upkeep are reproduced below. 

“Thank you for your warm hospitality. I greatly enjoyed my stay at the Raj Bhavan. I thank the staff  and officers of  Raj Bhavan and wish 
them good luck for all their future endeavours.”- Sjt. Pranab Mukherjee, Honourable President of  India.

“I greatly enjoyed my stay at this graceful Raj Bhavan.”- Dr. Manmohan Singh, Prime Minister of  India.

“Thank you for the warm hospitality and affection. May the majesty of  “Brahmaputra” inspire all for greater success and prosperity, 
God bless you all!”- Smt. Pratibha Devi Singh Patil, Ex-President of  India.

“Excellent environment and excellent service.”- Dr. A. P. J Abdul Kalam, Ex-President of  India.

“We had a very comfortable stay and enjoyed the hospitality. The staff  is extremely attentive and courteous. We convey our best wishes 
to all.”- Sjt. Somnath Chatterjee, Ex- Speaker, Lok Sabha.

Jai Ai Asom, Jai Hind!

Raj Bhavan, Guwahati             janaki Ballav Patnaik
     DATED: APRIL, 2014                     GoveRnoR of assam



I
t was in February 2005, when the then Governor, His Excellency, Lt. Gen. (Retd.), Ajai Singh was apparently impressed with the 
coffee table book that we had written on the occasion of  Kaziranga celebrating 100 years of  rhino conservation. Soon afterwards 
he mooted this idea, following which Raj Bhavan entrusted us with the task of  writing a similar kind of  book on the Guwahati Raj 

Bhavan. It was indeed a challenging task, especially because of  the fact that a lot of  records were either not readily available, or were not in 
the knowledge of  people who should have had them.

But once we began our work, we found a lot of  information flowing in, while a number of  people chipped in numerous facts, figures, 
data and references on various aspects of  the Raj Bhavan, which included things like how the first occupant of  the Raj Bhavan would take 
long evening walks along Mahatma Gandhi Road from the Guwahati Circuit House to where the Raj Bhavan finally came up, and so on. 

Though the manuscript was by and large ready during Gen Singh’s tenure, it was put on hold for various adminstrative reasons, until 
His Excellency, J. B. Patnaik took the initiative to see that the project was revived and the manuscript was converted into a book, as was 
originally planned. Interestingly, like present Governor, His Excellency, Patnaik, two of  his predecessors – Gen. S. K. Sinha and Gen. Ajai 
Singh – were also keen students of  history. All three are also great admirers of  Lachit Barphukan, the legendary Assamese general who 
had created history by inflicting a crushing defeat on the Moghuls in the Battle of  Saraighat, fought on the Brahmaputra right here, in 
Guwahati, a battle that is considered one of  the greatest naval battles of  the world ever fought on a river. Thus, when this book was even 
in its nascent stage, indications were clear that the history of  this Raj Bhavan had to be woven around the history of  Guwahati, right from 
Pragjyotishpur of  the mythological era to the city becoming a permanent capital of  Assam. We have, however, deliberately not included 
the growth of  Guwahati in the recent years as that would take the focus away from the history of  the Raj Bhavan as also this historic city. 

It was certainly a great experience writing this book, a learning experience indeed, which took us through volumes of  books of  history 
which we gathered from various sources apart from our personal collections. We also met and interviewed a large number of  people, who 
in the process, came up with so many interesting stories, accounts and of  course anecdotes that helped us immensely to make it a flowing 
text. Had it not been for them, this book would have been either incomplete or a hotchpotch collection of  notes from here and there.

P r e f a c e



While officers and staff  of  the Raj Bhavan gave us a whole lot of  valuable inputs, several officers in the government, especially in 
the Kamrup (Metro) Deputy Commissioner’s Office, the public works department also extended their kind cooperation by digging out old 
records and providing drawings and measurements which have been included in the book.

We must also put on record the fact that the absence of  any major work on the history or emergence of  modern Guwahati had indeed 
created a lot of  difficulties. Luckily, there are a number of  books which contain numerous references to Guwahati through the centuries, from 
which we picked up a whole lot of  information that went into writing the chapters on Guwahati’s past and present. We are deeply indebted 
to the authors of  numerous books from which we have freely used various kinds of  valuable information by duly acknowledging them in the 
Bibliography at the end of  this book. We are also particularly thankful to the Commissioner and Secretary to the Governor of  Meghalaya for 
having kindly permitted us, through the Commissioner and Secretary to the Governor of  Assam, to source some valuable information from 
‘Residency to Raj Bhavan: A History of  the Shillong Government House’ written by Prof. Imdad Hussain.

Individuals whose suggestions and inputs also enriched the content of  this book include noted Guwahati-logist and self-made historian 
Kumudeswar Hazarika, journalist-turned-bureaucrat-turned journalist JP Saikia, senior IAS officer S Jagannathan (who was Secretary to the 
Governor when the project was first launched), Dr. Bibhab Kumar Talukdar of  Aaranyak, Dr Tapan Kumar Sarma and Dr Amarendra Sarma 
of  North Gauhati College, Apu Choudhury of  Hotel Belle Vue, Dinesh Sharma, ACS, BB Choudhury, ACS, both of  the erstwhile Guwahati 
Settlement Office, and R. K. Barah, ACS, then Sub-Divisional Officer, Guwahati, all of  whom helped immensely in locating various official 
land-related records and information.

Finally, we must admit that the writing of  this book has converted both of  us into students of  history. And, we do not hesitate to admit, 
we did not know that writing a book is so exciting until we were assigned this task. It was an experience of  a lifetime. We sincerely hope that 
this endeavour will give the reader a clear glimpse into the background of  the Raj Bhavan as also the history of  a city that probably is one of  
the few oldest continuously inhabited cities of  the country. 

      GuWAHATI  SAmuDRA GuPtA kASHyAP
DATED: APRIL, 2014                 NItIN A. GokHALe
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T
here was a time when this entire area, in the subcontinent beyond Bengal in the east, was 
known as Assam. It was indeed a huge area that included the Brahmaputra Valley and the Barak 
Valley, portions of  Sylhet (which is now part of  Bangladesh), as also the present-day states of  

Meghalaya, Nagaland, Tripura and Arunachal Pradesh.

As India attained independence, the major portion of  Sylhet was sliced away to become part of  
East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), while a series of  socio-politcal developments also led to the creation 
of  several new states out of  Assam in the years that followed. The first to be created was Nagaland, 
comprising the Naga Hills district, which became a state of  the Indian union on December 1, 1963.

And then was born Meghalaya, out of  a prolonged movement for integration of  the Khasi, Jaintia 
and Garo Hills into one political entity. Meghalaya was first an autonomous state – ‘a state within a state’ 
– under provisions of  Article 244(A) of  the Constitution, created on April 2, 1970. Come January 21, 
1972, and, thanks to the Assam and the Northeastern Area (Reorganisation) Act, 1971, this ‘state within 
a state’ – Meghalaya – was formally declared a new state of  the Indian union.

The same Act also led to the rechristening of  the North Eastern Frontier Agency (NEFA) – which 
was also an integral part of  Assam, with the Governor of  Assam acting as the Agent of  the President 
of  India – as Arunachal Pradesh, and upgraded to a union Territory. While erstwhile NEFA had its 
administrative headquarters in Shillong, the then capital of  Assam, the creation of  Arunachal Pradesh in 
1972 also led to the establishment of  its own capital at Itanagar. Arunachal Pradesh too was later further 
upgraded into a full-fledged state; that was in the year 1987.

The year 1972 also saw the creation of  Mizoram as a union Territory created by renaming the 
erstwhile Mizo Hills district – Lushai Hills district till 1954, while twenty years of  armed insurgent 
movement there culminated in the signing of  the Mizo Accord on June 30, 1986. This was soon followed 
by upgradation of  Mizoram from a Union Territory to a full-fledged state on February 20, 1987. 

Chapter I

Beside the Red River
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The state of  Assam, which had thus 
become smaller in area following the creation 
of  Meghalaya and Mizoram, also required a new 
capital because Shillong, which was the capital 
since 1874 (with a small break during 1905-11), 
now belonged to Meghalaya. Assam also required 
a separate Legislative Assembly building, because 
the one in Shillong was being handed over to the 
new state. Thus, Dispur – then a small hamlet on 
the outskirts of  Guwahati – was selected as the 
most suitable site for a temporary capital of  the 
now smaller Assam. The decision for shifting 
the capital from Shillong was announced on 
March 21, 1972, while the foundation stone 
of  the ‘temporary’ State Assembly was laid at 
Dispur on October 2 the same year. The budget 
session for the year 1973-74 was actually held 
from March 16, 1973 in the ‘newly constructed 
temporary State Assembly building’ at Dispur, 
which in reality was a renovated tea warehouse. 
That tea warehouse continues to be the Assam 
Legislative Assembly even today, of  course 
after having undergone a series of  renovations 
and reconstructions. (A detailed account about 
how Dispur became the capital is given in a later 
chapter.)

But, even as the State Assembly started 
functioning at Dispur from March 1973, it was 
only in October 1973 that the State Secretariat 
began shifting from Shillong. While it was 
the Chief  Minister’s Secretariat and the Law 
Department that began functioning from Dispur M
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Map of present day Assam
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Kamakhya Temple, Guwahati
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from October 2, 1973, other departments continued shifting till the process was 
over by January 25, 1974. On January 26, 1974, as Republic Day was held for the 
first time here, it was on the same day that Dispur was declared as the ‘temporary 
capital’ of  the state.  

But the problem was with the Raj Bhavan. Though Meghalaya became a 
separate state, the Governor of  Assam continued to be the Governor of  as many 
as five states – Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Nagaland and Tripura, and the Raj 
Bhavan in Shillong also continued to be the common Raj Bhavan for virtually the 
whole of  the Northeastern region barring Arunachal Pradesh, which, as union 
Territory, had a Lieutenant Governor. The Governor of  Assam at the time of  
creation of  Meghalaya was BK Nehru, a former Indian Civil Service officer, whose 
tenure ended in September 1973.

Assam being a bigger state with much more political activities including a 
long period of  political instability, the Governor had to quite often come down 
from Shillong to Guwahati. Thus, the Governor of  Assam, who was also the 
Governor of  Meghalaya, had to drive down to Guwahati every time there was an 
official engagement where his presence was required. Such engagements included 
inauguration of  the first budget session of  the State Legislative Assembly every 
year, administering the Oath of  Office and secrecy to members of  different 
ministries, and gracing various official as well as non-official functions. This even 
led to the creation of  a kind of  temporary Raj Bhavan in one of  the wings of  the 
Guwahati Circuit House, with the then Governors, first B. K. Nehru and later L. 
P. Singh, spending a major portion of  their time there.

It was amid this temporary arrangement and the endless shunting between 
Shillong and Guwahati that Governor L. P. Singh, also a retired ICS officer, made 
up his mind that Assam should have an exclusive Raj Bhavan of  her own. He 
personally went around the city trying to spot a suitable site, until one day, sipping 
tea on the lawns of  Hotel Belle Vue, he located this hillock, on the banks of  
the majestically flowing mighty Brahmaputra. Whenever in Guwahati, Governor 
Singh accompanied by the Lady Governor would take a stroll in the afternoon 
along the Mahatma Gandhi Road (the upper Strand Road, to be more precise) 

from the Circuit House, at the end of  which he would land up at Hotel Belle Vue 
for a cup of  tea. His favourite place was the northeastern portion of  the Belle 
Vue lawns overlooking the majestic river, and, as he fell in love with the place, 
he one day asked the owner of  the hotel, “Is there a plot of  land around here 
to establish the Raj Bhavan?” And that exactly was the beginning of  the present 
Assam Raj Bhavan. In the next few weeks, revenue officials from the Kamrup 
district administration not only found out records of  the land ownership in that 
area, but also drew up the necessary procedures to acquire the hillock. Work on the 
Assam Raj Bhavan thus began. But there was hardly any formality, and even the 
formal foundation stone laying ceremony was done away with.   

A portion of  the hillock just adjacent to the hotel, belonged among others, to 
Prafulla Chandra Barooah, a tea planter and a former Member of  Parliament from 
the Jorhat constituency. Barooah, a son of  Sangitacharyya Lakhiram Barooah, was 
a great connoisseur of  the arts, and had donated among other things, the Lakhiram 
Barooah Sadan to the Asam Sahitya Sabha in Guwahati. Barooah had also played 
a major role in the production of  “Jaimati” – the first Assamese film; he had not 
only acted in that film, but had also extended some financial support to Jyotiprasad 
Agarwalla, the pioneer filmmaker.  

Other patta holders of  dag number 464, as shown in the land records in the 
Guwahati Revenue Circle office, included M/S Mechanical & Carrying Company 
Ltd., agents of  Rivers Steam Navigation Company, M/S Kilburn & Co, and IGN 
Railway, Kolkata. 

Adjacent to this plot was another plot of  land, measuring 15.05 bighas (about 
2.01 acres) under dag number 462, which used to belong to the Rivers Steam 
Navigation (RSN) Company, on which the Company had a beautiful bungalow, 
which was subsequently used for accommodating some Government Officers of  
the rank of  Assistant Commissioners before being made the official bungalow 
of  the Inspector-General of  Police (IGP), Assam. Those days the IGP was the 
head of  the Assam Police, until in 1978, when the post of  Director-General was 
created. The plot where Hotel Belle Vue stands also originally belonged to the 
RSN Company, and was bought by the original owners of  the hotel in 1962.
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This bungalow, said to have been constructed a few years after the devastating 
earthquake of  1897, was originally named “Chummery Building,” because it 
was probably used to accommodate bachelor officials but later it came to be 
used as the official residence of  the Agent of  the RSN Company, who was in 
charge of  the steamer company’s operations on the Brahmaputra. Subsequently, 
as the RSN Company ceased to exist and the bungalow became the property 
of  the Assam Police, it came to be known as the IGP’s Bungalow. And, after 
it became a part of  the Raj Bhavan complex, Chummery Building got a new 
name – Old IGP Bungalow!

The Chummery Building is a two-storeyed structure of  steel imported from 
London, overlooking the mighty Brahmaputra. It has three large rooms on the 
first floor and four on the ground floor. Both the floors once upon a time had 
wide open verandahs, both of  which however, have been subsequently covered and 
converted into small rooms including kitchens and toilets for the occupants of  the 
later period. 

It is indeed pertinent to get a little back into the story of  RSN Company, the 
organization that had built and owned this beautiful bungalow that is today very 
much a part of  the Raj Bhavan complex. That will also take us back to the times 

Sculptures in and around Kamakhya Temple
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Sculptures in Urvashi - an island in the middle of the river Brahmaputra in Guwahati
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Sculptures on wall facing the Brahmaputra while going down the steps from Sukreshwar Temple

Sculptures on the exterior wall of Sukreshwar Temple
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of  Lord William Bentinck, who, on his arrival in Kolkata as the Governor General 
of  India in 1828, took keen interest in introducing steam navigation facilities in the 
rivers of  India. The idea for a steamer service on the Brahmaputra was mooted 
even before that, during the Burmese War of  1824-26 (the one that also culminated 
in the signing of  the Treaty of  Yandaboo and made Assam a part of  British India) 
for facilitating the transport of  troops and military provisions to the Northeast for 
defence purposes. The end of  the war also left the region in friendly hands and the 
steamer service for military purposes thus became redundant. 

But, as tea cultivated in upper Assam began gaining popularity in Europe, the 
importance of  a steamer service once again came to the fore, and a government 
steamer service was introduced between Guwahati and Kolkata in 1847. Nine years 
later the steamer service was extended from Guwahati to Dibrugarh. The Indian 
General Steam Navigation Company, which was formed in 1844, soon came up 
to Guwahati, which was followed by its rival, the Indian General Navigation and 
Railways Company (established in 1862). The first company was, a few years later, 
renamed as Rivers Steam Navigation Company (more popularly RSN Company). 
This company, on starting its operations in Guwahati, set up its base at uzanbazar, 
thus making a portion of  the riverside known as Jahazghat, while a couple of  
bungalows were also constructed on the riverside, including the one that is now 
part of  the Raj Bhavan complex.

Interestingly, the two steamer companies amalgamated in the late 1930s and 
came to be known as RSN Company, and continued its operations until the Indo-
Pak War of  1965 brought an end to the movement of  vessels between Kolkata 
and Assam through East Pakistan. Many vessels which were stuck in its territory 
were confiscated by East Pakistan, thus bringing the curtains down on the RSN 
Company. Two years later, in May 1967, the RSN Company with all its assets 
was taken over by the Govt. of  India and a new corporate entity called Central 
Inland Water Transport Corporation Ltd., a public sector undertaking, came into 
existence, but the bungalow that stood in Kharghuli had already passed into the 
hands of  the Assam government. Another building that originally belonged to 
the RSN Company, the one that is located on the riverbank as one ascends the 
winding last lap of  the Mahatma Gandhi Road (which the British had called upper 

Strand Road) towards Raj Bhavan, was for a few years with the Northeast Frontier 
Railway, and later became a property of  the Assam government.    

Dag number 432 comprising of  a plot measuring about 3.37 bighas (0.45 
hectare) – on which came up the main Raj Bhavan building where the Governor 
resides and also has his office – on the other hand belonged to Saroj Kumari 
Choudhury and a few others. Saroj Kumari Choudhury was the youngest daughter 
of  Manik Chandra Baruah, an eminent Assamese gentleman whose untiring 
efforts had led to the establishment of  Cotton College in 1901. Baruah was also 
a tea planter whose tea estate called Latasil, which he had acquired from a British 
planter, was located in the Kharghuli hills. The portion of  land that subsequently 
belonged to his daughter and is now part of  the Raj Bhavan, was part of  that tea 
estate. The road that winds up from the gate of  Hotel Belle Vue up to the porch 
of  the Raj Bhavan is mentioned in the district land records as dag number 431. The 
road covers an area of  2.16 bighas (0.29 hectare) and also partially belonged to Saroj 
Kumari Choudhury. Similarly, a plot measuring 15.78 bighas (2.11 hectares) under 
dag number 430 also belonged to P. C. Barooah and several others before being 
acquired for the purpose of  construction of  the Raj Bhavan.

Ambari excavation site
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Various ancient sculptures and artifacts preserved in the Assam 
State Museum
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Yet another plot measuring about 1.35 bighas (0.18 hectare) that today forms 
part of  the sprawling Raj Bhavan complex and finds mention in official land records 
under dag number 463, on the other hand, belonged to the Imperial Tobacco 
Company, a British company which, over the decades came to be known first as 
India Tobacco Company and then as ITC Ltd. It was on this plot that Imperial 
Tobacco Company had built a beautiful bungalow which it named ‘Tila’ – meaning 
hillock. This cute bungalow is today a part of  the Raj Bhavan complex and is being 
used as the official residence of  the Aide-de-Camps of  the Governor. ‘Tila’ is 
believed to be one among those old bungalows built in Guwahati during the early 
part of  the 20th century. Amar Mishra, ITC’s operational head in Guwahati during 
the 1950s (and who later became Executive Assistant to Ajit N. Haksar, the first 
Indian Chairman of  ITC Ltd.), used to stay in this bungalow. Mishra was not only 
very fond of  Indian classical music, but had also played an instrumental role in 
initiating ITC’s patronage of  classical music immediately after it became an Indian 
entity. It was because of  Mishra’s initiative that legendary classical musicians like 
Ustad Vilayat Ali Khan had come to Guwahati for the first time and performed in 
the city. 

The ‘Tila’ – which was recently renamed as ‘Wuthering Heights’ – is often 
also referred to as ‘Old ITC House’, and has five rooms which together cover 
an area of  about 191 sq. metres. This bungalow also has a private swimming 
pool measuring 7.5 metres in length and 4.4 metres in width. The garden itself  is 
wonderful, overlooking the majestic river, giving the bungalow the look of  that of  
a tourist resort.

It was exactly on October 19, 1980, that Governor L. P. Singh literally 
inaugurated the Raj Bhavan in Guwahati. Construction of  the main building 
(Chilarai Wing – named after the great General and Prime Minister of  the Koch 
kingdom, whose real name was Sukladhwaj, who had also conquered most of  the 
Brahmaputra Valley in the 1560s) was yet to be completed. But Singh insisted that 
at least the residence portion of  the building be readied for occupation. And thus, 
even as the last coating of  paint was being applied, Singh moved in on October 19, 
to become the first occupant of  the Raj Bhavan in Guwahati. There was however, 
no official function or any celebration to mark the occasion. It was rather a quiet 

‘griha-pravesh’ because of  the President’s Rule that was on, and as such there was 
no scope for any political personality to be present on the occasion.

The Chilarai Wing, which comprises of  the official residence as well as the 
office chambers of  the Governor, has two parts. One portion is a two-storeyed 
residence of  the Governor, which has an area of  roughly 483.36 sq. metres on 
the ground floor and about 135.78 sq. metres on the first floor. The ground floor, 
in fact, comprises of  seven rooms apart from the kitchen and as many as seven 
toilets. Of  the seven rooms, three have distinct names of  their own, they being 
Chakrashila, Orang and Pobitora – all three being important wildlife reserves 
of  the state. While Orang is also a National Park located in Darrang district 
in northern Assam, Chakrashila in Bongaigaon district is famous for its highly 
successful golden langur conservation project. Pobitora, on the other hand, is a 
Wildlife Sanctuary in Morigaon district, hardly 30 kms. east of  Guwahati, and has 
the highest density of  one-horned rhinos in the world.

The main living room, which is the first as one enters the Chilarai Wing, is a 
pretty large room measuring a little over 46.12 sq. metres, while the sitting room 
just behind it is even bigger, measuring slightly about 46.15 sq. metres. The main 
bedroom, measuring about 33.2 sq. metres on the other hand, has a wonderful 
glass room attached to it that is approximately about 32.5 sq. metres. Between the 
main bedroom and the glass room is a beautiful little prayer room that measures 
slightly less than 9 sq. metres. 

The first floor of  the main residential block of  the Chilarai Wing, on the 
other hand, measures only 135.78 sq. metres and comprises of  two large bedrooms. 
These two are also named after two National Parks of  the state – Kaziranga and 
Manas, both of  which are also World Heritage Sites. There is a staircase to the first 
floor, but this block was also fitted with a lift when the then Prime Minister, Atal 
Bihari Vajpayee was a guest for a night here on May 5, 2001. 

The Governor’s office chamber, adjoining the residential block in the Chilarai 
Wing, originally used to be small. It was expanded and renovated in May 2003 
during the tenure of  Lt. Gen. (Retd.) S. K. Sinha, but it was his successor Lt. Gen. 
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(Retd.) Ajai Singh who was the first to use it soon after he took over on June 5, 
2003. The Governor’s office block covers an area of  165.12 sq. metres, of  which 
the largest room is the Governor’s Chamber itself, which measures roughly 47.58 
sq. metres. This block, which is linked to the main residential building of  the Raj 
Bhavan by a car porch, also houses the office chambers of  the ADC, the Private 
Secretary to the Governor and a couple of  other officers, apart from having a 
waiting room for visitors.

Just outside the Chilarai Wing is a replica of  a stone pillar that has an inscription 
describing the great victory of  Namjani Barphukan – Lachit Barphukan – over 
the Moghuls in the Battle of  Saraighat. The original piece of  rock, measuring 
1.25 metres x 45 metres, records the victory of  the Barphukan ‘over the yavanas’ 
(Moghuls) in the Saka year 1589, and was discovered at Fatasil in southern Guwahati 
around 1938. The replica of  this rock inscription was made by artists of  the Assam 
State Museum and was placed in the Raj Bhavan at the initiative of  Governor,  
S. K. Sinha. 

The Lachit Wing is a relatively new addition to the Raj Bhavan and was 
constructed in 2001-2002. It is a four-storeyed RCC structure of  which the ground 
floor, covering an area of  a little over 300 sq. metres, is mostly a parking space. 
The first floor (which covers about 270 sq. metres including the staircase and lift) 
houses the Governor’s Secretariat, while the second floor primarily comprises of  
the Durbar Hall that alone covers about 192 sq. metres. Together with space for a 
media box, waiting area, porch and other utilities, this floor actually covers about 
306 sq. metres and is the place where swearing-in ceremonies and other functions 
are held.

The Durbar Hall is a spacious hall, which has a seating capacity of  300. 
This hall has an elevated platform on the northern side, which serves as a stage 
for various official functions including swearing-in ceremonies of  Chief  Ministers 
and other Ministers. In fact, Syeda Anowara Taimur was the first Chief  Minister to 
have been administered Oath of  Office and secrecy in the Guwahati Raj Bhavan; 
that was on December 6, 1980. Since then there have been eight occasions when 
Chief  Ministers were sworn in this Raj Bhavan. They are (chronologically): Keshab 

Chandra Gogoi (January 13, 1981), Hiteswar Saikia twice (February 27, 1983 and 
June 30, 1991), Bhumidhar Barman (April 22, 1996, due to the sudden demise 
of  Hiteswar Saikia), Prafulla Kumar Mahanta (May 15, 1996), and Tarun Gogoi 
thrice (May 17, 2001; May 15, 2006 and May 18, 2011). When Mahanta became 
Chief  Minister for the first time, the swearing in ceremony was held in the Nehru 
Stadium (December 24, 1985).

It was, however, only Chief  Minister, Tarun Gogoi who was actually 
administered the Oath of  Office and secrecy in this Durbar Hall, because of  the 
fact that this building came up only in 2001-2002. The others were mostly sworn 
in either in the main living room of  the Chilarai Wing, or later in a temporary 
Durbar Hall constructed on the western side of  the Chilarai Wing. This was later 
demolished to clear space for a new guest house block. 

The wall behind the elevated portion of  the Durbar Hall has a huge painting 
of  Srimanta Shankaradeva, the greatest 16th century saint, social reformer, musician, 
playwright and artist of  Assam. The Hall also has paintings of  three other great 
sons of  Assam – Lachit Barphukan, Chilarai and Gopinath Bordoloi. 

The Durbar Hall also has paintings depicting various cultural aspects of  the 
state. These include paintings of  the Bagrumba, the colourful dance of  the Bodo 
community, as also of  a dance of  the Mishing community, apart from a Jhumur 
dance of  the tea tribes, and of  course Bihu and Satriya and other socio-cultural 
scenes.

The third floor is the guest house with two VVIP suites, named after two 
rivers of  the state – Brahmaputra and Dikhow – while the third is a VIP room 
named after yet another river Dhansiri. 

Visitors to the Raj Bhavan are often struck first by the sight of  two huge 
cannons that are placed at its main gate. These two cannons – called bor-top in 
Assamese – are made of  iron and are believed to have belonged to the later part 
of  the Ahom era (1228-1826), the period during which Assam had witnessed a 
series of  invasions by the Moghuls. The cannon on the right, as one enters the 
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A view of Guwahati city from the Kamakhya hills
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A fisherman’s boat on the Brahmaputra
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Raj Bhavan gate, was found in the compound of  the Guwahati Circuit House 
sometime in the year 1930 and was shifted to the Assam State Museum on May 
22, 1931. This cannon is 2.7 metres in length and has a diameter of  0.27 metres 
at the muzzle. 

Needless to recall, the present Guwahati Circuit House compound, and for 
that matter the entire riverside from the Kamakhya foothills to Kharghuli, was 
where the main defence structure of  Guwahati stood during the later part of  the 
Ahom period. Several major battles were fought along this stretch, mostly between 
the invading Moghuls and the Assamese, and they include the most famous Battle 
of  Saraighat as well as the Battle of  Itakhuli.

The cannon to the left – measuring 2.5 metres in length and 0.27 metres in 
diameter at the muzzle – on the other hand, was found in the Silpukhuri area of  the 
city around the year 1936 and it became a property of  the Assam State Museum on 
may 29, 1936. Both these cannons were brought from the Assam State Museum 
to the Raj Bhavan ‘on loan’ – that is the exact technical or official term used for 
such purposes – on January 11, 1998, at the initiative of  Lt. Gen. (Retd.) S. K. 
Sinha who took keen interest in rediscovering the history of  Assam, particularly 
about the saga of  Lachit Barphukan. Sinha in fact described Barphukan as one of  
the greatest generals of  India and called the Battle of  Saraighat ‘the greatest naval 
battle fought on a river.’

Though much detail about the manufacture or first use of  cannons by the 
Assamese are not exactly known, historians say that while some of  the several old 
cannons found in different parts of  the state belonged to the Koch rulers and 
some to the Ahom kings, some also belonged to the Moghul invaders. Some of  
the cannons have inscriptions on them, of  which some are in Persian, some in 
Sanskrit, and some in both the languages. This leads to the fact that when a cannon 
changes hands during or after a war, the inscription becomes bilingual. Such 
inscriptions, however, are normally available only on smaller cannons made of  
metals other than iron, thus making it difficult to attribute the original ownership 
of  the iron cannons to any particular king or dynasty. The oldest cannon pieces 

found in Assam so far, belonged to the Koch kings of  the 16th century. One such 
cannon, owned by the royal family of  Gauripur is recorded as Raghu Deb of  the 
Koch-Hajo kingdom, the date inscribed on it being 1519 Saka or 1597 AD.

The new Durbar Hall building, which is also known as the Lachit Wing, 
is connected to the main hillock of  the Raj Bhavan by the Lachit Dwar, which 
also serves as a foot-bridge between the two buildings. The Lachit Dwar, named 
after Lachit Barphukan, is exactly 26 metres in length and is 1.75 metres wide, 
and has a height of  9.50 metres from the road below to the surface of  its foot-
bridge floor. The interior of  the walls of  the corridor of  the Lachit Dwar have 
eight beautiful engravings on wood depicting some of  the various colourful tribes 
of  the Northeastern region. Four of  these are of  warriors of  the Idu-Mishimi, 
Apatani, Phom and Khamti tribes. There is one depicting a Bodo drummer, one 
showing a Konyak Naga with a cross bow, one of  a Tagin chieftain and one 
showing a Tai-Ahom courtier. 

Visitors to the Raj Bhavan are also struck by a steel bridge that leads to the 
basement of  the Lachit Wing. This steel bridge, that depicts the style of  old steel 
bridges that were constructed during the British period – some of  which still exist 
in different places of  the state – measures 47 metres in length and is 4.5 metres 
wide.

The Raj Bhavan compound is also essentially a botanical garden, with at least 
150 different species of  trees and plants recorded so far. Taking into account large 
numbers of  natural herbs and medicinal plants common to Assam, the number 
of  botanical species here would be anywhere around 400. Dr Tapan Kumar 
Sarma, who teaches botany in North Gauhati College, while preparing a list of  
the flora of  Raj Bhavan, recorded trees like nahar, palash, sonaru, krishnachura, 
radhachura, segun, eucalyptus, titachapa, silver oak, mango, debadaru, neem, 
jackfruit, ahat, arjun, simalu etc. Several Governors, and particularly the Lady 
Governors or the First Ladies, had also personally collected saplings of  various 
trees, plants and orchids which have enriched the Raj Bhavan compound and made 
it a botanist’s delight.
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A view of Shillong town from Shillong Peak
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T
hough Guwahati finally became the permanent capital of  Assam in the recent times, the history of  the state, 
or for that matter, the history of  the Raj Bhavan would remain incomplete if  we do not recall the wonderful 
Shillong days. It was for nearly one century that Shillong had housed the Assam Raj Bhavan apart from remaining 

the principal seat of  government of  almost the entire region that we call the Northeast today.

As has been mentioned in another chapter, Guwahati came under the control of  the British on March 28, 1824, 
and became their headquarters following the signing of  the Treaty of  Yandaboo between the British and the Burmese on 
February 24, 1826. This treaty also brought the entire Brahmaputra Valley under the occupation of  the British military, 
and David Scott and Lt. Colonel Richards were appointed Joint Commissioners, the former in charge of  Western (or 
Lower) Assam with headquarters at Guwahati, and the latter of  Eastern (or  upper) Assam with headquarters at Rangpur 
(present day Sivasagar). Within a few years, however, Rangpur ceased to be a Commissioner’s headquarter, and Guwahati 
emerged as ‘the most important station in the valley of  the Brahmaputra.’

It was in the year 1874 - on February 6 to be exact - that the province of  Assam was entrusted, by a Proclamation, to 
a Chief  Commissioner who was placed under the immediate authority and control of  the Governor-General in Council. 
It also envisaged operating Sylhet from Bengal and clubbing it with the new Chief  Commissionerate of  Assam, a decision 
which neither the Assamese, nor the Bengalis, welcomed. A day later, Colonel R. H. Keatinge took over as the first Chief  
Commissioner of  Assam. Keatinge, born in 1825 in Ireland, joined the Bombay Artillery in 1842, served as Political 
Agent of  Malwa, Gwalior and Kahtiwar from 1857 to 1867, was appointed Chief  Commissioner of  Central Province 
in 1870 and four years later appointed as the first Chief  Commissioner of  Assam. He later rose to the rank of  a Major 
General in 1884 and subsequently became a General in 1894.

One of  the immediate tasks that the new Chief  Commissioner took up, was to select a site suitable for the headquarters 
of  the province. The British somehow, was not in favour of  continuing with Guwahati as headquarter from the very 
beginning. Though Buchanan Hamilton, in his ‘Account of  Assam’ (compiled during 1807-14) described it as a “...very 
poor place,” and M’Cosh said of  Guwahati as “...the most unhealthy station in Assam,” Captain Jenkins made Guwahati 
the first headquarter because of  its ‘centrical position.’ Colonel Henry Hopkinson in his report in 1864 said: “…all 

Chapter II

Shillong : A Flashback
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the heads of  departments in Assam whose headquarters have been for any time 
fixed at Gowhatty have contracted malarious disease; the Commissioner and the 
Governor-General’s Agent, the Brigadier General, the Deputy Inspector General 
of  Police, the Superintendent of  Works have all ben laid up at Gowhatty…” 
Hopkinson had already had Shillong in mind, and in 1867 he sent his first proposal 
to the Government of  Bengal to consider Shillong as the ultimate headquarter. 
Even before that, the Lieutenant Governor of  Bengal, who was already incl ined 
to abandon Guwahati as the headquarter, had in August 1862 itself  c a l l e d 
for selection of  a better place. Shillong was already made the civil s t a t i o n 
of  the Khasi and Jaintia Hills in 1864 in the place of  Cherrapunji.

One place that caught the attention of  some British officers was Tezpur, 
which, though being located on the north of  the Brahmaputra, was indeed more 
centrally located than Guwahati. But Colonel Hopkinson considered Tezpur to 
be ‘a mere village’ that would not be able to meet the requirements of  the large 
establishment of  the government, and was also less accessible from different 
military stations.

Shillong on the other hand, had more space (especially 
because most parts of  Guwahati, and especially 
‘the back part of  the station’ - south of  present-

The Shillong Raj Bhavan



Raj Bhavan Assam & A Brief  History of  Guwahati 19

Lobby of the Shillong Raj Bhavan
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day Paltanbazar - was more a marshland than anything else) for construction of  
buildings, and was also more central than Guwahati, especially because Assam by 
then comprised of  two valleys, the Brahmaputra Valley as well as the Barak or 
Surma Valley. September 1874, and Shillong was approved as the headquarters by 
the Government of  India. Professor Imdad Hussain of  the North Eastern 
Hill university, Shillong, has traced the entire history of  Shillong in the 
most wonderful manner in his book “From Residency to Raj Bhavan: A 
History of  the Shillong Government House.”

The Shillong station was at that time “...about seven miles in 
length and one to three-fourth of  a mile in breadth” and was “...capable 
of  indefinite extension where as many buildings as required could be 
erected.” The government spent a large sum of  money in constructing 
the Chief  Commissioner’s residence while the Shillong Municipal Board 
came into being by an act of  1876. The Shillong-Guwahati Road – 
which is today known as the Guwahati-Shillong Road or simply G. 
S. Road – was opened for wheeled traffic in 1877. In 1897 came the 
great earthquake, and Shillong was almost totally devastated. It was, 
however, soon rebuilt. The population of  the town also began to 
increase steadily, from 1,363 souls in 1873 to 3,737 in 1881 and a 
formidable 8,334 in 1901.

The Gazetter of  Bengal and 
Northeastern India 

compiled in the first decade of  the 20th Century, gives an account of  Shillong 
in this way: “…the climate (in Shillong) is singularly mild and equable, and the 
thermometer seldom rises in the hottest weather above 80 degrees Fahrenheit. In 
the winter shallow water freezes at night, but snow seldom falls. The town has been 

laid down with great taste and judgment among the pine woods at the foot 
of  the Shillong range, which rises to a height of  6,450 feet above the sea. 
It is surrounded with rolling downs; and visitors enjoy facilities for riding 
and driving, polo, golf, and cricket, which cannot usually be obtained in the 
hill stations of  the Himalayas…. Prior to 1897, most of  the public offices 
and private houses were built of  rough-hewn masonry. The earthquake 
of  June 12 in that year, reduced them to a heap of  ruins in the space of  
a few seconds, wrecked the water supply, and destroyed the embankment 
which dammed up the waters of  the lake near Government House. The 
shock occurred at 5 o’clock on Saturday afternoon, when nearly everyone 
was out of  doors, and only 2 Europeans and 27 natives were killed. Had 
it taken place at night, there would have been few survivors. The station 
has since been rebuilt, but the use of  brick and stone has been sedulously 

avoided.” 

While Colonel R. H. Keatinge was the Chief  Commissioner 
for four consecutive years till 1878, eight others followed him, 

until Lord Curzon did, what later came to be known as the greatest 
disservice he did to India, the partition of  Bengal, a decision that 
led to the reorganization of  both Assam and Bengal and creation 

Memorial of David Scott at Cherrapunjee (Meghalaya)
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of  ‘Eastern Bengal and Assam.’ The new province included three divisions of  
Eastern and Northern Bengal – Chittagong, Dhaka and Rajshahi (but excluding 
Darjeeling), as also Tipperah (Tripura) – apart from the entire province of  Assam. 
The proclamation of  formation of  ‘Eastern Bengal and Assam’ into a separate 
province was approved on August 29, 1905 and was announced by the Government 
on September 1, 1905. It, however, came into effect only from October 16, 1905.

There were large-scale protests to the proposal in both Assam as well as 
Bengal. While Lord Curzon had several interests including weakening the Congress 
movement in Bengal as also driving a wedge between the Hindus and the Muslims 
of  Bengal. With the partition of  Bengal, Lord Curzon on one hand wanted to 
reduce the Bengali Hindus to a minority by including Orissa and Bihar in the 
new Bengal, as also to make the Bengali Muslims 
‘who were politically less advanced and more 
loyal to the British than the Hindus’ the majority 
community in Eastern Bengal and Assam. The 
Indian National Congress in its annual sessions 
in 1903 and 1904 recorded protests against 
this scheme, while one British gentleman who 
denounced this proposal in strong words was 
none other than Henry Cotton, a former Chief  
Commissioner of  Assam. R. C. Majumdar in his 
‘History of  Freedom Movement in India’ clearly 
mentions how Cotton, in a public meeting in 
Calcutta on January 11, 1905, not only opposed 
the partition of  Bengal but also demanded that 
the Bengali-speaking districts of  Goalpara, 
Sylhet and Cachar “...be added to Bengal from 
Assam much to the satisfaction of  the Bengalees.” 

Lord Curzon’s scheme also envisaged changing the name of  Assam and 
christening the new province as ‘North Eastern Province,’ to which the Assam 
Association headed by Manik Chandra Barua reacted by saying that the historic 
name of  Assam would be obliterated forever, as also that “...her (Assam’s) language 

will suffer.” While a majority of  British officers were in favour of  calling it ‘North 
Eastern Province’ a section of  Muslim leaders in Eastern Bengal wanted retention 
of  ‘Bengal’ and totally removing the word ‘Assam.’ Interestingly, the European 
tea-planters of  both valleys were of  the opinion that under no circumstances 
should the name ‘Assam’ be dropped, because ‘Assam’ and her tea had become 
internationally synonymous, and any change or alteration in the name would most 
severely affect the tea industry. But, as historian H. K. Barpujari put it, “...the final 
scheme was hatched up in utmost secrecy and the opinion of  the public bodies 
and associations, though called for, were not taken into consideration.”

And as the changes took place – except that the word ‘Assam’ survived – 
Joseph Bamfylde Fuller, the first Lieutenant Governor of  Eastern Bengal and 

Assam, went on a drive to gather support 
for the partition and reorganization. The tea 
planters who were satisfied that the word 
‘Assam’ was left untouched, were happy on 
another point; the access to Chittagong port 
for direct shipment of  Assam tea to London. 
Fuller also got support from some influential 
Muslim leaders in East Bengal who later 
founded the Muslim League in 1906 and 
opposed the Swadeshi Movement. October 
16, 1905, the day when the new province – 
Eastern Bengal and Assam – was inaugurated, 
was also marked with massive protests in both 
Assam and Bengal, which not only lasted for 
weeks and months but also gave a tremendous 
boost to the Swadeshi Movement. 

The damages that the partition of  Bengal and the inclusion of  Chittagong, 
Dhaka and Rajshahi caused to both Assam and Bengal have been put wonderfully 
in just one sentence by Barpujari in ‘The Comprehensive History of  Assam’. He 
said, “...the partition of  Bengal was no doubt a genuine disaster for the Bengalees 
as it divided their race and nationality, but it was equally disastrous for the Assamese 

Plaque commemorating the Centenary of the Welsh Mission at 
Cherrapunjee (Meghalaya)
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who became a small minority in the new province.” Assam also suffered heavily 
due to the shifting of  the capital from Shillong to Dhaka. Barpujari goes on to 
say: “The new province came into existence against the wishes of  the Assamese 
people. The new administration declared that it would protect the interests of  the 
Muslims of  East Bengal and offered them larger number of  appointments. While 
assuring the Assamese at Guwahati that the educational privileges of  the Assamese 
by way of  scholarships and the reservations for them in regard to government 
employment in the Brahmaputra Valley shall not be affected in the new province, 
J. B. Fuller did not fail to admit that the Assamese would be deprived of  their fair 
share of  employment at the provincial level since the people of  East Bengal will 
get priority under the policy of  the government.” 

Such was the situation that the Brahmaputra Valley remained unrepresented 
in the Eastern Bengal and Assam Council till 1908 until the Local Boards of  
Assam elected Manik Chandra Barua to the Council. To quote from Barpujari 
again, “In his lone voice, Barua pointed out that in the new province the Assamese 
form a minority, their language was ‘in great danger of  being crushed out,’ they 
were ‘in great danger of  being elbowed out of  all government as well as industrial 
employment’, ‘they were more heavily taxed’ and that Assam was being deprived 
of  appropriate share of  revenue for improvement of  her material condition.” 

The formation of  the new province also brought in several other major 
changes that had a long-lasting impact on the entire region. First and foremost 
was the shifting of  the capital from Shillong to Dhaka. The new province, which 
had an area of  1,06,459 sq. kms. had a population of  31 million, which consisted 
of  18 million Muslims and about 12 million Hindus. J. B. Fuller, who was then the 
Chief  Commissioner of  Assam, was named the first Lieutenant Governor of  the 
newly-created province. The proclamation made provisions for formation of  a 
Legislative Council having 15 members. A Board of  Revenue was constituted, and 
the new province was placed under the jurisdiction of  the Calcutta High Court.

Beginning with R. H. Keatinge in 1874, Assam had as many as eleven Chief  
Commissioners till 1905 when Joseph Bamfydle Fuller was elevated from a Chief  
Commissioner to a Lieutenant Governor. Some of  these eleven Chief  Commissioners 

in fact held office more than once, which included Fuller himself  who had served as 
the Chief  Commissioner thrice before taking up the new assignment.

Similarly, two more officers – Lancelot Hare and Charles Bayley – followed 
Fuller as Lt. Governor Eastern Bengal and Assam, until in 1912, King Emperor 
George V, in the Durbar held in Delhi in December 1911 announced the creation 
of  a Governorship-in-Council for the Presidency of  Bengal, a new Lieutenant 
Governorship-in-Council for Bihar, Chotanagpur and Orissa, and a Chief  
Commissionership for Assam. 

Thus, as the people of  Assam had a sigh of  relief, Assam was reverted to a 
Chief  Commissioner’s province with a Legislative Council of  its own at Shillong 
on April 1, 1912. With it Shillong also got back its lost glory of  a capital that had 
gone to Dhaka in 1905.  

This arrangement too, however, was not to last very long, and Assam was 
placed, from January 1921 under a Governor, the first to have occupied this post 
being Nicholas Dodd Beatson Bell. Assam in fact became a Governor’s province 
following tremendous efforts put in by the Assam Association in view of  the 
Government of  India Act in 1919, which also changed, or rather elevated the 
status of  the Assam Administration to the Government of  Assam. As Rajshahi, 
Chittagong and Dhaka were reverted back to Bengal, the district of  Sylhet continued 
to remain in Assam despite demands by its people to be tagged with Bengal.

The Act also effected vital changes in the procedure of  appointment of  
the head of  the government in the province; while the Chief  Commissioners 
were selected or chosen by the Governor General, the Governor received his 
appointment from the Crown and his term was fixed at five years, which, however, 
was rarely completed by any of  the incumbents. Assam altogether had thirteen 
British Governors in a span of  26 years until May 1947, when Sir Muhammad 
Saleh Akbar Hydari was appointed. Hydari, who had a very distinguished career 
as an Indian Civil Service officer, became Assam’s first Indian Governor, and 
assumed office on May 3, 1947. He also continued in office as India attained its 
independence on August 15 of  the same year. 
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Mary Help of Christ Cathedral at Shillong
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The period during which Sir Akbar Hydari was in office was indeed a tumultuous one for 
Assam. A demand for the creation of  ‘an administrative unit comprising of  the Hill Districts of  
Assam and the neighbouring Hill Tracts under the British Crown’ was already gaining momentum, 
while the Nagas (of  the then Naga Hills district which subsequently became Nagaland) and the 
Tangkhuls of  Manipur also pressed for ‘an independent Naga Hills under British rule.’ Akbar Hydari 
held intense discussions with leaders of  the Naga National Council at Kohima to persuade them to 
give up their demand, while it was under his initiative that 25 Khasi Syiems signed an Instrument of  
Accession as directed by Sardar Patel. But even as Independence Day was observed to the booming 
of  guns in Shillong, as across the rest of  Assam, things were different in Kohima. Though the Nagas 
had by and large agreed not to join Pakistan or Burma, they did declare their own independence 
exactly twelve hours before India’s independence actually came through.

Sir Akbar Hydari’s trip to Manipur, where Independence was not celebrated after Maharaja 
Bodhichandra insisted that the Pakhangba or State flag be unfurled instead of  the Indian tricolour, 
however, turned out to be the most eventful. He flew to Imphal on December 27 with his wife, a 
son and a daughter, as also an officer and his staff  on Dove, a small aircraft that was acquired for use 
of  the Assam Governor. But, even as he could begin any discussion with the Manipur Maharaja, Sir 
Akbar Hydari suffered a massive stroke and died on December 28, 1948. While Ronald Francis Lodge 
held the post temporarily for about 45 days, Sri Prakasha was formally named to take over charge. 

Governor, Sri Prakasha achieved what Sir Akbar Hydari could not accomplish due to his 
sudden demise. He literally summoned the Manipur Maharaja to Shillong, quietly told him that 
Sardar Patel, the Deputy Prime Minister, had inquired whether or not there was a Brigadier in the 
capital, and stood witness as the Maharaja put his signature on the Instrument of  Accession. His 
term also saw Manipur and Tripura become union Territories while Cooch Behar was merged with 
West Bengal. Sri Prakasha, however, stayed Governor hardly for a year. He was first made a Minister 
in the Jawaharlal Nehru cabinet, and then sent off  as Governor of  Maharashtra.

Sri Prakasha was succeeded by Jairamdas Daulatram, who was a co-worker of  Mahatma Gandhi 
from Sindh and was born in 1891. Daulatram, who was the first Governor of  Bihar after India 
attained independence, in fact was “...dapper, serious, able, determined to the point of  ruthlessness, 
perhaps Anglophobe,” as a British officer had said in a memoir. It was during his term that the 
foundations of  the North East Frontier Agency (NEFA) were laid. In fact, his taking over as 
Governor almost coincided with China’s ‘liberation’ of  Tibet and her claim over the territory of  

A Memorial at All Saints Diocese Church, Shillong
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NEFA. His tenure also witnessed several upheavals, the most significant being the 
great earthquake of  August 15, 1950. Daulatram toured the entire state despite 
massive destruction that the earthquake caused to roads and bridges, and personally 
supervised rescue operations in different places. Daulatram’s term also saw the 
rise of  Naga insurgency to its peak, which included the massacre of  60 persons 
including women and children at Yangpang in November 1954, and the formation 
of  the ‘Federal Government’ by the Naga National Council in March 1956.

In May 1956, Saiyid Fazl Ali, a former Judge of  the Supreme Court, succeeded 
Jairamdas Daulatram as the Governor of  Assam. Ali, as Chairman of  the three-

member Commission on States Reorganization, had already visited Assam, and was 
by and large conversant with the ethnic problems of  the state. Fazl Ali, however, 
could not complete his term and died in the Shillong Raj Bhavan on August 22, 
1959.

The government, which had by then decided to be tough on the Naga 
National Council, appointed General Satyavant Mallannah Srinagesh, a former 
Chief  of  the Army as the Assam Governor. Srinagesh however, did not apply 
any of  his military skills to contain insurgency, and instead concentrated more 
on peaceful means to control the situation. The Naga Hills in the meantime was 

Original Assembly House, Shillong
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moving towards creation of  a state called Nagaland, which however, did not come 
through during his tenure. His term also saw the outbreak of  riots in Assam over 
a government decision to adopt Assamese as the official language of  the state in 
1960. This decision not only evoked widespread protest from the Bengali-
speaking people but also added extra fuel to the movement for a separate state 
for the hill tribes.

Srinagesh was shifted to his home state 
Andhra Pradesh as Governor in 1962, 

and the government appointed Vishnu Sahay, a former cabinet secretary, as the 
next Governor of  Assam. Sahay in fact had officiated as Governor for about 
three months when Srinagesh was away in London for some treatment. Sahay also 
became Governor of  Nagaland when it was created in December 1963.

After Vishnu Sahay came Braj Kumar Nehru, a former ICS officer, as the next 
Governor of  Assam. A distinguished officer who had served in various capacities 
in the government, was also a Minister in the Indian Embassy in Washington and 
a Director in the International Bank of  Reconstruction & Development, before 

becoming Secretary, Department of  Economic Affairs in the Government of  
India. Nehru, who was also Commissioner General for Economic Affairs in 
the united Nations, during his term in the Indian Embassy in Washington, 
had become close to President John Kennedy.  Nehru, in his autobiography 
admitted that his appointment as Governor of  Assam and Nagaland came 

rather as a surprise to him and that he accepted it quite reluctantly. But 
things moved so fast during his tenure that Assam soon broke up 
into several states including Meghalaya and Mizoram, and Nehru 
himself  had the rare distinction of  becoming the Governor of  five 

states - Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Nagaland and Tripura 
- simultaneously, a distinction which he later 

shared with his successor L. P. 
Singh.

Meghalaya Secretariat (formerly Assam Secretariat), Shillong
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A view of Shillong town
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Assam Raj Bhavan Main Gate, Guwahati
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R
aj Bhavans in every state often serve as an official accommodation 
for visiting dignitaries and VVIPS, and the Guwahati Raj Bhavan 
is no exception to this. While the Guwahati Raj Bhavan came 

into existence only in the early 1980s, one of  the first dignitaries to have 
become a guest here was Justice P. N. Bhagwati, a former Chief  Justice 
of  India, who, during his visit and stay here in August 1982, was a Judge of  
the apex court.

Another important guest in the first year of  the establishment of  the 
Guwahati Raj Bhavan was R. Venkataraman, the then Defence Minister of  India, 
who, along with union Home Minister P. C. Sethi stayed here for a night on 
November 22, 1982. While he rose to occupy the Rashtrapati Bhavan in 1987, 
R. Venkataraman came back to stay in this Raj Bhavan in the capacity of  the 
President of  India on April 3, 1994, this time putting his address 

as ‘Madras’ and writing the following words in the ‘Remarks’ column of  the Visitors’ 
Book: “Thanks for the warm hospitality and the pleasant company of  my old friend, the 
Governor.” (The Governor at that time was Lok Nath Mishra.) 

Almost every President after Venkataraman, has graced this Raj Bhavan as a guest at 
least once during his/her tenure, with the last being President, Pranab Mukherjee, who 
was here on May 13, 2013. “Thank you for your warm hospitality. I greatly enjoyed 
my stay at the Raj Bhavan. I thank the staff  and officers of  Raj Bhavan and wish 
them good luck for all their future endeavours.”– he wrote in the Visitors’ Book.

Chapter III

A Room with a View
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It may also be mentioned here that, former President, A. P. J. Abdul 
Kalam had celebrated one of  his birthdays in the Guwahati Raj Bhavan. In 
one of  his remarks in the Visitors’ Book, Kalam had written, “It was indeed 
a beautiful stay, with the Brahmaputra at its feet.”

The Brahmaputra, which flows past the Raj Bhavan, in fact, finds the 
most mention in remarks jotted down by various guests in the Visitor’s 
Book. “The view from the room of  the Brahmaputra is something that is 
just out of  this world,” wrote N. Gopalaswami, Election Commissioner of  
India on April 10, 2004. A little over a year later, it was another Election 
Commissioner, Navin Chawla’s turn to praise the Brahmaputra. “The view 
of  the Brahmaputra is spectacular,” he wrote on August 8, 2005.

And so did C. Rangarajan, Chairman, XII Finance Commission. “Had 
a very pleasant stay. The suite was extremely comfortable. It was wonderful 
to look at the Brahmaputra through the window,” he wrote.

Nirad Grover, Editorial Director of  ‘Travelers India uSA’ – a leading 
travel magazine that sells India as a tourist destination in the united States, 
wrote on December 3, 2003, “What a lovely view of  the Brahmaputra!”

“I had a very comfortable stay in the beautiful Raj Bhavan with its 
spectacular view of  surely one of  the most mighty and awesome rivers of  
the world,” wrote Vineeta Rai, Member, Committee for All India Service 
Conditions in the North Eastern Region on August 17, 2005.

For most Governors serving in the other states of  the Northeast, an 
overnight stay in the Guwahati Raj Bhavan is almost part of  life. And every 
time a Governor of  another Northeastern state passes through Guwahati 
with a night halt here, he would surely note down, again and again, his feelings 
about the Brahmaputra that he sees from the Raj Bhavan. “The view of  the 
river Brahmaputra and its surroundings from the guest suite is glorious,” that 
is how Dr. S. S. Siddhu, the then Governor of  Manipur, expressed his views 
on June 24, 2005. 
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Lachit Dwar, Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Chilarai Wing, Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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A view of Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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A view of Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Interior views of VVIP Suite, Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Views of the Front Lobby (also inset), Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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View of the Main Sitting Room, Raj Bhavan, Guwahati



Raj Bhavan Assam & A Brief  History of  Guwahati38

Views of the ‘Glass Room’ (Private Living Room of the Governor), Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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View of the Dining Hall, Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Several personalities from the 
field of  art and culture too have 
spent time in the Guwahati Raj 
Bhavan during their trips to Assam 
or during their journeys through the 
Assam capital. One such personality 
is the well-known musician and 
santoor player Shiv Kumar Sharma. 
“I immensely enjoyed my stay here. 
A very beautiful place, ideal for a 
musician,” he wrote in May, 1992.

Bhimsen Joshi, the celebrated 
vocalist and musician, did not have 
the opportunity to stay in the Raj 
Bhavan. But he did get an invitation 
for breakfast along with ustad 
Amjad Ali Khan, the sarod maestro 
and Zakir Hussain, the tabla wizard. 
That was on March 6, 1995, and 
Joshi wrote, “It was a nice morning 
with best breakfast and hospitality 
in a musical weather.” 

Among other important 
visitors to Assam who had stayed in 
this Raj Bhavan is King Gyanendra 
Bir Bikram Shah Dev, the King 
of  Nepal, who had made a trip 
to Guwahati to offer prayers and 
sacrifices before Mother Goddess 
Kamakhya in June 2002. Offering 
prayers to Mother Goddess 
Kamakhya has been a centuries-

Corridor connecting Lachit Wing and Chilarai Wing, Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Foot Bridge connecting Chilarai Wing and Lachit Wing, Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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A view of the Steel Bridge A view of the ‘Chummery Building’
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A view of the ‘Tilla House’
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Interior view of Durbar Hall, Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Some paintings inside the Durbar Hall
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old tradition for the Nepal 
royal family, and members of  
that family quite often rush to 
Guwahati to seek Her blessings. 

Another important 
personality who visited the 
Guwahati Raj Bhawan is Shri 
Shri Ravi Shankar, one of  India’s 
most prominent spiritual gurus 
of  the contemporary times. Ravi 
Shankar however, did not stay 
here, but did visit the Raj Bhavan 
on the invitation of  Governor 
Ajai Singh on October 5, 2004. 
So did Swami Ramdev, who 
too had graced the Raj Bhavan 
and performed yoga during the 
tenure of  Ajai Singh.
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Road leading out from the Raj Bhavan
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Sir Muhammad Saleh Akbar Hydari, 15 August 1947–28 December 1948 Sri Prakasa, 16 February 1949–27 May 1950
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O
f  all the persons who have served as Governors in 
India, Lallan Prasad Singh has one distinction which he 
shares only with one other person; his predecessor Braj 

Kumar Nehru. Both were Governors of  as many as five states 
simultaneously - of  Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Nagaland and 
Tripura. But Singh beats Nehru on one account; he occupied 
this office for a much longer term than Nehru - from September 
1973 to August 1981.

Born on July 1, 1912, Singh was educated at the Benaras 
and the Allahabad universities from where he obtained his 
Bachelor’s degree in English language and literature. He also 
attended the School of  Oriental Studies in London during 
1935-36. Appointed to the Indian Civil Service (ICS) in 1935, 
L. P. Singh began his career in Bihar and also served in Orissa 
in various capacities, and rose to become the Chief  Secretary 
of  Bihar from 1948 to 1956. Later he was appointed as Officer 
on Special Duty and Director in the Directorate of  Manpower 
in the Ministry of  Home Affairs, but was soon shifted as 
Member-Secretary in the Second Pay Commission, a post he 
held from 1956 to 1959. Singh was a Fellow at the Centre of  
International Studies, Harvard university, during 1959-60, and 
on return the same year joined the union Home ministry. In 
1964 he was appointed the Home Secretary, a post that gave 
him the opportunity to study the peculiar issues pertaining to 

Assam and the Northeastern region from very close quarters. 
And thus, when B. K. Nehru’s term (which covered the period 
when Meghalaya was carved out of  Assam and the Northeastern 
region was reorganized with the creation of  a separate union 
Territory of  Mizoram) came to an end, the obvious choice was 
Lallan Prasad Singh, 

He also had the distinction of  having initiated the Shillong 
Accord that was signed on November 11, 1975 between the 
Government of  India and the Naga underground leadership 
represented by Kevi Yalley and Asa. Though Singh’s intentions 
were good, the Accord however, did not yield the desired results 
as the Naga National Council (NNC) President A. Z. Phizo 
refused to accept it, while Isak Chisi Swu and Thuingaleng 
Muivah, NNC Vice-President and General Secretary respectively, 
condemned and denounced the Accord outright after calling it a 
complete sell-out of  Naga rights.

Fond of  playing tennis and listening to devotional songs 
including bhajans, L. P. Singh’s tenure as Governor also comprised 
of  his handling of  a series of  difficult political crises in Assam, 
Nagaland as well as Meghalaya. Thanks to defections, several 
Governments fell in quick succession in all the three states, 
the most significant being the one in Nagaland that lasted only 
ten days. In Assam too, Governments came and went rather 

Chapter IV

Of Officers and Gentlemen
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Jairamdas Daulatram, 27 May 1950–15 May 1956 Saiyid Fazal Ali, 15 May 1956–22 August 1959
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General (Retired) Satyavant Mallannah Shrinagesh, 14 October 1959–12 November 
1960, first time, 13 January 1961–7 September 1962, second time

Governor Shrinagesh and family seen with a local Assamese family

Pt. Jawaharlal Nehru, First Prime Minister of 
India at Raj Bhavan, Shillong

Prime Minister of India, Lal Bahadur Shastri at Raj 
Bhavan, Shillong
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Vishnu Sahay, ICS (Retired), 12 November 1960–13 January 1961, first 
time, 7 September 1962–17 April 1968, second time

Governor Vishnu Sahay conferring the Oath of Office to Chief Minister,
Bimala Prasad Chaliha

Governor Vishnu Sahay addressing public meetings
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Braj Kumar Nehru, ICS (Retired), 17 April 1968–19 September 1973 Governor Braj Kumar Nehru being received by the members of the Assam Cabinet on 
his arrival 

Governor B. K. Nehru taking the Oath of 
Office

Governor B. K. Nehru at a tea party in 
Raj Bhavan lawns, Shillong

President of India, Dr. Zakir Hussain with 
Governor B. K. Nehru at Guwahati

Governor B. K. Nehru conferring the Oath 
of Office to Chief Minister, S. C. Sinha
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Lallan Prasad Singh, ICS (Retired), 19 September 1973–10 August 1981

Governor L. P. Singh taking the Oath of Office

Governor L. P. Singh receiving the President of 
India, Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed

Governor L. P. Singh signing 
on the Form of Oath

Prime Minister Morarji Desai addressing a 
public meeting. Governor L. P. Singh is also 
seen in the photo

President F. A. Ahmed addressing a public 
meeting. Governor L. P. Singh is also seen in 
the photo

Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi interacting  with 

Governor L. P. Singh 
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fast, beginning with the Janata Party-led Government headed by 
Golap Borbora, one that took oath on March 12, 1978 and fell 
on September 8, 1979. That was followed by a hotchpotch group 
called Assam Janata Party headed by Jogendra Nath Hazarika, 
which lasted only three months (September 9 to December 11, 
1979). Following this, the state was placed under President’s 
Rule. Two important developments had taken place around this 
time, both in New Delhi as well as in Assam. In New Delhi 
the Janata Party dispensation at the Centre had by then already 
fizzled out and Indira Gandhi was back on the saddle. And in 
Assam, a popular movement was building up over the issue of  
illegal migrants from Bangladesh, with the All Assam Students’ 
union (AASu) taking the lead. Prime Minister Indira Gandhi did 
not want President’s Rule to continue for long. Nor did she want 
the student movement - which had by then become a people’s 
movement - to linger. Thus a Congress(I) Government headed by 
Syeda Anwara Taimur was sworn in on December 6, 1980. This 
Government, however, could not muster a majority and met its 
end on June 30, 1981, and President’s Rule was imposed again, 
with the State Legislative Assembly remaining under suspended 
animation. Two months later, on August 10, 1981, Singh’s term 
came to an end.

Prakash Mehrotra

While L. P. Singh was the Governor of  five states, his 
departure saw the appointment of  separate Governors for Manipur, 
Nagaland and Tripura. Thus Prakash Mehrotra, who succeeded 
Singh, became Governor of  only Assam and Meghalaya. Born in 
Jaunpur, Uttar Pradesh, in 1925, Mehrotra was a freedom fighter 
who not only actively took part but was also sent to jail twice in 
the Quit India Movement of  1942. Mehrotra, interestingly, had 
an old connection with Assam; his father, Gopalji Mehrotra was 
a Chief  Justice of  the then Assam High Court from June 1961 to 

Prakash Chandra Mehrotra, 10 August 1981–28 March 1984
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Governor Prakash Mehrotra receiving the President of India, Giani Zail Singh at Guwahati Airport Prime Minister India Gandhi laying a foundation stone at Guwahati. 
Governor Prakash Mehrotra is also seen

Governor Prakash Mehrotra conferring the Oath of Office to Chief Minister, Keshab Gogoi Governor Prakash Mehrotra conferring the Oath of Office to Chief Minister, Hiteswar Saikia
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February 1967. When Mehrotra took oath as Assam Governor in August 1981, 
the state was passing through a political turmoil. President’s Rule was on, while 
the movement launched by the All Assam Students’ union in 1979 had started 
gaining momentum. Mehrotra was an Indira Gandhi loyalist and the installation of  
a popular Government was one mandate he probably had. But the task was not so 
easy. The legislators were divided into several groups. The strength of  the Janata 
Party did continue to reduce, but the Congress(I) too was not strong enough to 
stake claim to form a Government. It was not until January 13, 1982 that Keshab 
Chandra Gogoi, a veteran Congress leader came forward with a list of  MLAs 
whose number was enough to convince Governor Mehrotra that he should be 
sworn in. But Gogoi’s Government was also short-lived. It was hardly two months 
old, when,  thanks again to defections and infighting, it  was reduced to a minority 
on March 19, 1982, forcing the Centre to impose President’s Rule for the third 
time in three years, and in the life-span of  the same Assembly.

Mehrotra’s term as Governor was indeed a tumultuous one. The political 
problems were compounded with instability on one hand and the intensification 
of  the movement over the Bangladeshi migrants issue on the other. Prime Minister, 
Indira Gandhi did try to initiate discussions with the leaders of  the movement, 
and though several rounds of  talks were held, no solution seemed to be in sight. 
The demand of  the All Assam Students’ union (AASu) and All Assam Gana 
Sangram Parishad (AAGSP) was that all Bangladeshi migrants be detected, their 
names deleted from the State’s electoral rolls and then they be all deported with 
1951 as the cut-off  year. 

Mehrotra’s term as Governor that lasted three and a half  years also saw one of  
the worst incidents that rocked not just Assam but also the entire country. The term 
of  the President’s Rule that was imposed on March 19, 1982 was already extended 
once after it was six months old, and there was no Constitutional provision for 
extending it beyond a year. Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi was desperate that the 
political instability should come to an end in Assam. And thus, fresh election to the 
Assam Legislative Assembly was announced, which also evoked sharp opposition 
from the leaders of  the movement against Bangladeshi migrants, while some 

political parties also announced boycott of  the elections. The AASu’s contention 
was that the electoral rolls of  the state were defective in that those contained a 
‘large number’ of  names of  Bangladeshi infiltrators. The Centre however, was 
bent on holding the elections come what may, and February 14, 17 and 20 of  1983 
were fixed for a three-phase election.

Though Mehrotra, as Governor, was not directly involved in conducting the 
election process, it was ultimately his responsibility under Central rule to ensure 
that the elections were held and a popular Government installed. As the AASu 
and others opposed the election, and the Sadau Asom Karmachari Parishad 
(SAKP) - the apex body of  state employees – also refused to perform election 
duties, polling personnel had to be brought from outside. While the moderate 
leadership of  the agitation was already put under detention, the more militant 
section went on to indulge in various acts of  sabotage to disrupt the polls. The 
Government had to invoke the Assam Disturbed Areas Act, 1983 and the Armed 
Forces (Special Powers) Act, 1958 and hundreds of  companies of  central para-
military forces were brought in to control the situation. The voter turnout thus 
was extremely poor, (voting percentage was 38 in Goalpara, 12 in Kamrup, 28 in 
Sonitpur and less than 10 in the upper Assam region), and elections could not 
be held in 16 constituencies. But, despite that the Congress recorded a ‘landslide 
victory’ winning 91 seats. The election also saw one of  the worst massacres, the 
one that occurred at a place called Nellie (in the present-day Morigaon district), 
where over 1800 persons, all of  migrant origin, were killed on February 18.

It was Mehrotra who administered the Oath of  Office and secrecy to the new 
Government headed by Hiteswar Saikia on February 27, 1983. This Government, 
however, did not last its full term, as the State Assembly was dissolved and fresh 
elections announced following the signing of  the Assam Accord between the All 
Assam Students’ union (AASu) and the Government at the initiative of  Prime 
Minister Rajiv Gandhi on August 15, 1985. But, by then, Mehrotra was moved out 
(on March 28, 1984) and after a brief  period of  18 days when Justice T. S. Misra, 
Chief  justice of  the Gauhati High Court held charge, the Centre chose Bhisma 
Narayan Singh as the new Governor of  Assam.
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Bhisma Narayan Singh, 15 April 1984–10 May 1989

Bhisma Narayan Singh

Born in the year 1933, Bhisma Narayan Singh was 
a veteran Congressman and also Member of  Parliament 
who was a union Minister holding the crucial portfolio 
of  Works and Housing, apart from Parliamentary Affairs 
and Civil Supplies as New Delhi was preparing to host 
the 9th Asian Games in 1982. And like his predecessor 
Prakash Mehrotra, he too was Governor of  both Assam 
as well as Meghalaya. He was sworn in as Governor on 
March 16, 1984, and though in charge of  two states, was 
compelled to spend most of  his time in the Guwahati Raj 
Bhavan due to the fast-changing political developments 
in Assam. It was during his tenure that Rajiv Gandhi, 
who took over after his mother’s assassination on 
October 30, 1984, signed the historic Memorandum 
of  understanding - more popularly called the Assam 
Accord - with the All Assam Students’ union (AASu), 
that also brought the curtain down on the six-year long 
movement on the Bangladeshi infiltration issue. The 
Accord also led to the dissolution of  the Assam Assembly 
and the dismissal of  the Congress Government headed 
by Hiteswar Saikia, while the Asom Gana Parishad 
(AGP), a regional political party formed by the AASu 
leaders along with others, swept the elections that were 
held in December 1985.
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It was on December 24, 1985 that Bhisma Narayan Singh administered the Oath of  Office and 
secrecy to the new Chief  Minister, Prafulla Kumar Mahanta, who, at 30, became the youngest-ever 
Chief  Minister in the entire country. The oath-taking ceremony was a huge affair, held at the Nehru 
Stadium in Guwahati, with thousands of  people attending it. Governor Singh became so close to 
Mahanta that very often he was also referred to as a mentor of  the new Chief  Minister. The term of  
Singh, who also served as acting Governor of  Arunachal Pradesh from February 20 to March 19, 1987, 
came to its end on May 11, 1989.

Governor Bhisma Narayan Singh taking the Oath of Office

Governor Bhisma Narayan Singh conferring the Oath of 
Office to Chief Minister Prafulla Kumar Mahanta

President of India, R. Venkataraman with Governor Bhisma Narayan 
Singh and others at Raj Bhavan, Guwahati

Governor Bhisma Narayan Singh receiving President of India, Shankar 
Dayal Sharma at Guwahati Airport

Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi with Governor Bhisma Narayan Singh 
and others at Guwahati Airport

Governor Bhisma Narayan Singh seen in his office at Raj 
Bhavan, Guwahati

Governor Bhisma Narayan Singh receiving President of India, Giani Zail 
Singh at Guwahati Airport
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Harideo Joshi

Bhisma Narayan Singh was succeeded as Governor of  Assam (and 
Meghalaya) by Harideo Joshi on May 12, 1989. Born on December 17, 
1921 in Khandu, a small village in Rajasthan, he was Chief  Minister in 
his home state thrice, of  which two times (1973-77 and 1985-88) was 
before he was appointed Governor of  Assam, and once (December 1989 
to March 1990) later. A dedicated Congressman, Joshi, in fact, contested 
assembly elections in Rajasthan for ten consecutive times and remained 
undefeated on all the occasions until his death in March 1990. No doubt 
he was more fond of  where 
he originally belonged to, 
and relinquished office as 
Governor on July 26, 1989 
and went back to his home 
state to contest his tenth 
election and become Chief  
Minister for the third time. 
Joshi, however, passed away 
in 1995. 

Harideo Joshi, 10 May 1989–21 July 1989

Governor Harideo Joshi taking the Oath of Office

Governor Harideo Joshi seen with some Govt. Officials
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Justice Anisetti Raghuvir

Harideo Joshi’s sudden departure from the 
gubernatorial post put the Centre in a fix, and the task 
of  running the Governor’s office was thus entrusted 
to Anisetti Rahguvir, who was then the Chief  Justice 
of  the Gauhati High Court. Rahguvir, who hailed 
from Andhra Pradesh, in fact was Chief  Justice of  the 
Gauhati High Court for two stints, first from May 5, 
1988 to December 4, 1989, and then again from May 
2, 1990 to March 21, 1991. As Governor, however, 
he went strictly by the book till a new incumbent was 

found, and remained in office for a little over nine months until Devi Das Thakur 
was finally named the next Governor of  Assam.

Devi Das Thakur

Devi Das Thakur was a prominent Congress leader and a Minister in Jammu 
and Kashmir and apparently sent to Assam with a specific mission. A Supreme 
Court lawyer, Thakur, who had earlier served as a Deputy Chief  Minister of  Jammu 
& Kashmir in 1984 in the G. M. Shah Government, was sworn in as Governor of  
Assam on May 2, 1990. The Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) Government headed by 
Prafulla Kumar Mahanta was then at the fag end of  its term. The Government, 
comprising of  young inexperienced people, most of  whom had landed in the 
seat of  power directly from the university hostel, was not a very successful one. 
But what was disturbing was the fact that the united Liberation Front of  Asom 
(ULFA) - an outfit that was born on April 7, 1979 and had vowed for a ‘sovereign’ 
Assam through an armed struggle - had already started playing havoc with public 
life. Extortions, abductions and extra-judicial killings almost became the order of  
the day with the inexperienced AGP Government failing to tackle the situation. In 
New Delhi, V. P. Singh’s National Front Government was already on the verge of  
collapse, and as he quit on November 10, 1990, a minority Government headed 
by Chandra Shekhar was installed with the outside support of  the Congress 

Justice Anisetti Raghuvir
Devi Das Thakur, 2 May 1990–17 March 1991
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party. The situation in Assam was fast deteriorating, and 
following a report on the ground situation to the Centre 
by Governor, Thakur, the AGP Government headed by 
Prafulla Kumar Mahanta was dismissed, President’s Rule 
was imposed and the whole state declared a Disturbed Area 
- all simultaneously from the midnight of  November 27, 
1990. The united Liberation Front of  Asom (uLFA) was 
also declared unlawful and banned. Later however, Thakur 
in his book ‘My Life and Years in Kashmir Politics’ claimed 
that a central intelligence agency had attempted to make 
him sign a doctored report recommending President’s 
Rule in Assam towards the end of  1990 when the AGP 
was in power. The Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act, 
1958 was also invoked, giving the Army sweeping powers 
to launch operations against the uLFA. Interestingly, the 
person who actually led the operations against the uLFA 
militants was Lt. Gen. Ajai Singh, the then GOC of  the 
Army’s Four Corps at Tezpur, who much later, came 
back to become the Governor of  Assam. Meanwhile, the 
Chandra Shekhar Government had resigned (on March 
6, 1991) and even as he continued as a caretaker Prime 
Minister, New Delhi decided to move Thakur out and 
named Loknath Misra as the next Governor of  the state.

Governor Devi Das Thakur taking the Oath of Office
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Loknath Misra

Hailing from Puri in Orissa, Loknath Misra was a totally different personality 
when compared to his predecessors and successors. Born in 1922, he was a listed 
Homoeopathic practitioner who, as a member of  the Gantantra Parishad and 
Swatantra Party had worked for years in the backward areas of  Orissa and given 
free treatment to thousands of  patients with the mantra therapy that he practiced. 
He was also a film actor during his youth, worked in an insurance company, and as 
editor of  Ganatantra, an Odiya daily.  He was elected Member of  the Rajya Sabha 
in 1960 and remained an M. P. till 1978, during which he was in the panel of  Rajya 
Sabha Vice-Chairmen, headed the Petitions Committee and was member of  
several other committees including the Public Undertakings Committee, Official 
Language Committee, Committees on Railway Reservations and Film Censorship, 
and the Akademis Review Committee among others. 

Misra took over as Governor (March 17, 1991) at a crucial period when 
Assam was under President’s Rule and the Army was carrying out Operation 
Bajrang against the United Liberation Front of  Asom. One of  the first tasks he 
had was to ensure a free and fair election to the State Assembly, held in June 1991, 
following which President’s Rule was revoked and a Congress Government headed 
by Hiteswar Saikia was sworn in. Operation Bajrang, launched on November 27, 
1990 was also called off  in order to ensure free and fair elections, much against 
the wishes of  the Army, especially its 4 Corps GOC Lt. Gen. Ajai Singh, who 
was later to become Governor of  the state. Saikia’s term began with a bang as 
the outlawed ULFA abducted 15 officials belonging to different departments 
of  the State as well as Central Governments within less than 24 hours of  the 
new ministry assuming office. It was, however, within a few months that ULFA’s 
General Secretary, Anup Chetia fell into the security dragnet, and a meeting 
between some top uLFA leaders including Chetia was organized with none other 
than the then Prime Minister, P. V. Narasimha Rao. Saikia’s term as Chief  Minister 
also witnessed a major controversy over the number of  Bangladeshi migrants 
in the state. Saikia, on April 10, 1992 stated in the State Assembly that there 
were about three million illegal Bangladeshi migrants in Assam. But two days 
later (‘presumably on account of  political compulsions’ - as the next Governor,  

Loknath Misra, 17 March 1991–1 September 1997
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S. K. Sinha put it in a speech on September 29, 2000) Saikia 
issued a statement that there was not a single illegal migrant 
in the state. 

But Misra as Governor, did not get entangled in any 
of  these issues and rather remained a creative person, 
taking keen interest in art and culture in general and the rich 
repository of  mantra that Assam is in particular. He paid 
regular visits to Mayang, the centre of  mantra and magic, 
and also went round the state meeting people who practiced 
mantra, apart from being a regular visitor to the Kamakhya 
temple. Such was his interest in mantra that the Raj Bhavan 
gates were kept open for patients who flocked to him to get 
cured of  their ailments with the help of  his mantra therapy. 
Every Sunday morning, the Raj Bhavan looked like an Out 
Patients’ Department of  a hospital with dozens of  persons 
lining up to meet the mantra therapist in the Governor, 
and newspapers and magazines featured Misra more for 
his healing powers as a mantra therapist rather than for his 
activities as a Governor.

Misra was one Governor who had seen two State 
Assembly elections take place in Assam during his tenure. 
While election to the State Assembly was held in May 1996, 
it was during the run-up to the elections that Chief  Minister 
Hiteswar Saikia died on April 22, following which Misra 
had to administer oath to Bhumidhar Barman as Chief  
Minister. The elections saw the defeat of  the Congress and 
the victory of  an alliance led by the Asom Gana Parishad 
(AGP). On May 16, 1996, Misra administered the Oath of  
Office and secrecy to Prafulla Kumar Mahanta as the new 
Chief  Minister, following which he went back again to his 
study and practice of  mantra, his first love. He passed away 
in Bhubaneswar on May 27, 2009 due to old-age ailments.

President of India, R. Venkataraman seen with Governor Loknath Misra at Guwahati Airport

Governor Loknath Misra seen with Mother Teresa at 
Guwahati

Prime Minister of India, Chandra Shekhar in a public meeting at 
Guwahati. Governor Loknath Misra is also seen in the photo

Prime Minister P. V. Narasimha Rao with Governor L. N. 
Misra inaugurating a Freedom Fighters’ Rest House at 
Guwahati

Prime Minister of India, I. K. Gujral being received by Governor 
Loknath Misra at Guwahati Airport
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Srinivas Kumar Sinha

The mantra-therapist Governor relinquished office on August 31, 
1997, and this time it was a senior former Army officer who was named 
to fill up the vacancy. He was Lt. Gen. (Retired) Srinivas Kumar Sinha, 
a former Vice-Chief  of  Army Staff, whose swearing in as the Governor 
on September 1, saw the beginning of  a new era in the entire mindset 
and politics in Assam. 

Born at Gaya in 1926 to a family of  officers (his great grandfather 
was a member of  the Bengal Council; grandfather  Inspector General 
of  Police of  Bihar - the first and only Indian to have been appointed the 
chief  of  police of  a province during British rule; and father - Mithilesh 
Kumar Sinha - headed India’s Intelligence Bureau immediately after 
independence, but soon shifted to become IGP of  Bihar), Sinha joined 
the Army in 1943 and rose to become the Vice-Chief  of  Army Staff, a post 
from which he resigned when the Government appointed Arun Vaidya 
as the Chief  of  Army Staff  by superseding him in 1983. An officer who 
put in 40 years of  service that included terms in Myanmar and Indonesia 
during World War II, Sinha also served in various capacities as an Army 
officer in Assam, Nagaland and Manipur apart from playing a key role 
in Kashmir soon after India attained independence. His international 
assignments included Secretary of  the Indian delegation to the uN in 
1949 to delineate the Ceasefire Line in Jammu and Kashmir, and leader 
of  the Indian delegation to Italy for a conference on Application of  
Human Rights to Warfare, also organized by the uN. After quitting 
his job, Sinha in 1984 contested for the Lok Sabha from Patna as an 
independent candidate supported by three non-Congress parties - Lok 
Dal, Janata Party and Bharatiya Janata Party, but he lost. Five years later, 
the National Front Government led by V. P. Singh appointed him India’s 
Ambassador to Nepal, a post in which he remained for eleven months.

Sinha’s tenure was rather interesting, with the Governor taking 
keen interest in the overall development of  the state. Sinha was the 

Lt. General (Retired) Srinivas Kumar Sinha, PVSM, 1 September 1997–21 April 2003
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first Governor of  Assam to have gone deep into 
the issue of  infiltration from Bangladesh, and a 
‘soldier scholar’ as he was, he sent a detailed report 
on the issue to the President. This report (‘Report 
on Illegal Migration into Assam’, November 8, 
1998) not only threw fresh light on the dangers 
that illegal migration from Bangladesh posed to 
the country, but also gave a detailed account of  
how these migrants were gradually becoming 
a majority population in several districts of  the 
state. 

“The unabated influx of  illegal migrants 
from Bangladesh into Assam and the consequent 
perceptible change in the demographic pattern 
of  the state has been a matter of  grave concern. 
It threatens to reduce the Assamese people to 
a minority in their own state, as happened in 
Tripura and Sikkim,” Sinha in his report said. 
Sinha was also highly concerned about the ‘more 
dangerous dimension’ that illegal migration 
posed to national security. “The long-cherished 
design of  Greater East Pakistan/Bangladesh, 
making inroads into the strategic land link of  
Assam with the rest of  the country, can lead to 
severing the entire land mass of  the Northeast, 
with all its natural resources, from the rest of  the 
country. This will have disastrous strategic and 
economic consequences,” his report said. Sinha’s 
report also pointed out to the fact that the ‘silent 

President of India, A. P. J. Abdul Kalam being received by Governor S. K. Sinha and others at Guwahati

President of India, A. P. J. Abdul Kalam being received by 
Governor S. K. Sinha and others at Guwahati

President of India, A. P. J. Abdul Kalam with Governor S. K. 
Sinha and others at Guwahati Prime Minister of India, Atal Bihari Vajpayee being received by 

Governor S. K. Sinha at Guwahati Airport
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and invidious’ demographic invasion of  Assam may result in the loss of  
the geo-strategically vital districts of  Lower Assam. “The influx of  illegal 
migrants turning these (Lower Assam) districts into a Muslim-majority 
region will then only be a matter of  time when a demand for their merger 
with Bangladesh may be made,” he said.

He also brought to light the startling fact that when the demand for 
Partition was raised, it was visualized that Pakistan would comprise the 
Muslim-majority provinces in the West and ‘Bang-e-Islam’ comprising 
Bengal and Assam in the East. “Failure to get Assam included in East 
Pakistan in 1947 remained a source of  abiding resentment in that country,” 
Sinha in his report said. He also quoted Zulfikar Ali Bhutto as saying (in 
his book ‘Myths of  Independence’) as follows: “It would be wrong to think 
that Kashmir is the only dispute that divides India and Pakistan, though 
undoubtedly the most significant. One nearly as important as the Kashmir 
dispute is that of  Assam and some districts of  India adjacent to East 
Pakistan.” 

Sinha also quoted a ‘pro-India’ leader like Sheikh Mujibur Rahman 
as saying: “Because Eastern Pakistan must have sufficient land for its 
expansion and because Assam has abundant forests and mineral resources, 
coal, petroleum, etc., Eastern Pakistan must include Assam to be financially 
and economically strong.” Sinha’s research-based report later became an 
important document when the Supreme Court in July 2005 gave its historic 
judgment scrapping the controversial Illegal Migrants (Determination by 
Tribunals) Act of  1983.

On the development front, Sinha as Governor took keen interest 
in agriculture, and it was primarily at his initiative that the Government 
of  Assam, in the year 2000-2001 launched the Shallow Tube Well (STW) 
scheme, which brought large tracts of  agricultural land under irrigation and 

made Assam for the first time in 50 years, not only self-sufficient in rice but 
also a rice-surplus state. 

A keen student of  history, and particularly of  military history, it was at 
Governor Sinha’s initiative that Lachit Barphukan, the great Assamese general 
of  the 17th century was taken to the national thought process. Governor 
Sinha’s efforts led to the installation of  a statue of  Lachit Barphukan at 
the National Defence Academy, Khadakvasala, as also the institution of  a 
gold medal in the memory of  the great general for the best cadet of  the 
NDA. It was also under his guidance that Gauhati university instituted 
a Lachit Barphukan Memorial Lecture. These three things happened in 
2000. “Lachit Barphukan was a military leader in the mould of  Rana Pratap 
and Shivaji. All the three fought against the Moghuls. They fought for 
the freedom of  their region against Moghul imperialism. Whereas Rana 
Pratap’s forte was burning patriotism and tremendous sacrifice, Shivaji and 
Lachit Barphukan demonstrated outstanding military skill… The fact that 
Rana Pratap and Shivaji are household names throughout our country and 
Lachit Barphukan is hardly known outside Assam, shows the neglect of  
Assam by historians,” he used to often say during the lectures he delivered. 

Sinha’s initiatives in sending his report on illegal migrants from 
Bangladesh and on glorifying Assam’s history touched the emotional chord 
of  the people of  Assam. He started being referred to as “Our man in Raj 
Bhavan” and at the time of  departure as a “True son of  the soil of  Assam.” 

It was also during Sinha’s tenure that the Guwahati Raj Bhavan 
underwent a series of  changes. The Chilarai Wing underwent expansion 
and renovation and the residential block of  the Governor was fitted with a 
lift (basically to facilitate movement of  the then Prime Minister, Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee ascend the first floor), while the new Lachit Wing including the 
Lachit Dwar were added to the sprawling Raj Bhavan campus.
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 Ajai Singh

Lt. Gen. (Retired) S. K. Sinha’s term had expired in September 2002 and 
he was given a second tenure. But in June 2003, he was moved as Governor 
to Jammu & Kashmir, leading to much speculation as to who would succeed 
him. The person finally named was Lt. Gen. (Retired) Ajai Singh, another 
well-decorated officer of  the Indian Army. While Sinha relinquished office 
on June 4, 2003, Ajai Singh was sworn in as the new Governor of  Assam 
the next day.

If  S. K. Sinha was a ‘soldier scholar’, then Ajai Singh was considered 
an expert in handling militancy and counter-insurgency operations. Born 
on November 20, 1935, Singh was an Armoured Corps officer who had 
served the Indian Army in both the Indo-Pak wars of  1965 and 1971, and 
after having served in various capacities became Director General of  the 
Mechanised Forces in the Army headquarters. In 1990 he asked to join as 
the GOC of  the 4 Corps at Tezpur with the special assignment of  drawing 
up a plan to tackle the united Liberation Front of  Asom (uLFA). Though 
he would often admit he had never handled insurgency earlier, he drew up 
a strategy that primarily comprised of  two elements, one of  surprise and 
the other of  a massive offensive action. With over one lakh troops and the 
state police force under his command, Singh created a record of  sorts in 
counter-insurgency operations by bringing insurgency under control in less 
than three months. He was, in fact, awarded the coveted Param Vishist Seva 
Medal (PVSM) for the outstanding qualities of  leadership, dynamism and 
courage that he displayed during the operations. 

Lt. General (Retired) Ajai Singh, 5 June 2003—4 July 2008
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President of India, A. P. J. Abdul Kalam being received by Governor Ajai Singh at Raj Bhavan, 
Guwahati

Governor Ajai Singh interacting with the media at Raj Bhavan, Guwahati

Prime Minister of India, Manmohan Singh with Governor Ajai Singh and others at a public meeting in 
Guwahati

Governor Ajai Singh and First Lady, Krishna Singh at a function in Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Ajai Singh, however, was posted as Director General, Combat 
Vehicles (DGCV) in 1992 and assigned the task of  salvaging the 
stillborn Main Battle Tank (MBT) project that had been struggling 
to produce the Arjun Tank for the previous 20 years. Within a 
matter of  six months, this tank was given an operational shape 
and the dedicated MBT Arjun was commissioned. Dr. A. P. J. 
Abdul Kalam, who was the Scientific Advisor to the Government 
of  India, having recognized his talent and work created a new 
appointment in the DRDO for Lt. Gen. Singh and on retirement, 
he was inducted as Chief  Controller, R&D (Land System), during 
which he was involved in modernizing the existing fleet of  T-72 
MI Tanks. 

Sworn in as Governor of  Assam on June 5, 2003, Ajai Singh 
continued to be a tough taskmaster as he used to be in the Army. 
He first considered sprucing up the state’s education scenario, 
and as Chancellor of  the Gauhati university as well as Dibrugarh 
university and the Assam Agricultural university, started looking 
out how things could improve for providing better education to 
the young generation.

Singh, as Governor, was also witness to a very interesting 
development that Assam has seen. It is the opening up of  a 
process of  dialogue with the united Liberation Front of  Asom 
(uLFA). It was during Ajai Singh’s tenure as the GOC of  

4 Corps of  the Army that the ULFA had expressed its first 
willingness to come up for negotiations. Some senior uLFA 
leaders who had contacted him during Operation Bajrang (1990-
91) even wanted to be taken to New Delhi for a preliminary 
discussion. It was again during Operation Rhino - which was 
launched on September 15, 1991 when he was still the GOC 
of  the 4 Corps - that the then Chief  Minister, Hiteswar Saikia 
took three unidentified ULFA mediators to Prime Minister, P. V. 
Narasimha Rao on January 7, 1992 to discuss the modalities of  
the proposed peace talks. Five days later, Chief  Minister, Saikia 
in fact presented before Prime Minister, Rao a five-member 
delegation of  the uLFA, which was led by none other than its 
General Secretary, Anup Chetia.

More than a decade later, when Ajai Singh returned to 
the state in his new capacity as Governor, a lot of  interesting 
developments had taken place. Several thousand uLFA cadres had 
already surrendered (the first surrender incidentally took place at 
Doilabari in Lakhimpur district in March 1991 when he was the 
GOC of  the Army’s 4 Corps), Operation All-Clear launched by 
the Royal Bhutan Army had flushed out the militants from their 
hideouts inside the tiny Himalayan kingdom (in December 2003) 
and the uLFA had constituted a People’s Consultative Group 
(PCG) in October 2005 to open a channel of  peaceful negotiation 
with the Government. 
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Shiv Charan Mathur

After two army officers occupying the Guwahati Raj 
Bhavan one after the other for nearly eleven years, it was Shiv 
Charan Mathur, a former Rajasthan Chief  Minister who was 
named the Assam Governor to succeed Ajai Singh. Born on 
February 14, 1926 at Madhi-Qanungo in present-day Madhya 
Pradesh, Mathur was a freedom fighter who had taken active 
part in the Quit India Movement and was General Secretary 
of  the Rajasthan Students’ Congress from 1945 to 1947. An 
Arts graduate from Agra university with a diploma in Labour 
Welfare from Bombay university, Mathur was a life-long 
Congress member, who, after having been elected to Lok 
Sabha from 1964 to 1967 went back to state politics in 1967. 
He was elected to the Rajasthan Legislative Assembly for 
seven terms from 1967 to 2003 except from 1977 to 1980 and 
1991 to 1998. Mathur served as Chief  Minister of  Rajasthan 
twice (1981-85 and 1988-89), after which he was once again 
elected to Lok Sabha (1991-96). A person who believed in 
and practiced simple living and high thinking, Mathur, as 
Governor of  Assam, took keen interest in the protection and 
development of  Majuli, the world’s largest inhabited river-
island on the Brahmaputra. In fact, his first visit after assuming 
charge as Governor on July 4, 2008 was a day-long trip to 
Majuli, following which he personally discussed issues relating 
to the island with Prime Minister, Manmohan Singh. Mathur, 
however, took ill in June 2009 and passed away in a hospital in 
New Delhi on June 25, 2009.

Shiv Charan Mathur, 4 July 2008 - 25 June 2009
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Governor S. C. Mathur taking the Oath of Office Governor S. C. Mathur with First Lady, Sushila Mathur at Raj 
Bhavan, Guwahati

Governor S. C. Mathur being welcomed by Chief Minister, Tarun 
Gogoi

Governor S. C. Mathur at a cultural function at Guwahati Raj 
Bhavan Durbar Hall

Governor S. C. Mathur and First Lady, Sushila Mathur enjoying a 
dance recital at Guwahati Raj Bhavan lawns

Governor S. C. Mathur speaking to a group of Freedom Fighters at 
Guwahati Raj Bhavan Durbar Hall
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K. Sankaranarayanan, 26 June 2009-27 July 2009

K. Sankaranarayanan

With the sudden demise of  Shiv Charan Mathur, it was Nagaland, 
Governor K. Sankaranarayanan who was asked to take over charge of  the 
Raj Bhavan in Assam. Born in 1932, Sankaranarayanan is a veteran Congress 
leader from Kerala, where he had served as Minister under two Chief  
Ministers, K. Karunakaran and A. K. Antony. While he remained Governor 
of  Nagaland from April 2007 to July 2009, he held charge of  Assam for 
three weeks till the Government of  India found a new Governor for the 
state. He was later appointed Governor of  Maharashtra in January 2010.  

Governor K. Sankaranarayanan being received by Raj Bhavan Officials on his arrival
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Governor K. Sankaranarayanan 
arriving at Raj Bhavan, Guwahati

Governor K. Sankaranarayanan taking the Oath of Office

Governor K. Sankaranarayanan signing on the Form of Oath
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Syed Sibtey Razi

The next to come in as Governor of  Assam was Syed 
Sibtey Razi (born in 1939 in Rae Bareli), who was already 
serving as Governor of  Jharkhand from December 2004. 
Thrice elected to Rajya Sabha, he had also served as union 
Minister of  State for Home Affairs from 1995 to 1996. As 
a member of  the Legislative Council in his home state uttar 
Pradesh from 1985 to 1988, he was also an Education Minister 
in the State Government. Razi, however, had a very short stint 
as Governor in Assam, and while he was sworn in on July 27, 
2009, his total term as a Governor (beginning December 10, 
2004) came to an end in December 2009. 

Syed Sibtey Razi, 27 July 2009 - 27 November 2009
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Governor Syed Sibtey Razi taking the Oath of Office

Governor Syed Sibtey Razi and First Lady, Chand Farhana with Chief Minister Tarun Gogoi and his 
wife Dolly Gogoi and Chief Justice, Jasti Chelameswar at Raj Bhavan, Guwahati

Governor Syed Sibtey Razi and First Lady, Chand Farhana being received at the Guwahati Airport 
by Chief Minister Tarun Gogoi and others

Governor Syed Sibtey Razi taking the Ceremonial Salute on his arrival at Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Janaki Ballav Patnaik

Sworn in as Governor of  Assam on December 11, 2009, Janaki 
Ballav Patnaik is a veteran freedom fighter and politician from Odisha, 
who had also served as a Deputy Minister for Defence under Prime 
Minister Indira Gandhi in the union Government from 1973 to 1975. 
Born on January 3, 1927 ar Rameswar, Puri, he graduated in Sanskrit 
from the utkal university to later receive a Master’s degree in Political 
Science from the Banaras Hindu University. His first career choice was 
media, and soon after completion of  his university education, Patnaik 
joined the Eastern Times, of  which he became a Joint Editor in 1950. 
Two years later he was not only made its Editor but was also appointed 
Editor of  Prajatantra, a prestigious Odiya daily newspaper, two 
responsibilities he shouldered efficiently till 1967. A scholar of  Sanskrit 
and Odiya literature, he has been conferred honorary D. Litt. by the Sri 
Jagannath Sanskrit university, Puri, and Rashtriya Sanskrit Sansthan, 
Tirupati for his contribution towards development of  Sanskrit. He was 
also associated with the Sahitya Akademi of  Odisha from 1957 to 1967. 

Patnaik, who had taken active part as a student leader in the 
freedom movement, naturally became a Congressman, and was first 
elected President of  the State Youth Congress in 1950. Elected to Lok 
Sabha from the prestigious Cuttack constituency in 1971, he was first 
Deputy Minister for Defence under Indira Gandhi (1973-75) and then 
Minister of  State in the same ministry till the end of  1977. Elected to 
the Lok Sabha again in 1980, he was appointed Minister for Tourism, 
Civil Aviation and Labour, but had to return to state politics to be 
unanimously elected leader of  the Congress(I) Legislative Party of  
Odisha to take over as Chief  Minister of  the state. Since then he not 
only remained Chief  Minister for three consecutive terms till 2004, but 
also holds the record of  being the longest-serving Chief  Minister of  
Odisha. From 2004 to 2009, he was Leader of  the Opposition in the 
State Assembly, following which he was chosen as Governor of  Assam 
in December 2009.

Janaki Ballav Patnaik, 27 November 2009 (incumbent)
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Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik arriving at Guwahati Airport to take over charge as the 
Governor of Assam

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik being received by the Chief Minister of Assam, Tarun Gogoi and wife Dolly 
Gogoi at Guwahati Airport

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik taking the Oath of Office
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Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik relaxing in the lawn of Guwahati Raj Bhavan

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik and First Lady Jayanti Patnaik in the lawn of Guwahati Raj Bhavan

Governor Janaki Ballav 
Patnaik appreciating a red 

rose in his private garden at 
Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik conferring the Oath of Office to Chief Minister, Tarun Gogoi

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik in a lighter mood – testing his skills at arm wrestling

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik addressing the media at Guwahati Raj Bhavan Durbar Hall

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik interacting with State Govt. Officials at Guwahati Raj Bhavan 
Conference Hall
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Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik and First Lady Jayanti Patnaik with the Officers and Staff of Raj Bhavan and Governor’s Secretariat
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Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik with Honourable President of India, Pranab Mukherjee at Rashtrapati Bhavan, 
New Delhi

Honourable President of India, Pranab Mukherjee and Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik with Raj Bhavan 
Officials at Guwahati Raj Bhavan

Honourable President of India (Former), Smt. Pratibha Devisingh Patil with Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik 
and other Raj Bhavan Officials at Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik receiving the Prime Minister of India, Manmohan Singh at Guwahati 
Airport

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik interacting with a representative of the Royal Govt. of Bhutan at 
Raj Bhavan Guwahati

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik taking the National Salute at the State Level Republic Day function 
at Guwahati

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik inspecting the Guard of Honour at the State Level Republic Day 
function at Guwahati
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Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik delivering his Republic Day address at the State Level Republic Day 
function at Guwahati

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik delivering his speech at the Budget Session of the Assam Legislative 
Assembly

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik and First Lady, Jayanti Patnaik with Assam Chief Minister,  
Tarun Gogoi at ‘At Home’ function held in the Raj Bhavan on the occasion of Republic Day
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A litterateur and scholar at heart, Patnaik is a winner of  
the Sahitya Akademi award and has authored several books, 
which include a biography of  Gautam Buddha, Odiya versions 
of  the Ramayana, Mahabharata and Srimat Bhagavata, three 
satakas of  poet Bhartruhari, a collection of  poems and a 
collection of  essays. In 2008, he was also appointed Chancellor 
of  the Tirupati Sanskrit University. As Governor of  Assam, 
he has not only taken keen interest in Assamese literature, but 
has also set a tradition by delivering most of  his speeches in 
the state in Assamese. Patnaik, who has visited most of  the 
Vaishnavite monasteries and other religious shrines of  the 
state, has also worked towards removing barriers that prevent 
entry of  women into various religious institutions including the 
Barpeta Satra and the Ajan Peer Dargah.

Governor Janaki Ballav Patnaik enjoying a lighter moment with Chief Minister, Tarun Gogoi and 
Speaker, Pranab Gogoi at a chamber of the Assam Legislative Assembly 
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A picturesque view of the Guwahati Raj Bhavan surroundings 
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ne person who missed the Guwahati Raj Bhavan is definitely Salim Ali, the legendary 
ornithologist who is no more. The Raj Bhavan, located on a hillock by the side of  the 
majestic Brahmaputra, in fact, is a bird-watchers’ paradise, going by the fact that even a 

lay person would be able to spot and identify at least a dozen birds in this campus in less than 
an hour.

The city of  Guwahati itself  is an abode of  a large number of  bird species both migratory 
as well as local, with names ranging from the Spot-billed Pelican and Blue-breasted Barbet to 
the Eurasian Jay and the Crested Serpent Eagle. Guwahati, in fact, is one of  the last resorts of  
the highly endangered Great Adjutant Stork - Leptoptilos dubius - a bird that has been identified 
by various international organisations as one that needs to be urgently protected so that it is not 
wiped out from the globe. Guwahati has reasons to be a bird watchers’ paradise: several wetlands 
and the mighty Brahmaputra attract a wide variety of  bird species to this place. Moreover, 
nineteen reserved forests within and around  the Assam capital has already given Guwahati the 
status of  being the city with the highest variety of  wildlife in the world. 

Guwahati, also has three wildlife sanctuaries - Pobitora, Amchang and Deepor Beel - of  
which the last is also a Ramsar Site. The list of  wildlife species of  which Guwahati can boast 
of  includes elephant, leopard, civet cat, jungle cat, deer, wild boar, fox, python, cobra, pangolin, 
porcupine, jungle fowl, capped langur and hoolock gibbon. The city also had a number of  tigers 
till the 1970s, though those had disappeared after Guwahati witnessed a sudden increase in 
population from the mid-1970s.

Chapter V

A Bird-watcher’s Paradise

O
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Spotted dove (Spilopelia chinensis) Jungle babbler (Turdoides striata)

Asian Koel Female (Eudynamys scolopaceus) House sparrow (Passer domesticus)
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Black kite (Milvus migrans)

Rufous treepie (Dendrocitta vagabunda)

Lesser adjutant stork (Leptoptilos javanicus)
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Several bird-watchers have over the years tried to prepare their own 
list of  birds that are seen in different parts of  the city during different 
seasons, but a comprehensive list covering the entire city is yet to be 
finalized. Bibhab Kumar Talukdar of  Aaranyak, a leading environment 
group of  the country, has come up with a list of  birds that have been 
spotted in and around the Raj Bhavan campus over the past several years. 
This list contains as many as 37 species of  birds, but cannot be termed as 
the final, because no official census of  birds has yet been carried out in 
the Raj Bhavan area, or for that matter in Guwahati. The number would 
anyway be more, considering the fact that Guwahati has several reserved 
forests in and around it, while there are a good number of  wetlands 
both within and around the city, including the Deepor Beel, a wetland of  
international repute having been declared as a Ramsar Site.

Indian Great Horned Owl (Bubo bubo)

Indian Flying Fox (Pteropus giganteus)
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Powdery Green Sapphire (Heliophorus tamu)
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Cicada Greater Crimson Glider (Urothemis signata)
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Rose buds Red rose
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Touch me not (Mimosa pudica)

Dianthus (Dianthus sp.)

China rose (Hibiscus rosa-sinensis)

A wild flower
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Pansy (Viola sp.)

Wood sorrel (Oxalis sp.)

Crown of thorns (Euphorbia milii)

Mexican prickly poppy (Argemone maxicana)

Wild sage (Lantana camara)
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Zinnia (Zinnia sp.)

Kanchan (Bauhinia sp.)

Royal Flush (Anthurium sp.)
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Petunia (Petunia sp.)

Pitcher plant (Nepenthese khasiana)

Rose periwinkle (Catharanthus roseus)

Butterfly-pea (Clitoria ternatea)



Raj Bhavan Assam & A Brief  History of  Guwahati 97

Birds 
i d e n t i f i e d 
in and around 
the Raj Bhavan 
include the Great 
Barbet - Megalaima virens 
- a gaudily coloured arboreal 
bird, whose body is green and 
the head is violet blue-black with 
a bright scarlet patch under its tail. 
Some barbets could also have a maroon-
brown back with olive-brown, blue and 
yellow underparts. The bill of  the Great 
Barbet, whom Salim Ali had preferred to call the 
Great Assam Barbet, is large and yellowish.

Then there is the Blue-throated Barbet 
- Megalaima asiatica - also an arboreal or 
tree-dwelling bird, which has several 
colours on it. While the body of  
this bird is by and large green like 
the grass, it has a sparkling bluish 
throat. Its forehead is crimson, 
which gradually becomes 
yellowish, with a black band 
across the vertex.  

One very beautiful 
bird that is a common 
sight in the Raj Bhavan 

campus is the upupa epops - Common Hoopoe, 
which is a fawn-coloured bird slightly bigger than the 

mynah, whose back and tail has prominent black-and-
white stripes like that of  a zebra. Known in Assamese as 

gobar-khosara or phoni-kotora, the Common Hoopoe has a long, 
straight beak. But its most attractive part is the crest that opens and 

closes, opens and closes as if  it is a Japanese fan. Its name has come 
from a soft, musical and piercing hoo-po or hoo-po-po, which it repeats 

many times within a minute.

At least two varieties of  kingfishers are found at different times of  the year 
in and around the Raj Bhavan campus, of  which one is the Common Kingfisher or 
Alcedo atthis, and the other is the White-throated Kingfisher or Halcyon smyrnensis. 
While the Common Kingfisher has a body that is blue and green in colour, 
the head is crosswise barred with black and blue. Its head looks slightly bigger 
in proportion to its body. The White-throated Kingfisher or White-breasted 
Kingfisher, on the other hand, has brilliant turquoise blue on the top part of  
its body, while the head, neck and the underparts are deep chocolate-brown in 
colour, with the breast (‘shirt front’ as described by Salim Ali) being white.

Come February, and it is time for the Indian Cuckoo - Cuculus micropterus 
- one of  the two birds that are so closely associated with the rongali bihu of  
Assam, the other being the Asian Koel - eudynamys scolopacea. Known as keteki in 
Assamese, the cuckoo’s body is slaty-grey above and black-barred white below, 
with a broad black subterminal band on its tail. A bird that is found throughout 
the lower Eastern Himalayas as also in Western Punjab, the Indian Cuckoo also 
has its existence in southern Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Bangladesh, and the 

Indo-Chinese and Malayasian sub-regions. Its four-noted call is one of  the 
best-known bird voices in the sub-continent, which has lent itself  to a wide 

range of  local onomatopoeic renderings. These include akou-pakou and 
koo-keteki (keteki is also the name of  an orchid that is closely associated 

with bihu or spring in Assamese), and bou-kotha-ko in Bengali. Assam 
being a major producer of  tea, the cuckoo’s call has been also 

interlinked over the decades with the tea-plantation activity; tea 

Signature spider (Argiope anasuja)
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planters think the cuckoo’s call is orange pekoe or, may be, make 
more pekoe! Salim Ali had in one of  his numerous books 
on birds said that some European planters who were 
fond of  crossword puzzles thought the cuckoo’s 
call sounded like crossword puzzle or what’s your 
trouble!! Though so close to the people of  
Assam, the cuckoo could be too noisy and 
boring when it is in full voice, calling 
non-stop throughout day and night, 
especially during a moonlit 
night, going on and on without 
any change of  rhythm. Salim 
Ali had recorded the cuckoo to 
call 23 times a minute without 
interruption.

Rhesus macaque (Macaca mulatta)
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Also a botanist’s delight!

But the question is, why do such a large variety of  birds flock 
to the Raj Bhavan? It is obviously because of  the rich flora that 
the Raj Bhavan compound has, with Dr. Tapan Kumar Sarma, 
who teaches life sciences in North Gauhati College, coming out 
with a list of  as many as 150 various plant species, that includes 
trees like the nahor, sirish, segun, eucalyptus, sonaru, silver oak, 
mango, debadaru,arjun, bakul, neem, jackfruit and palash, to 
various shrubs and plants, a number of  them also having a lot 
of  medicinal value.

While the birds nest in these trees, they also feed on the 
fruits, with the migratory birds flying away once their chicks are 

grown up enough to take to their wings. Employees attached to 
the Raj Bhavan recall names of  several Governors to identify 
them with various trees that they had planted during their stay 
here, though unfortunately, there is hardly any documentation 
to actually confirm which tree became part of  the Raj Bhavan 
campus during whose tenure. The Lady Governors or First 
Ladies too had contributed immensely towards converting the 
Raj Bhavan campus to a veritable botanical garden of  sorts, in 
the process adding numerous permanent plants and trees to it. 
The list includes several lichu (litchi), amlokhi (amla), jalphai 
(olive), narasimha (curry leaf) and atlos (custard apple) trees, 
while the Raj Bhavan also has a large collection of  orchids, 
most of  them collected by different Lady Governors or First 
Ladies during their visits to different parts of  the state.

Golden Shower tree (Cassia fistula) Crape Myrtle (Lagerstroemia indica)
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Tezpur: Dah Parvatiya sculptures
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T
he history of  Assam goes back deep into the ancient times. Going back, one finds that the ancient land of  Assam 
figure prominently in various Tantric, Vedic and Buddhist literature, besides being mentioned in Ptolemy’s Geography. 
A number of  places mentioned in the epics, including the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, are often identified with 

places in Assam. 

The absence of  accurate and abundant archaeological materials has often made any incursion into Assam’s past an 
arduous task. Facts and fancy have very often overlapped during efforts to recreate the past. But a few things can be definitely 
said with certainty. Like, Pragjyotisha included not only the whole of  present-day Assam and portions of  the Northeast, but 
also covered parts of  North and East Bengal (present-day Bangladesh), as well as the hill tracts up to the present India-China 
boundary. 

The Yogini Tantra, which was written not earlier than the sixteenth century, mentions clearly about the boundary of  the 
Pragyotisha-Kamarupa as follows: (1) North: Mount Kanchana (Kanchanjanga?) in Nepal, (2) East: Dikkaravasini (the temple 
of  Tamreswari or Dikkara-vasini is now located at present-day Sadiya, the easternmost point of  the state of  Assam), (3) South: 
the confluence of  the Brahmaputra, and (4) West: the Karatoya river (that flows trough the Jalpaiguri district of  West Bengal 
and Rangpur and Bogra districts of  present-day  Bangladesh).

Historians say the earliest name of  Assam was Pragjyotisha, which again was the territory around the city of  the same 
name. Next came the name Kamarupa, used both as the name of  the country a well as that of  the city of  Pragjyotisha. The 
name Kamarupa, on the other hand, was first used in mainland India in the Allahabad Pillar inscription of  Samudragupta - a 
fourth century masterpiece - as well as in the early Puranas. The Comprehensive History of  Assam, edited by the well-known 
historian Dr. H. K. Barpujari, has given a wonderful brief  insight into how the name Assam may have originated. 

Birinchi Kumar Baruah, writer of  ‘A Cultural History of  Assam,’ has been quoted as saying that the word ‘Assam’ is 
the English form of  ‘Asama’ meaning ‘peerless’, which again is apparently a Sanskritized form of  the tribal (?) name ‘Ahom’ 
which was also written as Aham. Historians also want to believe that it has some link with the words ‘Shan’ (Burmese), ‘Siem’ 
or ‘Siam’ (Siamese or Thai) and ‘Sien’ (Chinese) from and through which the Ahoms had migrated in the beginning of  the 
thirteenth century A.D. Baruah also refers to attempts being made to derive the name from an imaginary word called ‘a-cham’ 
which is supposed to mean ‘undefeated’ because ‘cham’ in the Thai language apparently means ‘to be defeated.’ Some scholars 

Chapter VI

From Pragjyotishapura to Assam
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Various ancient sculptures and artifacts preserved in the Assam State Museum
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also link it with a Bodo word called ‘ha-chom’ meaning low 
or level country, while yet another theory says it has been 
derived from ‘ha-sham’ or ‘ha-siem’ meaning the land of  the 
‘shan’ or ‘siam’ people in the Bodo language. (The Ahoms, 
an offshoot of  the great Tai or Shans of  Southeast Asia 
had their roots in Thailand. They traveled through Southern 
China, migrated to the Brahmaputra Valley in the beginning 
of  the thirteenth century and gave shape to the Assamese 
society of  today after having conquered the then inhabitants 
of  the Valley, the Morans, the Borahis, the Chutiyas, the 
Kacharis and the Koches, etc. The Ahoms subsequently 
ruled the land for a long and unbroken stretch of  about 
600 years, until the province was annexed to British India in 
1826). Barpujari also quotes the Ain-e-Akbari in which the 
territory is called “Asham”, whereas in the Padshahnamah, 
it is referred to as “Asam.” Francis Hamilton in his ‘Account 
of  Asam’ compiled during 1807-08, too had used the word 
as ‘Asam.’

Human footprints in this land, on the other hand, have 
been traced back to the Early Stone Age (or Paleolithic Age; 
40,000-35,000 years ago). While the Aryans belonging to the 
priestly and warrior classes found their way into Assam in 
very early times, the earliest people who are recorded to have 

lived in this land can be traced back to Austric aborigines. 
Later, they were followed by the pre-Dravidians too. The 
ethnological background of  Assam, in fact, is a repository of  
knowledge about human immigration and a virtual treasure 
house for students of  Anthropology. Ethnologists have 
found several ethnic types in Assam, which include traces of  
Negritos, apart from prominent existence of  pre-Dravidians, 
Eurasians, Austroloids, Mongoloids, Alpines or Armenoids, 
Mediterraneans, Indo-Aryans and Irano-Scythians.

The melting pot that Assam is today, therefore, 
owes its mixture of  people to such diverse races, cultures 
and traditions that have come to live together in a small 
geographical area bounded by hills and mountains on all 
sides, with the Brahmaputra flowing majestically through it.

Barpujari refers to Hiuen Tsang, the famous Chinese 
traveler who arrived in Kamarupa in the second quarter of  
the seventh century, of  having recorded that the country 
was more than a myriad li (1667 miles) in circuit and that 
he reached there from Pun-na-fa-tan-na (Pundravardhana) 
after crossing a large river which is mentioned in the T’ang 
Shu as Ka-lo-tu, probably the Karatoya, a tributary of  the 
Brahmaputra. 

Various ancient sculptures preserved in the Assam State Museum
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Various ancient sculptures preserved in the Assam State Museum
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The British conquest of  Assam interestingly, came as an accident of  history 
and needs to be discussed in a little detail to acquire a better understanding of  
the emergence of  Assam in the pre-British and post-British era. The British, who 
were already in control of  Central India, were initially only interested in “...playing 
the modest role of  shopkeepers.” To quote from Barpujari’s Comprehensive 
History of  Assam, “Before the compilation of  John Peter Wade’s accounts of  
Assam during the last years of  the eighteenth century, the Brahmaputra valley was 
a land of  mystery to the British authorities. Lord Cornwallis observed in 1792:  
“…we know little more of  the interior parts of  Nepal and Assam than those of  
the interior parts of  China.”

The British, on having taken over Bengal, soon required 
to secure its eastern boundaries and thus established 
political relations with the king of  Kochbehar, which, 
in fact, was one of  the three Assamese kingdoms 
that flourished simultaneously from the 15th to the 
17th century. Kochbehar, which was under constant 
attack from Bhutan in the North, had already signed 
a treaty with the East India Company in 1773, thus 
becoming a tributary and protected state in the 
process. This, Barpujari says, “...was the beginning 
of  the Company’s political system on the eastern 
front.”

While private European, Bengali and Hindustani 
merchants were already in contact with their Assamese 
counterparts, the East India Company, in 1785, decided that 
arrangements should be made to open formal trade in salt within 
the territories of  the king of  Assam. Lord Cornwallis also wrote to the 
then Assam king, Gaurinath Simha, about the appointment of  Hugh Baillie, then 
holding the post of  Resident at Goalpara, the then easternmost outpost of  the 
Company in India, as Superintendent of  Trade with Assam. His appointment was 
intended to promote trade and strengthen friendship between Bengal (the British!) 
and Assam.

Meanwhile, Assam was gradually slipping into a state of  anarchy. The increased 
patronization of  Shaktism by the Ahoms had already started antagonizing the 
Vaishnavites and particularly enraged the Moamarias, a religious sect of  the Kala-
samhati order of  the Vaishnavites. The Moamaria uprising led to a total chaos 
across the Ahom kingdom, especially after the then capital Rangpur was attacked. 
This led to a large number of  killings and forced people to flee to the neighbouring 
Kachari, Jaintiya and Koch territories. Historians have recorded that during this 
period, the population of  the Ahom kingdom was almost halved. To add to the 
miseries of  the people, a severe famine broke out in the upper Assam areas, while 

the Moamaria rebels ‘roamed about burning villages, looting supplies 
and carrying on wanton destruction of  crops’.

A series of  simultaneous small battles with the 
Moamarias on one side and the Raja of  Darrang as well 

the Choudhury of  the Kamrup area on the other, had 
further weakened the Ahom Kingdom pushing it to a 
state of  near total anarchy. As if  these confrontations 
were not enough, the Guwahati territory, which was 
controlled by a Barphukan - a Viceroy and military 
General of  the Ahom king - also came under attack 
from gangs of  mercenary warriors from Rangpur 
and Kochbehar comprising Burkandazes, Sannyasis 

and Fakirs. ‘The Burkandazes consists of  the Sikhs 
of  the Punjab, Hindusthanese from Bundelkhand and 

also fighting Sannyasis from different parts of  north and 
central India.’ The Moamaria rebellion, on the other hand, 

was so devastating that King Gaurinath Simha was compelled 
to flee to Guwahati and beyond as a result of  the wars that 

continued.

It was at this juncture that the British decisively stepped in. It was on 
November 16, 1792 that a detachment of  British forces under Captain Thomas 
Welsh arrived in Guwahati ‘to save a kingdom’.  Welsh realized that the besieged 
Ahom King, Gaurinath Simha, not only sought aid against the Burkandazes but 
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also against the Moamarias and other ‘numerous’ enemies. Captain Welsh virtually 
committed himself  to reinstate Gaurinath Simha. 

The British policy of  assisting the Ahom king initially looked like 
safeguarding the Company’s interests along the borders of  Bengal, but eventually 
turned out to be a policy of  expansionism. This happened despite the Pitts 
India Act of  1784, which had declared that, “To pursue Schemes of  Conquest 
and Extension of  Dominion in India are measures repugnant to 
the Wish, Honour and Policy of  the Nation.” Lord Cornwallis, 
the then Governor-General of  India (1772-93), too was not so 

inclined to involve himself  in “Avoidable complications.” 
But, as Barpujari put it, Lord Cornwallis was also aware 

of  “...the commercial advantages that Bengal 
m a y obtain by friendly and open 

intercourse,” with 
Assam, and that “It will be 
no less political than humane in us to interfere our good 
offices to establish peace and tranquility,” in this region.

Thus, after having driven out the Burkandazes from 
Guwahati towards the end of  1792, Gaurinath Simha 
was reinstated by Captain Welsh in Guwahati, but 
not before the British officer drawing up the 
conclusion that Gaurinath had, “Absolutely lost 
the powers of  reason” and required to 
be restrained. This happened after 
Gaurinath apparently claimed that 
Captain Welsh had been sent by the 
Governor-General only to obey his 
orders and not to interfere in the 
administration, and that he “...owed  
the (East India) Company 
nothing.”

This enraged Captain Welsh and on February 4, 1793, Gaurinath Simha 
became a virtual prisoner with guards posted around his compound and restrictions 
imposed on seeing the king. “In suspending and confining the Raja and in assuming 
personal responsibility for the government of  Assam till long-term measures could 
be devised and implemented, Captain Welsh not only exceeded the authority vested 
in him by the Governor-General but also deviated from the general policy laid 
down by the authorities in England. Thus an expediti on sent to restore a ruler, who 
had been practically overthrown by his rebellious subjects, became an experiment 

in evolving a stable political system,” writes Barpujari.

Gaurinath, however, soon relented and accepted the terms 
set by Captain Welsh, which virtually relegated him to a king only 

on paper. One condition that Gaurinath accepted was to let the 
check gates for exports and imports pass on into the hands of  

the Company, which also included setting up two 
custom houses, one at Kandahar and the other at 
Guwahati, with the latter gate designated to collect 

all export duties.

Meanwhile, Lord Cornwallis 
retired and Sir. John Shore 

succeeded him on October 
28, 1793. Though 
Shore, ‘a typical Bengal 

Civilian of  the best type’ was not too enthusiastic about taking 
an expansionistic stance, Captain Welsh prevailed upon 
him to proceed towards upper Assam in order to 
flush out the Moamarias ‘and other rebels’ and restore 

order there. Lieutenant Robert MacGregor, who marched 
ahead    of  Captain Welsh, had his first encounter with the Moamarias near Jorhat 
on February 20, 1794 and then defeated another group twelve miles short of  
Rangpur, the Ahom capital, following which the capital was occupied without 
much resistance. His capital recovered, Gaurinath Simha was now full of  praise 
for Captain Welsh and even wrote to the Governor-General requesting him to 

Statue of Bir Chilarai in North Guwahati
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let the British detachment continue in Assam. But, 
by then, orders were issued for the recall of  Captain 
Welsh. Several representations by Gaurinath and Welsh 
himself  did not work, and as the detachment marched 
back into British territory on July 3, Assam slid back to 
another phase of  anarchy. Gaurinath died prematurely 
in December 1974 and a minor boy Kinaram assumed 
the throne as Kamaleswar Simha, with Purnananda 
Buragohain, the Prime Minister, holding sway over 
every aspect of  governance. The Moamarias renewed 
their destruction and the inhabitants were either killed 
or forced to flee. In Lower Assam, Jainath Barbarua, 
the Barphukan, installed another minor as the Raja of  
Guwahati. But the situation turned from bad to worse 
with the Burkandazes renewing their operations. They 
grew so powerful that they deposed Jainath Barbarua 
and ‘receiving another bribe’ appointed Badanchandra 
as the Barphukan. This prompted Kamaleswar Simha, 
ruling from Rangpur in upper Assam, to write to 
Sir. John Shore for military assistance, but the latter 
turned down his request saying it ‘is out of  my power’. 
Kamaleswar Simha’s troops however, were determined 
to fight, and in May 1795, a fierce campaign left 
Hazari Singh, the Sardar of  the Burkandazes dead and 
Guwahati was reoccupied. That, however, did not bring 
peace to Guwahati, and several new problems began 
cropping up, which included the rise of  Badanchandra, 
the new Barphukan of  Guwahati, who apparently had 
some clandestine relations with the Burkandazes in the 
initial period.

Kamaleswar Simha, however, did not retain 
Badanchandra and instead appointed Gendhela 
Rajkhowa alias Kalia-bhomora as the new Barphukan 

of  Guwahati. The choice was good because Gendhela 
Rajkhowa soon proved himself  to be an officer with 
excellent military talent. One of  the first things he did 
was to arrest Haradatta and Biradatta, two rebels from 
the Kamarupa region, and Haradatta was executed. In 
the meantime, the Hindustani and Sikh mercenaries, 
who were known as Dumdumiyas or Dundias, had 
killed Daniel Raush, an influential private European 
merchant in 1796 while he was in the Darrang area in 
connection with some commercial transactions. But the 
new Barphukan soon suppressed the rebel who owed 
allegiance to Haradatta and Biradatta and also expelled 
the Burkandazes from Kamarupa. King Kamaleswar 
was so pleased that he conferred upon Gendhela 
Barphukan the title Pratap Ballav, meaning ‘one whose 
friend is valour’.

But even as the region around Guwahati was 
brought under control, the upper Assam region once 
again saw several upheavals. While the Moamarias 
raised their heads once again, the Dafla (Nyishi) 
tribals also created trouble. Two Moamaria leaders, 
Pitambar Mahanta and Bharati Raja were killed in 
quick succession. While the Singphos were also taught 
a lesson by 1798 after creating trouble in the extreme 
eastern region, the Sadiya region, which had passed on 
to the Khamtis towards the end of  Gaurinath’s reign, 
was also recovered in 1800.

The new British Governor-General, Lord 
Wellesley, also continued with a policy his immediate 
predecessors had left behind, and instead of  extending 
the British Empire, was more keen on providing 
occasional friendly assistance to the Ahoms. But with 
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the Moamarias raising their heads once again, the Governor-General responded 
to the Assam king’s request by sending out 800 stands of  arms and bayonets, 
40,000 cartridges and 1600 spare splints, which enabled Purnananda Buragohain, 
the Prime Minister, to raise an army of  18 companies which also contained a 
number of  Hindustani soldiers. The Moamarias had by that time reached out to the 
Burmese and groups of  Burmese soldiers in fact, arrived in upper Assam to assist 
them. But Purnananda Buragohain managed to suppress them soon. As Barpujari 
puts it, “The Buragohain’s administration was fairly successful. The power of  the 
Moamarias was broken; the restless tribes were kept under control. The people 
became fairly prosperous. The towns of  Rangpur and Jorhat were improved.” 

In Guwahati, PratapBallav or Gendhela Barphukan felt that closer relations 
with the British would be a better proposition for a permanent safeguard against 
insecurity. He called on Kamaleswar Simha and suggested a Kochbehar-type 
arrangement - of  becoming a tributary to the British. Prime Minister Purnananda 
Buragohain, however, turned this down, and asserted that the Ahoms had the 
ability of  maintaining peace without external assistance.

In January 1811, Kamaleswar Simha died, and was succeeded by his 16-
year old brother Chandrakanta Simha, a nominee of  the powerful Purnananda 
Buragohain. But slowly an opposition was building up against Purnananda, who 
had remained a Prime Minister since 1784. Rani Kamaleswari, widow of  Gaurinath 
had already submitted a complaint to the British against Purnananda. In 1814, King 
Chandrakanta wrote to the Governor-General - Lord William Hastings had taken 
over by then - seeking assistance against tribal rebels, Moamarias and also against 
one Brajanath Simha, a great-grandson of  Rajeswar Simha (1751-69), who claimed 
he was more eligible than Chandrakanta to ascend the Ahom throne. Brajanath 
was staying within Bengal territory and threatened that he would invade the Ahom 
territory if  his claims were not settled. Brajanath first went to Cachar and then 
to Manipur and sought help of  the kings of  those territories. From Manipur, he 
tried to establish links with the Burmese government by offering his daughter to 
King Badawpaya of  Burma. A Burmese army had almost marched into Assam at 
Brajanath’s behest, had it not been for Captain Cox, the British envoy in Burma, 
who made a bluff  by saying that Assam was already a tributary to the Company. 

Brajanath also tried to instigate the Moamarias, the Kacharis and the Darrang Raja 
to continue with their incursions, and even went on to garner support from Nepal. 
By 1815, however, Brajanath grew tired, and ultimately surrendered to David Scott, 
a Civil Service officer in Bengal who later rose to be the Agent to the Governor-
General for the Northeast Frontier from 1822 to 1831.

Back in Rangpur, the young king Chandrakanta began disliking his all-
powerful Prime Minister, Purnananda Buragohain. His wife Padmavati, whom 
he had married without consulting the Prime Minister, was denied the official 
honour and protocol of  a queen. The coronation ceremony of  Chandrakanta was 
postponed on the plea that there was not enough money with the government. 
Given this background, Chandrakanta engaged his friend Satram Dihingiya 
Phukan to eliminate Purnananda. Chandrakanta and Satram also got tacit support 
from Badanchandra, who had once again become the Barphukan of  Guwahati. 
Badanchandra’s daughter incidentally was married to Purnananda’s son. But 
Purnananda soon came to know of  this plot, and quickly got Satram arrested. 
He would have executed Satram but for the king’s intervention, and was instead 
banished to Namrup. Satram, however, was killed by some Nagas at Namrup, 
probably at the insistence of  the Buragohain.

The Buragohain then took up the charges against Badanchandra. The latter, 
however, managed to escape arrest and fled to Rangpur (in Bengal) where he 
claimed before David Scott, then a Magistrate there, that he was the Ahom king’s 
emissary. Badanchandra listed a series of  complaints against the Buragohain, which 
included keeping the young king in confinement, but the British replied that it was 
a domestic feud that did not call for any response from them. A disappointed 
Badanchandra then proceeded to Calcutta, where he got in touch with some agents 
of  the King of  Burma, and after discovering that the British were in no mood to 
help him, proceeded to Burma to seek Burmese support.

The Burmese, towards the end of  the 18th century, were expanding their 
territory towards Assam, Manipur and Chittagong. They had already made inroads 
into Manipur during the reign of  Alaungpaya (1733-60), while Raja Jai Singh of  
Manipur called for help from the Ahoms when Burmese troops entered his territory 



Raj Bhavan Assam & A Brief  History of  Guwahati 109



110

between 1763 and 1776. By 1813, the Burmese under king Badawpaya, had 
established supremacy over upper and Lower Burma, conquered Arakan 
and also occupied Manipur. Badanchandra, who called on Badawpaya, first 
offered an Assamese consort to him and then pleaded with the Burmese to 
invade Assam. Towards the end of  1816, Badawpaya dispatched an army 
of  about 8,000 men, an event described by historians as ‘a momentous 
epoch in the history of  Burma and Eastern India as a whole’. The 
Burmese invaders plundered Assam like never before, with 
Father Sangermano, a contemporary 
Italian catholic missionary, describing 
Badawpaya’s atrocities on the Assamese 
as having ‘outstripped his predecessors in 
barbarity’. Badawpaya considered himself  
so powerful that he had in 1818 even 
asked the British Governor-General to 
surrender ‘the countries 
of  Chittagong, Dacca, 

Murshidabad and Cossimbazar’ after having established control over Manipur. The 
weak and shifting policies of  Lord Minto and Lord Hastings of  non-interference 
in the internal affairs of  Assam had in fact emboldened the Burmese, and a huge 
army of  over 16,000 men crossed the Patkai mountains and arrived at Namrup 
in the beginning of  1817, which soon defeated a small Ahom force sent out by 
Purnananda at Ghiladhari. 

Even as the Burmese began marching in, Purnananda suddenly died; 
according to some historians, he committed suicide. King Chandrakanta appointed 
Ruchinath, a son of  Purnananda, as the new Prime Minister, who sent out fresh 

forces to resist the Burmese. But the resistance was weak. Interestingly, as 
the Burmese advanced towards Jorhat, Ruchinath’s pleadings with the king to 

shift to Guwahati for safety fell on deaf  ears. The king, Ruchinath 
found, was in collusion with Badanchandra, who was guiding 
the Burmese into Assam. While Ruchinath himself  shifted 

to Guwahati, Chandrakanta laid out a red carpet for 
Badanchandra and was almost immediately appointed 
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as the new Prime Minister. Chandrakanta also offered a princess to the Burmese 
king’s harem, and provided him with a large indemnity, which was later interpreted 
by historians as an indication that the Ahom kingdom had become a tributary to 
the Burmese.

Meanwhile, Badanchandra was assassinated and Ruchinath took over as the 
Prime Minister. Ruchinath however, did not pull along well with Chandrakanta, 
who was still the king, and encouraged Brajanath to make an attempt to dethrone 
the king. Brajanath collected a well-equipped force in Guwahati and proceeded to 
Jorhat along with Ruchinath, which so scared Chandrakanta that he fled to Rangpur 
(in Bengal). Ruchinath however, brought him back to Jorhat and deposed him in 
February 1818, and sent him as a prisoner to Taratali, where he was physically 
mutilated so that he became permanently disqualified for making any claim to the 
throne. Brajanath too had a physical mutilation, and thus it was ultimately his 10-
year old son Purandar who was made the king. 

Badanchandra’s friends, however, refused to give up and thus sent out 
appeals to the Burmese to help them. In the meantime, Ruchinath had died a 
natural death. Thus, in January 1819, a fresh 20,000-strong Burmese army headed 
by Ala Mingi (or Kio Mingi) arrived in Assam, which found little resistance and 
restored Chandrakanta two months later. But unlike the first invasion of  1817, the 
Burmese this time decided to establish themselves permanently in Assam. They 
crushed the followers of  Ruchinath, several top officials were put to death, while 
troops were sent out to Guwahati to capture Ruchinath and Purandar Simha, but 
the two, however, managed to escape to Chilmari in Bengal.  As Barpujari put it, 
“The Burmese now became the de facto rulers of  the country; only the Moamarias 
maintained precarious independence in the small tract between the Buri-Dihing 
and the Brahmaputra.” 

But poor Chandrakanta was not allowed to stay in peace. The Burmese 
showed little regard to the ‘king’ and forced him to flee, first to Guwahati in March 
1821 and then to Goalpara in September 1821. Two British officers, Robert Bruce 
and David Scott did come forward to help Purandar Simha and also Chandrakanta 
Simha, but the Burmese finally defeated Chandrakanta and their Commander 

Mingimaha Tilwa was declared the Raja of  Assam in June 1822. This marked the 
end of  the Assamese resistance to the Burmese and Assam became, as Barpujari 
quotes David Scott, “...a Province of  the Burman Empire.” 

The Burmese had little respect for the British frontier. They ransacked the 
villages in Rangpur (Bengal), and towards the middle of  1822, Mingimaha Tilwa 
even planned a full-scale attack on Goalpara. The Burmese began commanding 
the river routes into the eastern districts of  British Bengal, and “...the whole of  
Dacca, Mymensingh, Rangpur and Natore districts was at the mercy of  the power 
in possession of  the upper part of  the (Brahmaputra) river.” 

David Scott’s repeated reminders to the Supreme Government (at London) 
finally found response. The frontier was soon placed under the special command 
of  a Lieutenant Colonel assisted by a Brigade Major. And as expected, the Burmese, 
in August 1822, removed a British flag from a river island near Goalpara. But 
another SOS sent out by Scott failed to evoke any response from the Supreme 
Government in London. The Burmese got emboldened and marched into Bhutan 
territory two months later. In the next ten or eleven months, the Burmese made 
more inroads into British territory. And finally, in October 1823, Scott proposed 
that the Company’s troops should be sent to Assam because he was convinced that 
the Assamese would ‘rise in all directions upon the Burmese’ and that ‘the best and 
the cheapest defence of  this frontier would be the invasion of  Assam’.

Skirmishes began to take place. On January 17, 1824, for instance, a Burmese 
contingent was defeated by the British troops at Bikrampur near Sylhet, while 
a month later, the Burmese were driven out of  Cachar. On February 20, the 
Governor-General in Council reviewed the scene arising out of  the Burmese 
encroachments in Arakan and Assam and adopted a resolution saying ‘these must 
be regarded as having placed the two countries in a state of  actual war’. March 5, 
and the war was formally declared.

The British troops left Goalpara on March 13 and arrived at Guwahati on 
March 28, following which Guwahati was occupied without any bloodshed. But the 
fleeing Burmese killed 14 Assamese chiefs on their way. By April-end, the Burmese 
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retreated up to Kaliabor, but as the rains began, they 
began to strike back and not only recovered Kaliabor 
but also occupied Raha. By December, the British 
marched forward and after successfully recovering 
Raha and Kaliabor, advanced towards Rangpur 
(modern-day Sivasagar) after having pushed the 
Burmese out of  Jorhat. On January 30, 1825, the 
Burmese surrendered without any major resistance, 
and Lieutenant Colonel Alfred Richards agreed to 
allow them to return ‘unmolested’ to their country 
‘provided they took the directest route, committed 
no revenges on the road, and carried away none 
of  the inhabitants, now in their possession, by 
compulsion.’ The British were aware of  the kind 
of  atrocities that the Burmese had meted out to 
the Assamese, which included mass rapes, setting 
houses on fire with people confined inside them, 
beheading anyone who attempted to raise a voice of  
protest, and so on.

The Burmese, unable to resist the British attack, 
had already quit Cachar as early as in October 1824. 
By January 1826, they were also completely pushed 
out of  Manipur. Earlier a simultaneous expedition in 
the Arakans also ended successfully while Rangoon 
too was occupied in May 1824. The death of  
Mingimaha Bandula, the Burmese Commander, had 
in the meantime considerably affected their morale. 
In February 1826, General Sir Archibald Campbell 
reached Yandaboo, a village within four days’ march 
from Ava, and the Burmese finally came forward to 
accept whatever terms the British might offer.
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Thus, on February 24, 
1826, a treaty was finally 
signed, through which the 
King of  Burma agreed 
to give up all claims upon 
Assam and agreed to ‘abstain 
from all future interference 
with the principality of  
Assam and its dependencies’. 
A Burmese version of  the 
treaty however, said, “...the 
King of  Burma shall no 
more have dominion over, 
or the direction of, towns 
and country of  Assam.” 
Barpujari’s ‘Comprehensive 
History of  Assam’, while 
analyzing the Treaty of  
Yandaboo, said that while 
there was no reference to 
any right of  the (British) 
Company in Assam, 
“The withdrawal of  the 
Burmese invaders had left 
a vacuum which the British 
government could utilize 
for its own purposes.” As 
the Ahom kingdom was no 
longer in existence, “The 
Company was entitled to 
claim the conqueror’s right 
to annex the country,” wrote 
Barpujari.

Map of Guwahati at the time of the Battle of Saraighat (Prantik, March 1, 2000) Ancient artifact preserved in the Assam State Museum
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A view of the remains of the original 
structure of Madan-Kamdev
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G
uwahati – once the gateway to Assam and subsequently gateway to the Northeast – is today India’s gateway 
to Southeast Asia. The journey of  this ancient city to the modern times is in itself  an adventure of  sorts. 
Guwahati, in fact, happens to be the first city of  this part of  the sub-continent to be mentioned in the earliest 

times. It was then known as Pragjyotishapura, a city that is believed to have been situated about modern Guwahati.

Pragjyotishapura was the capital of  Naraka, a mythical king, and his legendary successors who ruled from here 
for several centuries. Naraka is mentioned in great detail in the Mahabharata, where he is counted among one of  the 
several ancient kings and was also referred to as Bhauma - the son of  Bhoomi or Earth - as also as an asura or daitya 
or danava, i.e., a demon. Legend has it that Naraka was born of  the Varaha or Boar form of  Vishnu and Goddess 
Earth, but was killed by Lord Krishna following an interesting incident.

The Vishnu Purana, Bhagavata Purana, Kalika Purana and other ancient scriptures provide valuable references 
to Naraka, one of  which goes like this: One day, Indra, the king of  Gods, went to Dwaraka and lodged a complaint 
with Lord Krishna against Naraka, which included robbing of  the ear-rings of  his wife Aditi, the rape of  Tvashtri’s 
daughter Kaseru, the seizure of  16,100 girls of  men, Gods and Gandharvas including seven groups of  Apsaras and 
of  misbehaviour with Gods and sages among others. Krishna almost immediately proceeded to Pragjyotishapura with 
his wife Satyabhama, undertaking a flight of  over 1500 miles on his bird Garuda. At Pragjyotishapura, Krishna fought 
tough battles with several of  Naraka’s warriors like Muru and his sons Nisunda, Hayagriva and Panchanada and killed 
them before coming face to face with Naraka. Krishna killed Naraka after a long fight, following which Naraka’s 
mother met him and returned the earrings of  Aditi. Krishna also found in Naraka’s treasury a huge collection of  
precious objects that included Varuna’s umbrella, a mani-parvata - believed to be a solid heap of  precious stones, and 
innumerable jewels. Krishna not only seized and packed off  these items to Dwaraka but also took away with him a 
large number of  elephants, horses and other animals and birds. Krishna also freed all the girls and women who were 
kept in confinement by Naraka and sent them off  to Dwaraka. Krishna is also stated to have installed Bhagadatta, the 
eldest of  the four sons of  Naraka (the other three were Mahasirsha, Madavat and Sumalin), as the king of  Kamarupa. 

Chapter VII

Guwahati : endless journey through time
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Some legends say Bhagadatta was the husband of  a sister of  Duryodhana, 
while the more convincing story is that Duryodhana had married Bhanumati, a 
daughter of  Bhagadatta. Another story (this one figures in Kalhana’s Rajatarangini) 
describes how Meghavahana, shortly before his accession to the throne of  
Kashmir (in the year 12 A.D.), came to Pragjyotishapura for the swayamvara of  
Amritaprabha, the daughter of  Bhagadatta and a grand-daughter of  Naraka. 
Bhagadatta figures prominently in the battle of  Kurukshetra; he fought on the 
side of  the Kauravas, taking with him one akshauhini (one akshauhini means 
soldiers on 65,610 horses, 21,870 elephants and 21,870 chariots – including the 
animals – in addition to 1,09,350 foot-soldiers) troops including ‘Chinas’ and 
‘Kiratas’ to help Duryodhana. Bhagadatta fought valiantly, sometimes from a 

chariot but mostly from the elephant Supratika, and was eventually killed by 
Arjuna in the battle.

Regarding the city of  Pragjyotishapura, historians believe it must have 
originally stood on the north of  the Brahmaputra, but relocated southwards 
following the course of  the river shifting a little away in the later period. Historical 
accounts suggest that Sthiravarman, a later king of  the Varmana or Bhauma-
Naraka dynasty (566-990 A.D.) is stated to have ruled for sometime from ‘the 
city’, i.e., the capital of  his ancestors, and then constructed a new city, probably 
of  the same old name Pragjyotishapura, on the holy river. There are also people 
who suggest that Pragjyotishapura was located on the site of  the modern capital 

Madan-Kamdev sculptures
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complex of  Dispur, with the word ‘Dispur’ itself  
coming from ‘Pragjyotishapura’ with time taking away 
the prefix ‘Prag’ and ‘Jyotishpur’ gradually becoming 
corrupt and ending as ‘Dispur.’ Barpujari, however, 
says this is not based on any sound evidence. “The city 
of  Pragjyotishapura was situated at the site of  or in 
the vicinity of  modern Guwahati,” he says. There are 
also others who want to point at the present site of  
Narakasuragaon with the Narakasur hill in the southern 
part of  modern Guwahati city as the site of  the ancient 
city of  Pragjyotishapura.

The Kalika Purana gives us at least one explanation 
as to why the city of  Naraka came to be known as 
Pragjyotishapura. It was at this place that God Brahman 
or Brahma (the Hindu God of  creation, whose most 
important son is the river Brahmaputra) created the 
Eastern Star - the Venus or Morning Star. Another story 
is that sitting at this place Brahma created all the stars and 
planets. In fact it is in the heart of  modern Guwahati, 
atop the Chitrashala hills, that one finds the Navagraha 
temple, a temple where Hindus worship the nine planets 
and where Jyotisha or the study of  astrology received 

Kanai-borosi bowa relics



118

special attention of  scholars and attracted pupils from all over 
Bharatavarsha. It was in this light that E. A. Gait, the famous 
British historian, referred to Pragjyotishapura as the ‘city of  
eastern astrology’. Kamarupa still continues with the rich 
tradition of  its distinct system of  the study of  astronomy for 
calculating the almanac. That the study of  astronomy was in 
vogue in ancient Kamarupa or Pragyotishapura is also borne 
by the fact that the Department of  Historical and Antiquarian 
Studies in Guwahati has a rich collection of  as many as 84 
ancient manuscripts dedicated to Jyotisha alone.

Though the study of  Jyotisha is believed to be one reason 
for the city to become known as Pragjyotishapura, there is also 
a fantastic story in circulation that the name had been derived 
from a group of  people called ‘Chao Theius’ who migrated 
from China to India and became known as ‘Zuthis’. R. M. 
Nath, a noted historian, in his, ‘The Background of  Assamese 
Culture’ has said that one branch of  this tribe called ‘Zuthis’ 
migrated to Assam and came to be known as ‘Prag Zuthis’ - a 
term which later got modified to ‘Pragjyotisha.’ B. K. Kakati 
in his celebrated book, ‘The Mother Goddess Kamakhya’ has 
yet another story, which again does not seem very convincing. 
According to him, the word Pragjyotisha might have been 
derived from the Austric phrase ‘Pagar juh-tic’ or ‘Pagar-jo-
tich’ which is said to mean “...a region of  extensive hills.”

One Pragyotishapura king, who became famous after 
Naraka, is Bhaskaravarman who ruled here from 600 A. D. to 
650 A. D., and is often described as ‘the most illustrious king’ 
of  the Naraka-Bhauma dynasty. Bhaskaravarman, in fact, is 
credited with the task of  having raised the importance of  
Pragjyotishapura and Kamarupa in Central Indian politics, and 
is stated to have been a personal friend of  Harshavardhana.

It was during Bhaskaravarman’s reign that Hiuen 
Tsang, the great Chinese traveler, visited Kamarupa and 
Guwahati. Hiuen Tsang described the country as having 
an area of  10,000 li (about 2,000 miles) in circuit, with the 
capital city having a circuit of  about 30 li (or six miles). 
About the place, he said, the land was low but rich, jackfruit 
and coconut were cultivated, and water led from the river 
and reservoirs used to flow round the town. The people, 
he said, were tall in stature with dark yellow complexion, 
were simple and honest, had retentive memories and were 
earnest in study. The language was ‘slightly different from 
that of  mid-India’.

Bhaskaravarman was a bachelor, Kumara Bhaskara, as 
he was more popularly referred to, and having left no issue, 
the kingdom and the city are understood to have passed on 
into the hands of  the Mlechchha king called Salastambha. The 
word ‘Mlechchha’ is believed to be the Sanskritised form of  
the tribal name ‘Mech’ - a branch of  the Bodo race. Altogether 
21 kings of  this dynasty founded by Salastambha ruled 
Pragjyotishapura-Kamarupa from this city from the middle 
of  the seventh century to the close of  the ninth century.

Inscriptions discovered over the decades, meanwhile, 
mention the city of  Pragjyotishapura (also referred to as 
Kamarupanagara in certain inscriptions) being well fortified, 
properly laid out and connected by roads and streets, which 
were busy with traffic and shops. “All types of  people - learned 
men, preceptors, poets, artisans, merchants and the like - lived 
there, which points to the cosmopolitan nature of  the urban 
settlements.” The administration of  the capital city, on the other 
hand, is said to have been probably done centrally as there is no 
reference to any local body in any record of  the area.

Victory Pillar of Namjani (Lachit) Barphukan 
at Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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The Kalika Purana, however, gives interesting descriptions of  Pragjyotishapura, 
the capital city of  Naraka, and before him of  Ghataka, the lord of  the Kiratas. 
“It was situated in the middle of  Kamarupa - was well-protected by a giri-durga 
of  sarvatobhadra (quadrangular) design that was unassailable even by the Gods.... 
Naraka is said to have placed four great asura leaders as keepers of  the four gates 
facing the cardinal directions. The city, as described in it, was adorned with tall and 
beautiful buildings and encircled with high walls. It is said to be the best of  the 
cities on par with Indra’s heavenly abode.”

The Bhagavata Purana, on the other hand, describes that Pragyotishapura 
was a city that was made inaccessible and well protected by hills and also by well-
trained soldiers armed with all kinds of  weapons. The Vishnu Purana on the other 

hand said that the ‘environs of  Pragjyotisha were defended by noose, constructed 
by the muru (Architect), the edges of  which were as sharp as razors’. The Kalika 
Purana called the city a giri-durga that was well girt by hillocks and other additional 
defences. The ‘nooses … as sharp as razors’ around the giri-durga perhaps implied 
that Pragjyotishapura had a ring of  closely-knit thorny trees. 

Ancient scriptures also abound in descriptions of  gates with guardhouses 
around the fortified city where tall and beautiful buildings existed. The city itself  
was divided into a number of  quarters and blocks together with squares, parks and 
tanks. There are also descriptions in some scriptures of  Pragjyotishapura having 
well-planned streets which were classified as rajamarga, rath, vithi etc, suggesting 
that the city was rich and populous.

Map of 2nd Century Guwahati (Prantik, March 16, 2006) Map of 12th Century Guwahati (Prantik, March 16, 2006)
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Historians, meanwhile, have prepared genealogical tables of  at least four 
dynasties that had ruled this city or from this city from 350 A.D. onwards. These 
are – the dynasty of  Pushyavarman, which claims descent from Naraka and his 
son Bhagadatta (from 350 A.D. to 650 A.D.), the dynasty of  Salastambha (655 
A.D. to 900 A.D.), the dynasty of  Brahmapala (900 A.D. to 1100 A.D.) and the 
successors of  the dynasty of  Brahmapala (1110 A.D. to 1255 A.D.). 

As regards the name Guwahati, scholars maintain that it was due to the 
abundance of  guwa or betel-vines that Pragjyotishapura gradually came to be 
known by its present name, with hati denoting locality in the local language.

There is at least one reference of  how, unlike other ancient cities of  
India, the city of  Pragjyotishapura followed a reverse process of  becoming 
a temple city from a secular one. Pragjyotishapura, some say, was originally a 
secular city that turned into one of  the sacred four earliest pithas mentioned in 
the Hevajra Tantra of  the seventh century. There is also at least one reference 
which says that Pragjyotishapura had rows of  palaces which contained many 
rooms with different types of  pictures in them, thus showing how, apart from 
providing basic amenities of  city life, it also helped development of  art and 
culture.

Ancient Guwahati was also a centre of  learning. The study of  
Astronomy and Astrology apart, Pragjyotishapura did have men of  high 
talents. The Chinese pilgrim Hiuen Tsang, who stayed for a month as a guest 
of  Bhaskaravarman, had stated that the king was fond of  learning and learned 
men, while there are references in other accounts about learned Brahmana 
scholars setting up schools or pathsalas in the city on land given to them as 
grants by the king.

Several cities and towns of  Kamarupa were also centres of  foreign 
trade. References are available of  fleets of  boats waiting in different cities on 
the Brahmaputra suggesting existence of  maritime trade. There are enough 
suggestions that ancient Guwahati fell on the trade route between mainland 
India and China, as also on the one between India and Burma.
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A view of the Red River and Blue Hills
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Guwahati, interestingly, remained a hotbed 
of  tussle between Muslim invaders from Bengal 
and mainland India for most parts of  the period 
from the 13th to the 17th century, with the Ahoms 
treating the city with equal importance that it 
gave to Rangpur, their capital. Later, when the 
whole of  the Brahmaputra Valley came under 
British military occupation following the retreat 
of  the Burmese from Rangpur, the Ahom 
capital, in January 1825, arrangements were made 
for the temporary administration of  the area. 
Accordingly, David Scott and Lieutenant Colonel 
Richards were appointed Joint Commissioners, 
with Scott becoming the in-charge of  Western or 
Lower Assam with his headquarters at Guwahati 
and that of  Richards at Rangpur.

Scott being the senior between the two, was 
also called the Senior Commissioner and the area 
he looked after even came to be known as ‘senior 
khanda’ and that under Lt. Col. Richards, the 
Junior Commissioner, as ‘junior khanda’ in local 
parlance. Moreover Scott, stationed at Guwahati, 
also held exclusive charge of  political relations 
with the other states and tribes of  the region.

The early British officers found Guwahati 
(as also Tezpur and Dibrugarh) to be a place 
of  ‘overgrown villages’ with official records 
describing it as a ‘very poor place’ and “...the most 
unhealthy station in Assam.”

One description dating back to 1837 said, 
Guwahati was “...skirted by high ranges of  hills 
obstructing prevailing winds, proximity of  dense 
wooded marshy jungles and multitude of  old tanks 
choked up with weeds, jungles and marshy lands 
is the very hot-bed of  disease.” The southern 
side of  the place was lower than the areas near 
the Brahmaputra, with water-logging becoming a 
common feature for the greater part of  the year 
and a breeding ground of  malarial germs. But 
“...unhealthiness notwithstanding, the centrical 
position made it necessary for Captain Jenkins to 
make Guwahati the headquarters of  the province.” 

Efforts, however, were made to improve 
the condition of  the roads, tanks and drains, and 
government offices started coming up one by one 
at a rapid pace. By early 1853, the bank of  the 
Dighalipukhuri was agog with the Commissioner’s 
office, while the Magistrate’s Court, the Treasury, 
the Post Office and the English School were set 
up near the bank of  the river.

Since then Guwahati continued to remain 
the most important headquarters of  the British 
administration until, when, in the year 1874, 
Assam was constituted as a Chief  Commissioner’s 
province and the seat of  government transferred 
to Shillong. But despite this, Guwahati continued 
to be the headquarters of  the Commissioner and 
the Judge of  the Assam Valley districts.
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The Rail-cum-Road Saraighat Bridge over the Brahmaputra in Guwahati
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T
he Brahmaputra Valley was, by the middle of  the 12th century, by and large divided into four distinct 
areas: (i) the east of  Disang on the south bank and Subansiri on the north bank of  the Brahmaputra 
was ruled by the Chutiyas; (ii) the west of  Disang up to a portion of  present-day Nagaon - say up 

to Kaliabor - was under the Kacharis; (iii) the Bhuyans ruled in Nagaon proper; and (iv) the stretch west of  
Nagaon – up to the Karatoya in modern-day North Bengal and Bangladesh, including Darrang, comprised 
Kamarupa.

Bengal, by then, had already slipped in to the hands of  the Muslims. Their eyes were now on Kamarupa 
and other kingdoms in the Brahmaputra Valley, known for gold, silk, elephants, medicinal plants and other 
wealth, and the first Muhammadan to invade this land was Ikhtiyar ud-din Muhammad bin Bakhtyar Khalji. It 
was the winter of  1206 and Khalji had planned an expedition to Tibet through Kamarupa, one that met with 
twin disasters; one at the hands of  the Mongoloids in Lower Tibet, and the other at the hands of  Prithu or 
Kameswar, - a powerful Hindu king who ruled the north-western border of  Kamarupa. Khalji’s troops were 
the first Muhammadans to have marched through Kamarupa – via modern-day Rangiya and Tampulpur - and 
also marked the beginning of  Muslim settlement in Assam. The rock inscription at Kanai-barasi-bowa in 
North Guwahati, dated Chaitra 13, 1127 saka era, or March 27, 1206, records the ‘utter rout’ of  the Muslim 
army in Kamarupa.

Since then, it was a series of  Muhammadan invasions that followed. The following is a list of  the significant 
ones among them: Ghiyasuddin Iwaz-i-Hussaini Khalji of  Gaur or Bengal, a contemporary of  Iltutmish, the 
Sultan of  Delhi (1226-27); Nasiruddin Mahmud, the eldest son of  Iltutmish, who, after defeating and killing 
Ghiyasuddin Khalji, took over Bengal and invaded Assam in 1228 (also killed Prithu and appointed one king as 
a tributary in Kamarupa); it was also the year when Sukapha entered the Brahmaputra Valley from the east to 
set up the great Ahom kingdom that lasted till the British arrived in 1826;  Ikhtyaruddin Yuzbak Tughril Khan 
or Sultan Mughis al duniya wa al din Abdul Muzaffar Yuzbak al Sultan, who was defeated and killed by Sandhya, 

Chapter VIII

Guwahati: the Cynosure of One and All
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the then king of  Kamarupa (1257); Shamsuddin Firuz Shah and Ghiyasuddin 
Bahadur Shah (1321-22); Sultan Muhammad Tughlaq of  Delhi; Sultan Ilyas Shah; 
Sikandar Shah; Ghiyasuddin Azam Shah; and Rukunuddin Barbak Shah etc. 

These campaigns indeed weakened Kamarupa to quite an extent, but it 
was not until March 1502 that the country up to Hajo was annexed following 
a lengthy campaign undertaken by Sultan Alauddin Husain Shah of  Bengal, 
during which the invaders also completely destroyed the capital city of  
Kamatapur. Ghiyasuddin Aulia, one of  the two officers appointed by the Sultan 
to administer Kamarupa is also stated to have founded a Muslim colony apart 
from starting construction of  a big mosque on a hilltop at Hajo, but died before 
it was completed. Some historians, however, attribute the mosque to a preacher 
by the same name, who had apparently brought a poa (quarter of  a seer in weight) 
of  earth from Mecca to lay the foundation of  the structure. It was from this that 
the mosque, now a shrine following the burial of  Aulia there, came to be known 
as Poa-Mecca.

But Muslim Bengal’s repeated invasions notwithstanding, a new dynasty 
emerged in Kamarupa in the 16th century - the Koch dynasty, which reached 
its peak during the reign of  Naranarayana. Despite a glorious history, the Koch 
kingdom however, got split into two following family rivalries, making it once 
again easy for the Muhammadans - by now the Mughals - to make inroads into the 
Brahmaputra Valley. Thus, by the end of  July 1613, Kamarupa was annexed to the 
Mughal Empire, ‘as its first north-east frontier province contiguous to the Ahom 
state’.

The annexation of  Kamarupa, however, did not go down well, especially with 
the Ahoms, who by then had spread their influence over the entire Brahmaputra 
Valley up to the eastern borders of  Guwahati. Koch kings, Lakshminarayan and 
Balinarayan meanwhile had built up resistance movements against the Moghuls, 
and the Ahoms were only too eager to provide them vital military support in their 
own interest. The first Moghul-Ahom skirmish (1615) incidentally went in favour 
of  the Ahoms, but they got defeated in the second round in November-December 
1617, which also saw the death of  a Buragohain. 

The Ahoms however, refused to give up, and having once again defeated the 
Moghuls on behalf  of  some hill chieftains at Ranihat (1619) on the south bank 
of  the Brahmaputra, lied low for about 17 years, until 1636, when, teaming up 
with Balinarayan of  Darrang, invaded and won over Hajo, the capital of  Moghul 
Kamrup, as also Pandu and Srighat (Saraighat). But the Moghuls did not want to 
accept defeat, and thus a renewed campaign under Mir Zeinuddin, carried out 
meticulously, once again saw the fall of  Goalpara, Dhubri, Jogighopa, Barnagar 
and Barpeta and the recovery of  Hajo, while Darrang, the territory of  Balinarayan 
also fell into Moghul hands, with the Koch king himself  dying of  a disease along 
with his two sons in 1637. The Ahoms too suffered defeat, first at Agiathuti and 
then at Pandu and Srighat (Saraighat), while the Moghuls, emboldened by victory 
after victory, sailed up the Brahmaputra and also occupied Kajali fort in central 
Assam. Such was the prowess of  the advancing Moghuls that Momai Tamuli 
Barbarua, the Assamese Commander-in-Chief, had a narrow escape at Kajali 
and managed to flee to Kaliabor. But Barbarua soon recouped his strength and 
in November 1638, carried out a three-day naval battle at Duimunishila near 
Kaliabor, one that ended in a resounding victory forcing the Moghuls to retreat 
to Guwahati. In February 1639, the two sides signed the Treaty of  Asurar Ali, 
a road east of  Guwahati on the south bank, fixing Barnadi on the north bank 
and Asurar Ali on the south bank as boundaries between Moghul Kamrup 
and Ahom Assam. Twenty years later, however, Tangchu Sandhikoi, a frontier 
Governor of  the Ahoms, engaged himself  in fresh conflicts and in March 1659 
occupied Guwahati, Pandu and Saraighat without much resistance. Encouraged 
by the occupation of  Guwahati, the Ahoms now advanced further west, and after 
occupying the kingdom of  Kamrup that belonged to the Koch king Parikshit 
Narayan, took over Dhubri from Mirza Jawana and even established an outpost 
at Hatishala ‘only five stages from Dhaka’.

Meanwhile, Emperor Aurangzeb in June 1660, appointed Mir Jumla as his 
new General, and one of  the first and foremost tasks entrusted to him was to 
conquer Assam and Arakan. Some European travelers, however, said that Mir Jumla 
wanted to use Assam as a base for conquering Burma and China. Mir Jumla set 
out for Assam in November 1661 with an army of  12,000 cavalry, 30,000 infantry, 
a powerful artillery and a huge flotilla of  323 war boats. He also had a number of  
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Northbrook Gate, Guwahati
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A view of the Dighalipukhuri, Guwahati
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Europeans - ‘some conscripted and others volunteers’ - which included 
some Dutchmen who were in charge of  the floating batteries, some 
Englishmen and some Muscovites too, besides Armenian horsemen. 
He conquered Koch Bihar without any major resistance and then 
marched towards Assam on January 4, 1662 from Rangamati, across 
the Brahmaputra opposite to Dhubri. His march into Assam too met 
with little resistance, as “...no opposition worth the name came from 
the Ahom commanders in charge of  eastern Kamrup up to Guwahati 
and the fortifications, defended by nature and men, fell one by one, 
owing to their desertion by the Ahom commanders.” 

Thus, Mir Jumla could march across the Brahmaputra Valley up to 
Gargaon, the capital, east of  modern Sivasagar, again without any major 
fight, except for one at Simalugarh near Samdhara in central Assam, 
followed of  course by a considerably tough naval battle at Kukurakata 
near Kaliabor, where the Assamese suffered heavy casualties in March 
1662. The morale of  the Ahoms was down and King Jayadhwaj Simha 
left the capital and fled to Namrup as Mir Jumla entered Gargaon on 
March 17 and occupied portions of  the royal palace. Thus, within five 
months, Mir Jumla conquered Kamrup and Assam, but “He could 
neither win the people’s heart nor enjoy their unstinted allegiance nor 
yet exercise complete authority.” Interestingly, he not only collected 
all the war spoils (that included 82 elephants, 675 guns, 173 stores of  
paddy and 1000 sea-going warships), but also amassed huge wealth 
by sacking Kamakhya and other temples. History says Mir Jumla even 
went to the extent of  digging up royal Ahom graves at Charaideo and 
secured property worth Rs 90,000!

But nature soon went in favour of  the Assamese. As Barpujari 
says, “An Assamese rainy season is as severe as the Russian winter.” 
Mir Jumla’s cavalry became paralyzed in the floods, and as supplies 
became scarce, the Moghul General was compelled to withdraw, with 
the Assamese swooping down upon them with nature on their side 
now. Then came a pestilence in August that left hundreds of  Moghul 

soldiers dead. About 2,30,000 Assamese also died. The Moghuls, 
running short of  foodstuff, were compelled to consume the flesh of  
horses, camels and elephants. But as the floods receded and roads 
reappeared, Mir Jumla renewed his expedition and marched up to 
Tipam beyond Namrup, forcing the king to flee to the hills.

Pushed to the wall, the Assamese came out for a treaty to which 
Mir Jumla almost readily agreed owing to his ill health. Thus the Treaty 
of  Ghilajharighat, Tipam, was signed on January 23, 1663, which 
among other things forced the Assamese to accept Moghul vassalage 
and cede the territory west of  Guwahati to the conquerors. Conquest 
of  Assam achieved, Mir Jumla reached Pandu on February 11, 1663 
and then began moving back towards Bengal, when he died on board 
a boat on March 31 about four miles above Khizrpur.

Mir Jumla’s invasion left Assam in total disorder, ‘leaving 
destruction, plunder and pestilence in trail’. Barpujari described the 
immediate period following Mir Jumla’s invasion in the following way: 
“Terribly depleted were man-power, military and economic resources. 
Villages were depopulated as inhabitants left their hearths and homes 
for security in the hills and forests. The ranks of  the army were thinned 
considerably by war, desertion and disease. The fortifications were 
demolished. The arsenals became empty. The treasury was sucked dry 
by war expenses and war indemnity.”

But surprisingly, recovery was quick. Within five years, Assam 
was back to defend and recover not just Guwahati but the entire 
Brahmaputra Valley as well as parts of  Kochbehar. In the meantime 
Jayadhwaj Simha had died (November 1663), and as he did not have a 
son, his uncle’s son Supungmung or Chakradhwaj Simha ascended the 
throne. Young, energetic, capable and ambitious, Chakradhwaj was 
determined to wipe out the humiliation that Mir Jumla had inflicted 
on the country, and preparations were made to recover lost territory. 
Chakradhwaj was meanwhile delighted that the Moghuls were defeated 
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by Shivaji in the Deccan, and he immediately drew up plans to unite the Koch 
and other kings to put up a joint front against the Moghuls. A two-pronged 
master plan of  the Ahoms attacking Guwahati from the east and the Koch Raja 
from the west was soon drawn up and the supreme command of  the expedition 
was vested upon Lachit Deka, the youngest son of  Momai Tamuli Barbarua, 
the most reputed statesman and general of  the time of  Pratap Simha’s reign. 

Lachit had already proved his mettle while fighting Mir Jumla’s men 
at Dikhowmukh, and had risen from the ranks to serve in quick succession 
as Ghora Barua (Superintendent of  the royal horses), Dulia Barua 
(Superintendent of  dola or palanquin-bearers of  the king and overall in-charge 
of  the royal palanquins), Simaluguriya Phukan (Commandant of  a levy usually 
posted at Simaluguri to protect the capital city) and DolakashOdiya Barua 
(Superintendent of  the royal guards accompanying the king when he is on a 
tour, as also superintendent of  the royal police). Chakradhwaj Simha was so 
highly impressed by the grit and determination of  this young officer that he 
made him Commander-in-Chief  of  the army as well as Barphukan in charge 
of  civil administration of  the Lower or Western Assam area. On assuming 
office, Lachit not only called for a detailed study of  the topography of  the 
area but also made minute details of  an assault on the Moghuls in Guwahati, 
one that would be the last and final.

August 22, 1667 was chosen as the auspicious date and a large army, ‘warned 
by the consequences of  failure’ sailed down the Brahmaputra for Guwahati. 
Fixing base at Kaliabor, the army now moved in two divisions, and in the very 
first attack attained sweeping victories by expelling the Moghuls from Banhbari 
to the east of  Bar Nadi on the north bank. Similarly, on the south bank, four 
Moghul forts - located at Kajali, Sonapur, Panikhaiti and Tatimara between 
Kopili and Guwahati - were stormed.

Guwahati, however, appeared impregnable. The main township was then 
on the north bank of  the river, and five fortified chowkies or watch-posts were 
set up in each bank to protect it. While there were two bigger fortifications- 
Shahburuz (Manikarneswar hill) and Rangmahal on the north; Itakhuli, the 

southern fort, surrounded by a deep ditch, was by itself  a highly strategic site 
between two outposts Jaiduwar and Latasil. The Moghuls did resist but was 
compelled to give up Shahburuz and Rangmahal after a tough fight.

The next target was Itakhuli, the fort on the south bank. The Ahoms 
set up their camp quite close to it, at about a mile eastward near Latasil, while 
the boats were anchored near Bonda. They soon besieged Jaiduwar, an eastern 
entrance, while one group set up camp close to Pandu chowki and soon occupied 
it. They then advanced towards Itakhuli, with Chor-bacha (Commandoes) making 
the Moghul guns ineffective by putting water into the muzzles. Isolated fights 
at umananda, Barhat, Agiathuti, Marakia, Rewa and Lathan (Lathao) left the 
Moghuls in disarray. But the final assault was on Itakhuli fort which was made 
towards the end of  the night of  November 4, 1667, with commandoes scaling 
the walls and entering it from literally all directions. Most of  the fort occupants 
were killed, some surrendered and a handful including Sayyid Firuz Khan, the 
Fauzdar and another officer called Sayyid Salar Khan managed to escape. A 
huge quantity of  war provisions, guns, gold, silver, copper and brass, boats and 
animals were seized. The Assamese finally entered the capital about the middle 
of  November 1667. The fleeing Moghuls were hotly pursued and forced out 
beyond the Manas river, the old Ahom-Moghul boundary and then also pushed 
out of  Manahmukh after Sayyid Firuz Khan offered submission to request 
stoppage of  gunfire.

Historians have described Lachit Barphukan’s victory at Guwahati and 
the recovery of  Kamrup up to the Manas river as, “A momentous chapter in 
Ahom-Moghul relations.” This victory has been documented in as many as 
three inscriptions, one on a stone pillar at Fatasil, Guwahati, and two in North 
Guwahati.

Lachit, however, was a farsighted General, and he immediately took up 
the task of  preventing future Moghul inroads. “The first requisite was to fix 
a war base and then strengthen its fortifications.” Guwahati had all the best 
strategic advantages, with Lachit describing it as one spot from where they could 
‘fight as if  sitting in their homes’. Moreover, Guwahati, with an established 
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A night view of Guwahati city from Nilachal Hills
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Vehicular traffic over the Saraighat Bridge
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View of a Guwahati City road
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settlement, also had natural fortifications comprising of  hills, and Lachit 
thus ordered construction of  an earthen rampart as a vital ring of  defence 
with a circumference of  about 25 miles ‘spacious enough to accommodate 
men and provisions’. Forts were also constructed at Saraighat (on the north 
bank), Pandu (on the south), Manikarneswar, Shahburuz, Dairanibari, 
Kathalbari, Kalahi, Nagarbera and Boko (the last five were within Desh 
Rani, the territory of  the Koch king of  Rani). 

Trained artillerymen were posted at all strategic points on hilltops, 
ramparts, hill-slopes, riverbanks and valleys. “The traditional art of  setting 
up improviso walls and stockades on river banks and in mid-stream and 
bridges of  boats across the Brahmaputra and of  suddenly withdrawing 
them to sweep away the approaching enemy with gushing water, was now 
perfected.” Guwahati was declared a war zone and the area from Pandu to 
Asurar Ali on the south and Agiathuti to Kuruwa on the north were divided 
into different sectors, each placed under a tried officer, and the total number 
of  men kept ready for any eventuality numbered exactly one lakh.

Far away in Delhi, Emperor Aurangzeb was totally unhappy on 
learning of  the loss of  Kamrup. Thus, he appointed Ram Singh of  Amber, 
Rajasthan, whose father, Mirza Raja Jai Singh was a distinguished General 
in the Moghul army, to lead a renewed invasion of  Assam. Ram Singh, 
who set out for Assam from Delhi on December 27, 1667, had with 
him 30,000 infantry, 21 Rajput chiefs (Thakurs) with their contingents, 
18,000 cavalry, 2,000 archers and shieldsmen and 40 ships apart from the 
original imperial allotment of  4,000 troopers in his own pay, 1,500 Ahadis 
(gentlemen-troopers) and 500 Burkandezes (imperial artillerymen). He 
marched through Patna - where Sikh Guru Tegh Bahadur also joined him 
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A night view of the Brahmaputra with Guwahati City on the horizon
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- to Dhaka, and from there marched upwards through 
Khuntaghat to reach Rangamati, the frontier garrison 
town in February 1669.

Ram Singh initially tried to persuade the 
Assamese to vacate Kamrup without a war. But getting 
no response, he moved in, reaching Sualkuchi in April 
after crossing the Manas unopposed and capturing 
two posts at Chenga and Tapera and capturing Hajo 
without any fight. Though Ram Singh was surprised 
why there was not much opposition, historians say 
Lachit Barphukan resorted to a ‘strategic retreat’ with 
the concentration focused on defending Guwahati at 
any cost and posted himself  at Andharubali between 
Itakhuli (Sukreswar Hill) and Kamakhya Hill.

Ram Singh, however, continued to send feelers 
for vacating Kamrup on the basis of  the treaty of  
1639 without any battle, but Barphukan’s reply was 
that “Guwahati and Kamrup do not belong to the 
Moghuls. We took possession of  the place by driving 
out the Koches, but lost them for some time through 
ill-luck.” Thus began Moghul advancements in small 
little steps, which include the sieges of  Agiathuti, 
Rangmahal, and Saraighat, which led to the death of  
Ram Singh’s nephew among others. But the monsoon 
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came to the rescue of  the Assamese. Meanwhile, a nine-day battle at Kaljor hill 
saw the defeat of  Rajah Sujan Singh and Rajah Rup Narayan at the hands of  Miri 
Sandiqui Phukan, following which Ram Singh made an abortive attempt to attack 
Guwahati from Darrang in the north. The rains, on the other hand, compelled 
Ram Singh to withdraw from Agiathuti to Hajo in July.

Interestingly, both Emperor Aurangzeb in Delhi and King Chakradhwaj 
Simha in Rangpur were becoming restless as to why their respective Generals were 
not fighting. Thus, as Aurangzeb on August 3, 1669 wrote to Ram Singh to attack 
and capture Guwahati with ‘full exertion and unbending endeavour’, the Ahom 
monarch too urged Lachit Barphukan to launch an all-out attack on the Moghuls. 
It was however, Lachit who made the first move, capturing a large number of  
Moghuls and massacring several hundred of  them at Agiathuti. But a prompt 
Moghul retaliation also caused heavy losses to the Assamese, who in turn resorted 
to daga yuddha - guerrilla tactics - swooping down unawares from secret hideouts in 
jungles and hill-tops at night on Moghul camps. Ram Singh however, preferred to 
wait till monsoon was over, but attempts to blow up the Assamese fort of  Pandu 
failed, while they suffered losses at Sindurighopa. Attempts to foil Saraighat fort 
were also foiled, while a Moghul contingent sailing up the Brahmaputra with 
Darrang in mind, was lured into a hill-pass and massacred.

Another attempt by the exasperated Moghul General also failed to evoke 
response from Lachit Barphukan, who instead said, he was ready to fight ‘because 
there was nothing to negotiate about’. Though Lachit was not too inclined to go 
for a land fight and looked for a naval encounter with the Moghuls, Chakradhwaj 
Simha however, insisted that a final assault was announced. Meanwhile, Ram 
Singh thought the Assamese were buying time, and thus, as the Moghul troops 
were concentrated near the Alaboi hill, he insultingly challenged the Assamese 
to an open fight. Interestingly, the Moghul force numbering around 10,000, was 
headed by a woman warrior called Madanavati, with Ram Singh keeping in mind 
that if  defeated, the Moghuls would not be disgraced and the Assamese would not 
be entitled to any honour. Madanavati did cause some initial havoc, but soon the 
Moghul soldiers were routed with Mir Nawab, another officer, getting captured. 
But the third stage proved too costly and disastrous; an enraged Ram Singh ‘let 

loose upon them his veteran horsemen equipped with machines and long shields, 
who wrought a terrible carnage’. Each of  the 10,000 Assamese soldiers lay dead, 
with Ram Singh saying: “Look at the rashness of  the Assamese, they venture to 
fight on the plains with Amber horsemen.” It was August 5, 1669.

Ram Singh thought the Assamese were weakened after the Alaboi disaster, 
and sent out message that the Ahoms evacuate Guwahati according to the 1639 
agreement, and also pay an indemnity of  Rs 3 lakh. The Assamese reply, however, 
was a big ‘No’.

Meanwhile, Chakradhwaj Simha died and his brother udayaditya Simha 
succeeded him (1670). Around this time, the Assamese officers, including the 
Barphukan, thought Ram Singh was not one who would quit, and thus started 
considering a proposal to negotiate. In fact, the new king even sent two envoys to 
the Moghuls with this message. Ram Singh too began to reciprocate. But soon the 
Moghul General changed his mind, doubted the intentions of  the Assamese and 
stopped responding. Hectic consultations with the Barphukan, the Prime Minister 
and the DangOdiyas, and udayaditya Simha came out with the pronouncement that 
the only way out was to stop any further negotiations and fight till victory. Around 
this time, Aurangzeb too sent a caustic message that Ram Singh was sent to fight 
and not to make friends with the Ahoms. This shook Ram Singh and he almost 
immediately marched up the north bank close to Sualkuchi, while his ships also 
started sailing up intended at making the last and direct attack on Guwahati. 

The Assamese too hastened up, with the Barphukan and Buragohain moving 
forward on both banks. But as ill luck was, both General Lachit Barphukan and 
his admiral fell seriously ill, forcing Nara Hazarika, son of  Miri Sandiqui, to take 
command. Soon a double encounter took place between the two sides on land 
and water near Aswakranta with the Assamese causing considerable loss to the 
Moghuls. But the Moghul boats that advanced from Juria to Aswakranta forced 
the Assamese to retreat, in the process disheartening them to quite an extent. 
Such was the pressure of  the advancing Moghuls that the Assamese officials even 
suggested that Lachit, witnessing the battle from his sickbed in the gatehouse 
of  the Itakhuli fort, be sailed upstream to safety. But Barphukan said he would 
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prefer death to desertion, and boarded a boat with six other war vessels to lead a 
counter-attack with the army and navy in unison. The sight of  their ailing General 
conducting operations instilled courage among the wavering Ahom fighters who 
now swelled his fleet from both banks. While reinforcements also came in, the 
Assamese warship smashed into the thick of  the enemy fleet at Amrajuri. “It was 
a keenly-contested battle. One fought for aggression, and glory of  victory. The 
other fought for life and patriotism, the independence of  the country.”

The Assamese attack was so fierce and well-conducted that the Moghuls could 
not simply withstand. One must go back to Barpujari again for the description 
of  this best moment in the history of  Assam, - “The right-angled triangle of  the 
Brahmaputra (Itakhuli-Kamakhya-Aswakranta region) became a complicated tangle 

of  boats and men battling to save themselves from drowning. Assamese spanned 
the Brahmaputra by an ‘improviso bridge’ of  boats placed side by side. They also 
resorted to a wily trick, combining a frontal charge with a surprise attack from behind, 
that proved decisive. The Barphukan pretended to attack the Moghul fleet from the 
front with some men on a few ships and lure it forward and then stabbed it from 
behind with the main army and fleet. Unaware of  the danger lurking in his rear, the 
Moghul admiral, Sarif  Khan, smoking his hooka (hubble-bubble), advanced forward 
only to be killed by a gunshot from behind. The suddenness of  the event threw the 
entire Moghul fleet out of  gear and it retreated. The panic-stricken Moghul army 
could not be recalled to order. This marked the end of  the battle (middle of  March 
1671). For the Moghuls, who suffered heavy casualties, with three top-ranking amirs, 
4,000 dead and wounded, it was not merely a defeat but a disaster.” 
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The Assamese pursued the Moghuls first to Pandu and then up to the Manas, 
but Lachit Barphukan issued strict orders that no fleeing soldier should be harassed 
or attacked. Contingents of  Moghul troops were also defeated in Darrang, and 
weakened by a series of  defeats and losing all hopes of  recovering imperial grave 
by defeating the Ahom monarch, Ram Singh bid goodbye to Kamrup in early 
April 1671 and headed for Rangamati, where he was soon served with a recall 
order that was followed by a demotion notice sent by the Emperor Aurangzeb.

But, even as the Assamese achieved a brilliant victory and put a full stop 
to further Moghul adventures in Assam, Lachit Barphukan, the architect of  this 
marvelous naval war ever fought in the sub-continent, soon died at Kaliabor in 
April 1672, with S. K. Bhuyan, the noted historian, describing Saraighat as Assam’s 

Trafalgar. Perhaps the best tribute to Lachit Barphukan and his men comes from 
none other than Ram Singh himself, “Every Assamese soldier is expert in rowing 
boats, shooting arrows, in digging trenches and in wielding guns and canons. I 
have not seen such specimens of  versatility in any other part of  India.” And about 
the General he wrote: “Glory to the King. Glory to the Commander. Glory to 
the country. One single individual leads all the forces. Even I, Ram Singh, being 
personally on the spot, have not been able to find any loophole and an opportunity.” 

But the victory at Saraighat did not turn out to be the final ouster of  the 
Moghuls from Guwahati. While Lachit Barphukan died an untimely death, his 
elder brother Laluksola became the new Barphukan. But the new Barphukan had 
a different dream; he wanted to overthrow the king with the help of  the Moghuls 

Views of Sarusajai Stadium, Guwahati
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War Memorial, Silpukhuri, Guwahati
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and ascent the throne himself. While Laluksola Barphukan emerged as a very 
powerful person, Garhgaon saw the ascend and demise of  as many as seven 
kings within a span of  eleven years following the death of  Chakradhwaj Simha 
in 1670, with historians saying ‘not one of  them had died a natural death’. Prime 
Minister, Atan Buragohain, who continued in office throughout this period, 
however, began sensing problems in Guwahati, but was helpless; Laluksola had 
by then already entered into an act of  treason and surrendered Guwahati to 
the Moghuls. Accordingly, Mansur Khan, the Moghul thanadar of  Rangamati, 
entered and occupied the city on Wednesday, February 26, 1679. In return, the 
Barphukan, who had earlier appointed Sulikpha or Lora Raja (“Boy King” - a 
boy of  14 years) as the king after the murder of  Sudaipha (Parbatiya Raja) and 
had got himself  appointed as Rajmantri Phukan or Burhaphukan, was ‘made’ 
the Raja of  Assam, though only on paper. Atan Buragohain, the Prime Minister, 
was assassinated in December 1679. But Laluksola Barphukan’s madness for 
power did not last long; the Phukans and Baruas became terribly annoyed, and 
a disgruntled member of  his own bodyguards pierced the Barphukan to death 
in his sleep on November 24, 1680.

A few years of  deeper internal trouble, and Gargaon saw the end of  
lawlessness with Gadapani, a prince of  the Tungkhungiya clan, assuming charge 
as Gadadhar Simha or Supatpha as the new king on August 4, 1681, - after the 
nobles deposed Sulikpha and sent him off  to Namrup where he was put to 
death. One of  the first tasks that Gadadhar Simha undertook was to expel 
the Moghuls and take control of  Guwahati. Astrologers told the king’s inner 
council meeting in June 1682 that the month of  Bhadra (August-September) 
as the most favourable month for regaining Kamrup, and thus a vast army and 
navy, with a three-pronged offensive, set out for Guwahati within a month.

“On the south bank, Garhgayan Sandikoi Neog Phukan and Khamrak 
Charingiya Phukan came by the Kalang; on the north went Holou Deka-

Phukan and the Namdangiya Phukan; on the river Bandar Barphukan and 
Champa Paniphukan were in command.” The Moghul camp incidentally was 
in a state of  disarray; Mansur Khan was ill. The soldiers were not getting 
their salaries. They could hardly resist the Ahom attack, and terrified by the 
overwhelming numbers of  the enemies, the Moghuls withdrew from Kuruwa 
on the north and Panihati (Panikhaiti) on the south of  the Brahmaputra, east 
of  Guwahati, as well as from Jaiduwar to Itakhuli. Since Itakhuli held the key 
to Guwahati, the Moghuls put all their energy to defend this fort. A contingent 
posted at umananda with big guns, however, was easily overpowered and the 
Ahoms now concentrated on taking over the two forts at Itakhuli on the south 
and Shahburuz on the north. The deployment of  forces was as follows: Salal 
Bargohain, Sadiyakhowa Gohain and Marangiya Gohain took up position at 
Kuruwa (aiming guns at Shahburuz), Dihingiya Barbarua - the Commander-
in-Chief  - along with the Charing Phukan and others camped near the hill 
fort at Saraniya east of  Itakhuli; and Pani Phukan, the Admiral, kept his fleet 
at the mouth of  Barnadi. Threatened by the presence of  enemy troops so 
close to Itakhuli, its commander Ali Akbar made an attempt on Saraniya, but 
met with heavy losses, forcing faujdar Mansur Khan to desert Itakhuli and 
shift westward on July 17, 1682. This encouraged the Ahoms who launched a 
combined attack by land and water on Itakhuli, blocked its gates and escape 
routes and reduced the defenders to a pitiable state. The Moghuls suffered 
heavy losses at a naval battle that followed at Paniduwar at the mouth of  the 
Barnadi. This made Ali Akbar, the commander of  Itakhuli, to cross over and 
meet faujdar Mansur Khan on the north bank, from where the two secretly fled 
to Rangamati, closely followed by the retreat of  the cavaliers, pursued by the 
Barbarua to beyond the river Manas. The Ahoms then easily occupied the fort 
of  Itakhuli and the city of  Guwahati under the Chetia Phukan on August 16, 
1682. This was, as Edward A. Gait put it, ‘the last Muhammadan War’ while 
Suryya Kumar Bhuyan described it as ‘the last contest’ between the Assamese 
and the Moghuls. 
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W
hile Guwahati was occupied by the British troops on March 28, 1824 
within a few days of  the commencement of  the first Anglo-Burmese 
War, the whole of  the Brahmaputra Valley came under British military 

occupation after the Burmese retreated from Rangpur (Sivasagar) in January 1825. 
Though the Treaty of  Yandaboo was yet to be signed, the British had already set up 
its administrative machinery at work with David Scott and Lt. Col. Richards being 
appointed as Joint Commissioners. While Scott was in charge of  Western or Lower 
Assam, as it came to be known, with his headquarters in Guwahati, Lt. Col. Richards 
held charge of  Eastern or upper Assam having set up his station at Rangpur. But as 
Scott was the senior between the two officers, the area under his jurisdiction soon 
came to be known as the ‘senior khanda’ (area under the Senior Officer) and the 
Eastern Assam portion as the ‘junior khanda’ (area under the Junior Officer) among 
the local people. But, by the time the Treaty of  Yandaboo was signed, the post 
of  Junior Commissioner was abolished, but the two terms continued to remain in 
popular use among the people for several more years.

Scott - remembered as an efficient, zealous, able, intelligent public servant ‘who 
had endeared the native population by his impartial dispensation of  justice and his 
endeavours to promote their happiness and well-being’ and was responsible for the 
establishment and expansion of  British administration in the entire Northeast of  
India during the first decade of  British rule - not only set up the first offices of  the 
British administration in Guwahati, but also exercised judicial powers similar to those 
vested formerly on the Barphukan of  Guwahati by the Ahom administration, and 
tried civil cases without any limit and civil cases not involving the capital punishment.

Chapter IX

Guwahati : The Permanent Capital
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Adam White, in his ‘A Memoir to Late David Scott’ said that Scott wanted justice to be cheap and 
the seat of  judgment accessible to all, for his general principle was ‘to establish a free communication 
between the Government and the governed’.  No wonder, “His cutchery was at all times crowded and 
there was a large box into which any petition could be thrown without payment of  any fee.”

Guwahati, which was the headquarters of  the British Commissioner of  Assam from 1826 to 
1874, however, was notoriously filthy and unhygienic. A. J. Moffatt Mills, Judge of  the Sudder Court, 
in his ‘Report on The Province of  Assam’, written in the year 1853, provides a descriptive account 
of  the conditions of  roads, drains, drinking water, tanks, and the ‘filthy habits’ of  the ‘natives of  
Gowhatty’ and had suggested a series of  ways and means to improve these in order to make the place 
more livable. No wonder the British Magistrate and the Civil Surgeon had already taken the initiative 
to constitute a ‘voluntary Town Improvement Committee in Gowhatty’ - an initiative that, however, 
did not receive any welcome from the local people as it wanted to bring with it taxes that people would 
have to pay for the services proposed.

In 1846, the Town Improvement Committee did propose to exactly raise a part of  its funds 
from local taxes by way of  levy of  duties on hawkers and traders. Two years later, in the year 1848, it 
introduced a house tax, which met with stiff  opposition from the people as expected.

The formation of  the Town Improvement Committee meanwhile laid the foundation for 
extension of  the Bengal Act XXVI of  1850 to Guwahati, which legally introduced the idea that civic 
amenities could be availed of  by paying, at least partially, for the utilities. The Gauhati Municipal 
Board meanwhile was formed in 1853, of  which the District Magistrate was appointed the Chairman 
and two other British officers as Commissioners. While the Town Improvement Committee and its 
successor, the Gauhati Municipal Board, initially covered both the towns of  Guwahati and North 
Guwahati, the latter was excluded from its juridisction in 1892, reducing the size of  the Board’s area 
of  jurisdiction to just 2.95 square miles, comprising by and large only of  the localities of  Panbazar, 
uzanbazar, Fancybazar and Paltanbazar. 

Meanwhile, Guwahati was connected by railway to the rest of  the world in the year 1903, several 
years after it was connected to Dibrugarh. But interestingly, this rail link was not directly westward 
to Kolkata or New Delhi, but was with Lumding in central Assam, from where it was the famous 
Lumding-Badarpur Hill Section, that actually linked the Brahmaputra Valley to the Chittagong 
port, and hence to the outside world. The Guwahati railway station was first built in 1895 (this is an 

The original building of the Gauhati Municipal Board, Guwahati
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assumption, there is no authentic record or document to confirm this), but all 
masonry buildings, including the Guwahati railway station, were reduced to rubbles 
within minutes when the Great Earthquake - measuring 8.7 on the Richter scale – 
struck the region on June 12, 1897. Earlier, the first railway track in Guwahati was 
laid in 1891 from Pandu-ghat to Guwahati, which was further extended eastward 
to Jamunamukh (in Nagaon district) via Panikhaiti, Digaru, Khetri, Chaparmukh 

and Kampur and became operational from January 1, 1897, six months before the 
Great Earthquake struck. 

The Great Earthquake of  1879 has been described as ‘the most noteworthy 
event’ in the Gazetteer of  Bengal and Northeast India in the following manner: 
“The most noteworthy event in its (Guwahati’s) recent history was the earthquake 

of  1897, which destroyed 
all the government offices 
and wrecked every masonry 
building in the place. The 
town has since been rebuilt, 
and hardly any traces are 
now to be seen of  this great 
catastrophe.” 

On the educational 
front, the first government 
school was opened in 1835 
with an enrolment of  58 
students, which rose to 150 in 
1838. In May 1866, a collegiate 
section was started at the 
Gauhati School. Though this 
section initially saw a number 
of  enrolments, it dwindled 
from 17 in 1870-71 to just 7 
in 1875-76, compelling the 
government to shut down the 
collegiate section in 1876. A 
college, on the other hand, 
was finally established in 1901 
following an initiative led by 
Manik Chandra Baruah, an 
eminent personality of  the View of a model of Assam Secretariat
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age, who made a strong case for it in March 1899, with Sir Henry Steadman Cotton, 
the then Chief  Commissioner of  Assam - ‘a far-sighted and liberal-minded civilian 
whom England had sent out to India’ - extending the strongest support to the 
cause. The foundation of  the college, gratefully named after him - Cotton College 
- was laid on June 17, 1901.

From 1916 onwards the Gauhati Municipal Board started expanding its area, 
and by 1939, localities like Kukurmuta (today’s Hedayetpur), Rehabari, Santipur, 
Sarania and ulubari became part of  the Board’s territory. The Board however, 
underwent several changes under a series of  Acts, until the Gauhati Municipal 
Corporation Act was passed in 1969, an Act that however, had to wait for nearly 
five years to be actually extended to the entire city. While the Gauhati Municipal 
Corporation was constituted in 1974 with 34 wards, its present strength has risen 
to 60 wards given the fact that the city suddenly became populous between 1972 
and 1974. 

This sudden flush was triggered off  by the creation of  Meghalaya out of  
the districts of  united Khasi & Jaintia Hills and Garo Hills, which in turn made 
Assam look for a new capital. While Meghalaya was carved out as a separate 
state on January 20, 1972, it was on March 21, 1972 that the Assam Government 
announced its decision for shifting the capital from Shillong, though the place 
where the new capital would be located was yet to be finalized. It was on June 
7, 1972, that Chief  Minister, Sarat Chandra Sinha told the State Assembly that 
its next budget session would be held in the plains and that the capital would be 
temporarily shifted to Guwahati. It was on January 26, 1974 that Dispur was finally 
declared as a “temporary” capital of  Assam.

As the then Chief  Minister, Sarat Chandra Sinha put it, “In view of  its 
urgency, it was also announced that the next budget session scheduled to be held in 
nine months time would be held in the new capital to be constructed at Guwahati. 
And accordingly, the next budget session was actually held from March 16, 1973 in 
the newly constructed capital at Dispur.” The arrangement, however, was stated to 
be ‘temporary’ - causing more than 20,000 people to suddenly shift from Shillong 
to the ‘temporary’ capital. While the foundation stone of  the ‘temporary’ State 

Assembly was laid by former Assam Chief  Minister and former Tamil Nadu 
Governor, Bishnu Ram Medhi on October 2, 1972 at Dispur, a ‘temporary’ capital 
complex was set up around the same place where some Assam-type houses were 
built on a war footing (when Sarat Chandra Sinha was the Chief  Minister). The 
Assam Legislative Assembly thus continues to exist in a tea warehouse constructed 
by a private company - though renovated, altered and modified to suit the purpose. 
Similarly, the State Secretariat was also shifted to Dispur almost simultaneously. 
The formal inauguration of  Janata Bhavan, the Ministers’ Office Block, was done 
on November 1, 1975 by ten damsels from the ten districts of  the state, which also 
signified the ten directions. Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed, the President of  India, graced 
the occasion as the Chief  Guest. No thought whatsoever, was however, given to 
the ecological issues including the historic problem of  drainage and water logging. 
Today, Guwahati’s municipal jurisdiction covers an area of  262 square kilometers 
divided into 60 wards and has a population of  nearly 20 lakh.

“Shillong, as the capital, lost all rhymes and reasons following the creation 
of  Meghalaya as a sub-state of  Assam and following its graduation into the status 
of  a full-fledged state on January 21, 1972, it was finally concluded that the capital 
of  Assam should not and could not function indefinitely from an area which did 
not belong to Assam, whether geographically or Constitutionally. In the fitness 
of  things, Chief  Minister, S. C. Sinha promised the Assembly on June 7, 1972, of  
the genuine endeavours to facilitate holding of  its next session in March next year 
in the plains,” thus recorded a publication called ‘The Capital’, published by the 
Government of  Assam three years later, when the then President, Fakhruddin Ali 
Ahmed graced the opening of  the Janata Bhavan on November 1, 1975.

The selection of  a suitable site, however, was not an easy task, and it was one 
that required extensive and careful considerations. It was also a time-consuming 
process. “The Chief  Minister, however, announced that in view of  the imperative 
nature of  the necessity, the Government had decided to opt for Dispur near 
Gauhati for the capital’s temporary functioning.” And, the ball was set rolling.

Dispur is an abbreviated synonym of  Pragjyotishpur, a name that had found 
reference in both the epics, Ramayana and Mahabharata. Scholars also point at 
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places close to present-day Dispur as having been once the capital of  
a kingdom called either Pragjyotishpur or Kamarupa, with one village 
(now an urban locality) still being known as Narakasur that carries 
the name and memory of  a famous king by the same name. Dispur, 
which had in the course of  time become an area full of  jungles and 
marshes, subsequently transformed into a village inhabited by people 
of  the Kachari community, who had used the area now covered by the 
capital, for agricultural purposes since the mid-19th century.

Dr. P. C. Goswami, Director of  the Agro-Economic Research 
Centre for North-East India, in his, “Dispur, A Study in Rural Change 
in Assam,” conducted between 1956 and 1962 (quoted in ‘The Capital’) 
gave some interesting description of  Dispur before it was chosen as 
the site for the ‘temporary’ capital– “The village is administered by the 
Dispur Gaon Panchayat since 1956… It has so far decided 5 criminal 
cases and also has taken up many welfare activities…The villagers are 
not much litigation-minded. There was a case of  robbery in 1958 and 
a theft in 1961…”

“The Kacharis decide the socio-religious disputes in their 
traditional village council of  elders known as ‘mel.’ Such matters are 
not referred to the Gaon Panchayat. Petty cases of  criminal nature are 
also taken up by the ‘mel.’ The ‘hadingara’ presides over the ‘mel’ and 
he is assisted by other elderly members. The other non-tribal villagers 
refer petty cases to the ‘mel.’…”

“The majority of  the houses in the village are small and two-
roofed. The roofs are thatched with sun-grass and the walls made 
of  bamboo splits. The mud floor is generally kept neat and clean…. 
In most of  the households, the area covered by the dwelling house, 
granary, cow-shed and other houses is surrounded by a bamboo fence.”

The then Chief Minister, S. C. Sinha inspecting the interior of the old Janata Bhavan
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Foundation Stone laying Ceremony of Permanent Secretariat Building of Assam at Dispur,  
Guwahati on May 12, 1999

Inaugural Function of Capital Complex at Dispur, Guwahati on November 21, 2004
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“…the villagers are naturally attracted by cinema-shows in the town and 
a good number of  them enjoy it, especially in the festive occasions… In the 
year 1956, one villager purchased a costly transistor radio set for his home. A 
daily newspaper is subscribed by the M. E. School… There is a government 
dispensary at a distance of  2 miles from the village at Beltola. One qualified 
compounder lives within the village and his charge (fee) per call is Re 1 only. One 
qualified Homoeopath has also opened a pharmacy in the village very recently. 
The importance of  village quacks (bez) seems to be diminishing…”   

Noted author and litterateur, Medini Choudhury, in an article (published 
in ‘The Capital’) on the other hand, referred to Gopal Boro, the Gaonburha of  
Dispur, in the following manner: “Gopal Boro gaonburha of  Dispur was a man 
of  well-to-do condition of  that area. He owned as many as twenty buffalo-carts 
which would ply along the Shillong-Gauhati Road. He would carry things like 
rice, kerosene, salt etc. from Gauhati to Shillong and would bring potatoes, fruits 
etc. from Shillong to the plains. It is said that it would take fifteen days to move 
from Gauhati to Shillong.” 

With Dispur – then a small hamlet on the southern outskirts of  Guwahati 
– being selected as the most suitable site for a temporary capital, it was on 
June 9, 1972 that the then Chief  Secretary held the first official-level meeting to 
formulate guidelines and entrust responsibility to the PWD (R&B), the Town and 
Country Planning department and the Public Health Engineering department 
to prepare plans and estimates of  the project. On June 10, the Cabinet met in 
Shillong and accorded its approval, following which things began to move on a 
war-footing. The preparation of  plans, designs, estimates, collection of  materials, 
arrangement of  funds and approval of  estimates were completed by September.   

It was October 2, 1972, on Gandhi Jayanti, that the foundation stone of  
the ‘temporary’ State Legislative Assembly was laid at Dispur. The foundation 
stone was ceremonially laid by Bishnuram Medhi, former Chief  Minister of  
Assam, who was then the Governor of  Madras (present-day Tamil Nadu). The 
construction work commenced from November 15, with men and machines 
engaged in a race against time to accomplish the task. 

Meanwhile, the budget session for the year 1973-74 was actually held 
from March 16, 1973 in the ‘newly constructed Assam Legislative Assembly’ 
at Dispur, which in reality, were two tea warehouses under construction which 
were taken over for the purpose. Those two tea warehouses continue to be the 
main chamber of  the Assam Legislative Assembly even today, of  course with 
massive renovations and reconstructions carried out in the past four decades.

Prior to that, even when Guwahati was never thought of  becoming 
the capital, a Master Plan for the city was prepared in 1969, but that became 
redundant due to the shifting of  the state’s capital from Shillong. A second 
Master Plan was adopted in 1985, which is currently under operation despite 
various problems, with at least two agencies, Guwahati Municipal Corporation 
(GMC) and Guwahati Metropolitan Development Authority (GMDA) operating 
simultaneously with some functions that appear to overlap each other’s activities.

While Dispur continued as the ‘temporary’ Capital of  Assam since 
1972, a decision was taken in 1983 by the government headed by Hiteswar 
Saikia to establish a ‘permanent’ capital complex at Chandrapur on the 
eastern outskirts of  Guwahati. Accordingly, a foundation stone was also 
laid, with none other than Prime Minister Indira Gandhi performing the 
ritual. The state government, during the time of  Chief  Minister Prafulla 
Kumar Mahanta (1988), however, rejected Saikia’s choice of  Chandrapur 
and appointed an Expert Committee headed by Indrajit Barua that came 
up with a recommendation that Silghat in central Assam was the most 
suitable site for a ‘permanent’ capital for the state. This recommendation, 
however, remained as it was, with the government later taking a decision 
that Dispur, or rather Guwahati, would become the ‘permanent’ capital of  
the state. Accordingly, construction of  the ‘permanent’ capital at the same 
site at Dispur commenced with the laying of  the foundation stone of  the 
permanent Secretariat Complex by the then Chief  Minister, Prafulla Kumar 
Mahanta on May 12, 1999. Prime Minister, Dr. Manmohan Singh formally 
inaugurated the permanent Assam Secretariat on November 21, 2004. By 
then the Congress party had returned to power in the state and Tarun Gogoi 
had become the Chief  Minister of  Assam.
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A view of Kamakhya Temple
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G
uwahati, the capital of  Assam, is not only one of  the few ancient cities of  India, 
but also an important temple city. It is, however, only in Guwahati that one finds 
more than a dozen temples that have often found mention in various ancient 

Hindu scriptures including the puranas.

The most well known of  these is the temple of  Kamakhya, located atop the Nilachal 
Hills - one that is often considered synonymous to Assam and Kamarupa to many an 
outsider. The temple of  Kamakhya is different from other temples, especially among those 
of  the Mother Goddess or any other female deity in that it has no image or idol for worship. 
Instead there is a symbol of  a yoni or the genital of  the Mother Goddess sculptured on a 
rock that itself  is located in a cave inside the sanctum sanctorum of  the temple. This yoni 
remains moist due to the natural flow of  water from a spring that emanates inside the cave. 
The priests and devotees perform puja by offering flowers and leaves on the yoni, while 
‘the daily rites and ceremonies are those of  the Goddess Kali with sacrifices of  various 
animals.’ 

There are several legends and myths that tell the story of  the origin of  the temple 
of  Kamakhya. The story as described in the Kalika Purana, which itself  was written in 
ancient Kamarupa with the specific purpose of  glorifying Mother Goddess Kamakhya, as 
interpreted by B. K. Kakati in his famous work, ‘Mother Goddess Kamakhya’ is as follows: 

“The genital of  Sati fell here when her dead body was carried hither and thither in 
frenetic sorrow by her husband Siva. The mountain represented the body of  Siva himself  
and when Sati’s genital organ fell on it, the mountain turned blue. The Goddess herself  is 
called Kamakhya, because she came there secretly to satisfy her amour (kama) with him. 

Chapter X

Guwahati : The Temple City
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Thus the derivations of  the Kalika Purana make the mountain both a grave-
yard and a secret love-tryst of  the Goddess.” 

Though no concrete evidence about a particular date or year of  establishment 
of  the Kamakhya temple is available, various sculptures that lie scattered in and 
around the temple complex today have been dated between as early as the 8th 
century to as recent as the 17th century. The original temple was desecrated 
and destroyed by a Muslim invader from Bengal called Kalapahar in the 16th 
Century, and the present temple was rebuilt during the reign of  the Koch king, 
Naranarayan in the year 1565. The inscription in the temple states that it was 
built by Sukladhwaj (son of  Viswa Simha) during the reign of  his elder brother 
Naranarayan (1540-48) in Saka 1487 (1565 AD). Mir Jumla, another Moghul 
general, who invaded Assam in 1661 and remained in the area for nearly two 
years, had also plundered the Kamkhya temple and taken away huge wealth from 
here. The nata-mandapa, on the other hand, was built during the reigns of  Ahom 
kings, Rajeswar Simha (1751-1769) and Gaurinath Simha (1780-1795). 

The Devi-Purana - another ancient scripture - says Kamarupa is one place 
where the Devi or Mother Goddess always remains in one form or the other, 
and that the shrine of  Kamakhya is ‘a place of  residence of  the Goddess.’ It also 
says that the descendant of  the Bhauma family should worship the Goddess 
in the cave of  Kamakhya. Historians say that the temple of  Kamakhya also 
has a Buddhist connection. Tantric Buddhism, it is said, had evolved in the 
7th century AD following a fusion between Sakta tantrism and Buddhist ideas. 
Thus, in the Buddhist tantric circle, Kamarupa or Kamakhya is considered an 
important holy place.

The Devi or Mother Goddess has a tremendous impact and influence on 
the entire Kamarupa region and the Kalika Purana has best exemplified this in 
the following words: “In other places, the Devi is rare. But in Kamarupa, she 

dwells in every house. Every woman in Kamarupa is a miniature incarnation of  
the Goddess.”

The Nilachal Hills have several other temples dedicated to various 
other forms of  the Devi or Mother Goddess. These include the temples of  
Bhubaneswari, Kali, Tara, Chinnamasta, Bagala, Bhairavi, Dhoomavati, Matangi 
and Kamala, - all of  which, together with the Kamakhya temple are collectively 
known as the Dasamahavidya. The Nilachal Hills, on the other hand, have five 
temples dedicated to the worship of  Shiva; these are temples of  Kameswar, 
Siddheswar, Amra-Tokoreswar, Aghor and Kautilinga. Of  all these, the most 
visited temple after Kamakhya proper is the temple of  Bhubaneswari, which 
is located at the highest point of  the Nilachal Hills. This peak is also known 
as Brahma-parvat, while the temple has been named after another name of  
Maha-Gauri, the reigning deity of  the Nilachal Hills. Apart from these, there 
are several other temples, which include the following: Jai-Durga temple, Bana-
Durga temple, Trinath temple, Kedareswar temple, Namath-Kali temple, 
Hanuman temple, Ganesh temple, Pandunath temple, Smashan-Kali temple 
and Godadhar temple.

Basisthashram

In the southern extreme of  Guwahati, virtually on the present Assam-
Meghalaya boundary, is located Basisthashram - originally a hermitage 
established by Basistha, a great Hindu sage. According to the Kalika Purana, 
Basistha, a hermit and son of  Brahma, had lost his human form following a 
curse inflicted upon him by King Nimi. Simultaneously, Nimi too had lost his 
human form following a counter-curse by Basistha. Basistha rushed to Brahma, 
the Creator, for a solution and was advised to begin a meditation of  Vishnu at 
the Sandhyachala hills. Vishnu was so pleased at Basistha’s dedicated meditation 
that he caused the Ganga to flow down the Sandhyachala hills in three streams - 
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Basisthashram
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Navagraha Temple
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Sandhya, Lalita and Kanta. Basistha took a bath at the confluence of  these three 
streams tht came to be known as the Basistha-Ganga, and regained his human 
form apart from attaining salvation. Since Basistha offered prayers to Vishnu 
three times a day at the confluence of  the three streams, so Hindus believe that 
a holy dip here would absolve them of  all their sins. A holy dip here during both 
lunar and solar eclipses is particularly significant for the Hindus.

A rock in the temple has the footprints of  Basistha, while a little west of  
the temple proper, inside the forest, are the foot impressions of  Arundhati, the 
wife of  Basistha.

Once upon a time, the Basistha-Ganga or Basistha river used to flow 
into the Brahmaputra as the Bharalu. But the Basistha and Bharalu are today 
two different rivers - with the Basistha flowing into the Deepar Beel west of  
Guwahati, while a river called Bahini proceeds from near the Basistha temple 
through the city of  Guwahati to meet the Bharalu (that presently flows out of  
a wetland near Kalapahar) at Chabipool to flow out into the Brahmaputra. The 
temple that we see there today was built by the Ahom king Rajeswar Simha 
(1751-69). 

Navagraha

Pragjyotisha or ancient Kamarupa, as already mentioned in an earlier 
chapter, was a major centre for the study of  astrology. The very name Pragjyotisha 
means ‘the land of  Eastern astrology,’ and used to attract both scholars as well 
as pupils from all over India. The Navagraha temple atop the Chitrachal Hills 
in the heart of  Guwahati has been witness to this ancient tradition of  this land.

Kamarupa, in fact, had its own system of  astrological and astronomical 
calculations, and the earliest astrological treatise called “Kamarupa-Nibandhaniya-
Khandasadhya” is said to have been written in the Sixth or Seventh century 
A.D. Moreover, the study of  astrology has been a virtual monopoly of  the 

Daivajnas or Ganakas of  Assam, who are supposed to have descended from 
the Magian priests. According to the Kalika Purana, “In the early times Brahma, 
staying here, created a star, and that is why the city is called Pragjyotisha.” It 
is not known for sure whether a temple used to exist or not on this hill in the 
ancient times. But the Kalika Purana definitely refers to Chitrasaila (which, over 
the centuries, came to be known as Chitrachal) where the worship of  the nava-
grahas or nine planets has been traced back to the Ninth or Tenth century A.D. 
The present temple, however, was built (or rebuilt) under the patronage of  the 
Ahom king Rajeswar Simha (1751-69), but crumbled during the devastating 
earthquake of  1897, to be rebuilt again with public donations and government 
support. The temple does not have any image or idol; instead the nine grahas 
are worshipped in the form of  nine stone slabs. An inseparable property of  this 
temple is the Silpukhuri, a tank with a geometrical shape having nine angles, 
where, in the earlier times, devotees were required to take a holy dip before 
ascending the Chitrachal Hills to offer prayers at the Navagraha temple.

Ugratara

Kamarupa has a number of  seats of  Devi worship, one of  which is the 
temple of  ugratara, situated in the heart of  Guwahati, in the ujanbazar locality. 
Goddess ugratara, who is another form of  the Mother Goddess and is also 
described as Ekajata, ‘resides at a spot where the navel of  the Goddess fell’ 
when Lord Shiva was moving around the universe carrying the body of  Sati 
or Devi. The navi-pitha or the spot where her navel fell is today known as the 
Ugratara temple. Though a definite date or period of  the establishment of  this 
temple is not available, the present structure was constructed during the reign 
of  the Ahom king, Shiva Simha or Sutanpha (1714-44). A stone inscription 
there puts the date of  construction of  the present temple at Saka 1660 (1738 
A.D.). Shiva Simha’s queen Phuleswari, on the other hand, is credited with the 
construction of  the ugratara pukhuri on the eastern side of  the temple proper. 
The ugratara pukhuri, however, was later divided into two with the construction 
of  a road through it, giving the twin tanks the new name of  Jorpukhuri. 
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Sukreswar

The temple located on a hillock at Panbazar on the bank of  the 
Brahmaputra is known as the Sukreswar temple. It is a temple dedicated to 
the worship of  Lord Shiva, and the present temple was constructed during 
the reign of  the Ahom king Pramatta Simha (1744-51). There is a huge 
Shiva-linga inside the temple, which is believed to have been established in 
the mythical period by Sukracharya - a Hindu sage who had also set up his 
ashram here. It is after Sukracharya that the name of  the temple was derived. 
However, the hillock on which the temple stands on the other hand, has been 
known by different names through the ages. A history of  Kamarupa refers to 
the Sukreswar-parvat as Hasti-parvat, while the Yogini Tantra, a sixth century 
A.D. Hindu treatise, refers to it as the Hastachal. The hillock of  Sukreswar 
that extends up to the present location of  the Guwahati City S.P.’s office used 
to enjoy a very strategic importance after Guwahati came to be part of  the 
Ahom kingdom. This entire hillock was a fort called the Sukreswar durga, 
which played an important role not only for the defence of  Guwahati but 
also for defending the entire Ahom Assam from the onslaught of  Muslim 
invasion from the west. The fort had slipped into the hands of  the Moghuls 
in the later part of  the 17th century, but was regained following the final defeat 
of  the Moghuls in the hands of  the Ahoms in the Battle of  Itakhuli in 1682.

Janardan

On the Sukreswar hillock, west of  the Sukrewar temple is the Janardan 
temple - inside which one finds a beautiful stone sculpture of  Vishnu-Janardan. 
This temple too was constructed during the reign of  Pramatta Simha (1744-
51). There are several sculptures on the walls of  the temple, while images of  
Ganesh, Vishnu-Janardan, Shiva-Durga and Surya are sculpted on the face of  
the rock wall of  the temple complex that faces the Brahmaputra on the north. 
Of  these, the colossal image of  Vishnu is of  particular significance in that it 
is also known as Buddha-Janardan, implying thereby the synthesis between 
the concepts of  Buddha and Vishnu. Close to the Janardan temple is the 

Baneswar Shiva temple, a relatively new shrine constructed during the reign 
of  Chandrakanta Simha in the year 1820.

Umananda

In the heart of  the Brahmaputra, adjacent to the Deputy Commissioner’s 
Courts is situated a tiny island, on which is located the famous umananda doul 
or umananda temple. The island, which consists of  a strong rocky foundation, 
finds mention in the Kalika Purana and Yogini Tantra as Bhasmachal, 
Bhasmasaila and Bhasmakoot. Ancient scriptures including the Kalika Purana 
say that it was on this rocky island that Lord Shiva had reduced Kamadeva to 
ashes with fire emanating from his third eye. Shiva or Mahadeva and Uma on 
the other hand, used this island as a secret rendezvous, and hence the name 
umananda. The temple dedicated to Lord Shiva, that stands in the middle 
of  the tiny island was constructed by Garhgayan Sandikoi, the Barphukan of  
Guwahati in the Saka year 1616 (1684 A.D.) during the reign of  Gadadhar 
Simha (1681-96). The temple has an anadi Shiva-linga and a ten-armed silver 
idol of  uma seated on a bull. The original rule was that any pilgrim intending 
to visit Kamakhya must first visit Umananda and the Pancha-Pandava at 
the Pandunath temple on the western foothills of  Nilachal before actually 
ascending the abode of  the Mother Goddess. The British on their first visit to 
umananda found the island to be of  a peacock’s shape and hence, the island 
is also known by the Anglicized name of  Peacock Island. 

A little south of  the Peacock Island is the urvashi-kunda - an even 
tinier rocky island in the heart of  the Brahmaputra. There are several images 
sculpted on the rocks of  this island; they include one depicting the dasavatar 
forms of  Vishnu and another of  Surya, while one of  the images is believed 
to be that of  the Lord Buddha. There are some ancient inscriptions written 
in the Brahmi script that have yet to be deciphered. This tiny island gets 
submerged as the water-level of  the river rises during the rainy season, and a 
pillar erected in the modern times, warns ferries and boats against hitting the 
rocks below the surface of  the water.
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Ugratara Temple Sukreswar and Janardan Temples

Sculptures in the campus of Sukreswar and Janardan Temples
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A view of Umananda
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Pandunath

On the western side of  Nilachal, on the foothills of  the Varaha range, close to the Brahmaputra is 
situated the Pandunath devalaya. The principal deity here is Vishnu, and the story behind the temple is as 
follows: It was here that Vishnu had beheaded Madhu and Kaitabha, two notorious asuras or demons by 
placing them on his thigh. The thigh on which Vishnu beheaded them is represented by a rock, while the 
name Pandunath has been derived from the images of  the five Pandava brothers sculptured on the rock 
surface here. The Pandunath devalaya has a rock inscription attributed to the Koch king Raghudeva, son 
of  Naranarayana, who had ruled the eastern Koch kingdom or Koch-Hajo or Kamarupa from 1581 to 
1603 A.D. The temple has a copper plate dated 1785 A.D., which was issued by the Ahom king Gaurinath 
Simha (1780-95), which indicates that it was repaired during the latter’s time.
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Chatrakar

On the riverside at uzanbazar, beside the Mahatma Gandhi Road or 
upper Strand Road that leads to the Raj Bhavan, is a small hillock which 
is known as Chatrakar because of  its umbrella-like shape. The temple on 
this hillock is also known by the same name, where the principal deity is 
Mangal-Chandi - another form of  the Mother Goddess. While the Yogini 
Tantra mentions Chatrakar devalaya as the place that belongs to the Goddess 
Mangal-Chandi, the hillock in that scripture was also called Madanachal. 
Kaliabhomora Barphukan constructed the present temple between 1785 
and 1791 during the reign of  Kamaleswar Simha (1795-1810 A.D.).

View of the deities at the Pandunath Temple Views of the Chatrakar Temple
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Manikarneswar

While ancient (and even pre-British) Guwahati comprised of  both 
present-day Guwahati and North Guwahati, several ancient temples also 
exist on the northern side of  the Brahmaputra, that side having remained the 
principal seat of  administration during the time of  several dynasties. One of  
the most important temples on the northern side is Manikarneswar - situated 
on the Mani-saila Parvat in the Rajaduwar locality of  North Guwahati, literally 
on the river. Once upon a time there used to be a tank with a spring called 
Manikarna, which has disappeared into the river over the centuries. The Yogini 

Tantra refers to this spring as Manikarnika. The present Manikarneswar temple 
was constructed during the reign of  Rajeswar Simha (1751-69 A.D.), with a 
stone inscription mentioning the year of  construction as 1755 A.D. The Mani-
saila Parvat was also known as Shahburuz during the period of  Ahom-Moghul 
conflict.

Another important temple in North Guwahati is the Dirgheswari temple, 
which is situated in the Rangmahal area. The hillock on which the temple is 
located was also known in various legends and myths as the Sita-parvat. The 
principal deity here is the Devi or Mother Goddess.

Views of the Manikarneswar Temple
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View of the Aswaklanta Temple

Aswaklanta

The Aswaklanta temple in fact, is a twin 
temple located in the Majgaon area of  North 
Guwahati. The temple at the foot of  the hillock 
is dedicated to Janardan-Vishnu, with the Yogini 
Tantra describing it as related to the kumbha-
incarnation of  Vishnu. The other temple is located 
atop the hillock and has a stone idol of  Vishnu 
in the ananta-shayana or eternal sleep mode. This 
incidentally is the only Vishnu idol in entire Assam 



168

in the sleeping mode. Once upon a time, there 
was a spring called Aswaklanta at the bottom 
of  the hillock; but with the passage of  time it 
has got submerged in the Brahmaputra. On the 
riverbank is the Vishnu-pada (foot impressions) 
of  Vishnu embossed on a rock surface. Hindus 
come here in large numbers on the Ashokastami 
day to take a holy dip in the Brahmaputra and 
pray for the eternal peace of  their predecessors. 
People also perform asthi-tarpan (immersion of  
bones and ashes of  their dead parents) here on 
that day. The present temple was constructed 
in 1720 A.D. during the reign of  Rudra Simha 
(1696-1714 A.D.).

View of the Aswaklanta Temple
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Rudreswar

A little distance away from Silsako - the stone bridge in 
North Guwahati – is the Rudreswar Devalaya, a temple dedicated 
to Lord Shiva. The temple however, was named after the Ahom 
king, Rudra Simha (1696-1714 AD) after he suddenly died here 
in 1705. It was his son Pramatta Simha who succeeded him, 
constructed this Shiva temple in 1749 to commemorate the 
death of  his father.

View of the Rudreswar Temple

View of a deity at Rudreswar Temple
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Bagrumba Dance
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Bagrumba dance

The Bodos are the largest group of  Scheduled Tribes in Assam and are a branch 
of  the Great Bodo Group of  the Indo-Mongoloid family falling within the Assam-
Burmese linguistic section. From the Bodo family has emerged over centuries several 
other ethnic groups, which include among others, the Sonowals, Thengal Kacharis, 
Dimasas, Meches, Rabhas, Koches and Kacharis. One of  the several dance forms that 
the Bodos are proud of  is the Bagrumba, performed on completion of  plantation 
work presumably to assuage the pains of  hard labour involved in it. The girls make 
their graceful debut in natural surroundings by wearing traditional costumes specially 
woven by them for the purpose, which bear testimony to their inherent skill in textile 
workmanship and artistic manouvre of  colour and shade. (Tribes of  Assam, Vol I, 
Tribal Research Institute, Assam).

Mishing Bihu

The Mishings are the second largest group of  Scheduled Tribes in Assam, and 
share a common origin with the Adis of  Arunachal Pradesh, with both described 
as children of  Abotani, offsprings of  Donyi (Sun) and Polo (Moon), but definitely 
belonging to the Tibeto-Burman family of  the Mongoloid group. The main festivals 
of  the Mishings include Ali-ai-Ligang and Po:Rag, both of  which are marked with 
dance and music. 

Chapter XI
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Jhumur dance

Assam is a land of  confluence 
of  ethnic groups from various 
directions. One such process 
of  assimilation involves several 
groups of  people from Raniganj, 
Chotanagpur, Telangana, Odisha, 
brought in by the British to work 
in the tea plantations since 1835. 
These groups have by and large 
intermixed among themselves and 
subsequently become a part of  the 
Assamese society, contributing to 
the culture of  the state a wonderful 
dance form called Jhumur. It is a 
dance performed mainly by young 
girls during various festivals to 
the beat of  the madol (drum) and 
cymbals, with the lyrics telling 
stories of  their migration and 
assimilation in Assam.Mishing Bihu Dance

Jhumur Dance
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Satriya Dance
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Satriya Dance

Satriya dance

Assam is the original home of  three dance styles 
having classical patterns in them. Of  these again, Satriya 
dance, a rich legacy of  classical dance left behind by 
Sankaradeva, is one of  the richest and most versatile, 
encompassing within it three distinct clusters, dances that 
are part of  the ankiya bhaona or dramatic performances, 
chali nritya and oja-pali. Sangit Natak Akademi formally 
recognized Satriya dance as a form of  Indian classical 
dance in 2002. 
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Views of various cultural programmes held at Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Views of Bihu Dance recitals at Raj Bhavan, Guwahati
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Bihu

Bihu, in Assmese, means a festival. And the festival 
associated with the New Year is the Bohag or Rongali bihu 
- observed during spring. Bohag bihu or Rongali bihu is also 
associated with the Vernal Equinox, and the term bihu is 
traced to the Sanskrit visuvan meaning equinox. Rongali bihu 
is a national festival of  the Assamese, and has nothing much to 
do with religion. 

Rongali bihu begins on the last day of  the Assamese 
month of  Chot with a sort of  cattle worship. Early morning, 
children and women prepare pieces of  bottle gourd, brinjal, 
bitter gourd and turmeric and fix them on three-pronged 
bamboo sticks. They also apply a paste of  ‘mati-maah’ (kind of  
lentils and pulses) and turmeric on the foreheads and horns of  
the cattle as also mustard oil on the horns; rub the remaining 
portion of  the paste on their own bodies, and then take the 
cattle to the nearby river or pond for a ceremonial wash. On 
the way they sing songs wishing a long life and good health 
to the cattle and throw the pieces of  gourds and brinjals at 
them. They also strike the cattle with branches of  ‘dighlati’ and 
‘makhiyati’ - two medicinal herbs that keep away flies and pests. 
These rituals, incidentally, are also in vogue in several other 
tribal communities of  the region. 

After bathing the cattle, the old ropes are removed 
through their forelegs, ‘as if  casting off  all evil,’ and the cattle 
are then let loose for the day. The boys, however, bring back 
some pieces of  the gourds and brinjals home, which are fired 
and eaten with the evening meal. All the people apply the 
turmeric and mati-maah paste on their bodies before taking 
a bath, and then either assemble in the village ‘naam-ghar’ 
(community prayer hall) or private ‘gosain-ghar’ (private prayer 

room) to offer prayers to the Gods as well as respect to the 
elders before having a mid-day meal of  ‘chira’ (pressed rice), 
curd, ‘pitha’ (kind of  rice cakes) etc. The cattle are given new 
ropes and sanctified with ‘tulasi’ (basil) leaves in the evening, 
while the cowshed is fogged by burning paddy chaff  and some 
strong-smelling herbs to chase away flies and mosquitoes. 

The next day - the first day of  Bohag and the New Year - is 
called Manuh bihu, meant for the overall well being of  human 
beings. People pay respect to elders, exchange newly woven 
gamochas (woven Assamese towels), and enjoy chira, pitha and 
other delicacies. Menfolk gather at the village naam-ghar and 
sing ‘huchari’ - community songs in praise of  nature. Groups 
of  young men also go from house to house to sing huchari 
and dance to the music of  the ‘dhol’ (drum), ‘taal’ (cymbals), 
‘takaa’ (bamboo clappers) and other indigenous instruments. 
For individuals, it is obligatory to secure the blessings of  the 
huchari, which itself  is considered a symbol of  the community. 

The dance that young men (and nowadays also young 
women; till 50 or 60 years ago, young girls or women used to 
sing and dance during bihu in jungles or by the riverside, away 
from male eye) and women perform during bihu has a few 
fixed patterns, with pioneer folklore scholar, Praphulladatta 
Goswami saying it also has a sexual bias, thus indicating its 
association with some ancient springtime fertility cult. To 
quote from Goswami, “The dancers at first keep their hands 
on their hips, then sway their trunks, gradually opening out the 
arms and vigorously pushing out the pelvic region as well as 
the breasts. Even the male dancer exhibits a similar form. The 
steps are simple and seem to be unstudied, but the movement 
of  the hips, the swaying arms and the protruding breasts easily 
catches the eye of  the onlooker. The dance is rhythmic and 
invigorating.” 
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The following is a list of bird species in and around Raj Bhavan, Guwahati

Scientific name Common english name
Megalaima virens Great Barbet
Megalaima asiatica Blue-throated Barbet
upupa epos Common Hoopoe
Alcedo atthis Common Kingfisher
Cuculus micropterus Indian Cockoo
Eudynamys scolopacea Asian Koel
Apus affinis House Swift
Glaucidium radiatum Jungle Owlet
Streptopelia chinensis Spotted Dove
Actitis hypoleucos Common Sandpiper
Vanellus duvaucelii River Lapwing
Milvus migrans Black Kite
Spilornis cheela Crested Serpent Eagle
Garrulus glandarius Eurasian Jay
Pericrocotus flammeus Scarlet Minivet
Dicrurus leucophaeus Ashy Drongo
Dicrurus aeneus Bronzed Drongo
Copsychus saularis Oriental Magpie Robin
Delichon desypus Asian Horse Martin

Scientific name Common english name
Motacilla alba White Wagtail
Phalacrocorax niger Little Cormorant
Nycticorax nycticorax Night Heron
Ardeola grayii Indian Pond Heron
Bubulcus (ibis) coromandus Eastern Cattle Egret
Ardea (cinerea) cinerea Grey Heron
Pycnonotus cafer Red-vented Bulbul
Acridotheres tristis Common Myna
Passer domesticus indicus Indian Sparrow
Passer montanus Tree Sparrow
Corvus splendens House Crow
Corvus macrorhynchos Jungle or Large-billed Crow
Dendrocitta vagabunda Indian or Rufous Tree-Pie
Sturnus contra Pied Myna
Acridotheres fuscus Jungle Myna
Nectarina asiatica Purple Sun-Bird
Oriolus xanthomus Black-headed or Black-hooded 

Oriole
Leptoptilos dubius Adjutant Stork
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