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table land of Assam with its two adjacent districts
Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri of West Bengal, and to
the elevated regions of Malabar coast and Nilgiri
regions of South India.

The origin of tea plantation in India can be
traced as back as to 1774. At that time when China

tea seeds began to arrive in India, Warren
Hastings, the then Governor General of India,
 made a selection of them and sent to George
Bogle, British emissary in Bhutan. No practical
results, however, followed.

In 1815 Colonel Latter noticed the tea drin
king habits of Assam tribes, and in 1816 the

 British resident at Kathmandu in Nepal sent to
Calcutta what he described as a tea plant. Very
surprisingly, it took some 18 years for the
recognition of this Assam tea to be genuine and
indigenous variety. This probably leads some
people to claim that the home of this shrub is the
province of Assam from where it spread to China
in the 3rd century A. D., and to Europe by the
Dutch and to England around 1645 (Seligman
1957). It may be relevantly noted here that the

 hills and forest of Assam (in places like Sadiya,
Dibrugarh, Lakhimpur, Sibsagar, Jorhat, Golag-
hat, Tezpur, Mongoldoi, etc.) has wild tea plants
since long. The Singphos used to call it fanpe, and
the English called it tea (the word tea originates
probably from the Chinese thea, some maintain
that in China it was called cha or tscha). It is said
that in Assam the use of tea liquor as medicine in
cold and fever was in practice long before. The
first tea plantation in Assam in an organized way,
however, was established in 1837, at Cha-Bua
(place where tea was planted) in Dibrugarh
district.

By today, there are some 753 (1976) tea
plantations in Assam with a total annual yield of
299,100,000 kg of tea (1978).

The labour force: Tea industry is a labour-
intensive industry, and at present (1975), the
average number of labourers employed in Assam

 tea plantations in a day is more than 450,000.
In the early days, all the efforts to expand tea

industry in Assam had been checked and baffled
by the want of labourers. In the first half of the
19th century, in the clearings of the lands now
occupied by the Assam tea plantations, the local
peoples were reluctant to take employment as

they enjoyed an almost self-sufficient economy,
and as their socio-cultural background impeded
them to work as tea labourer. Besides, the British
planters might also have been reluctant to employ
the willing local peoples. Because, the uprooted
labour was obviously far more easy to control and
exploit.

Consequently, the labourers were recruited
from various cultural, linguistic, and ethnic her
itages from other provinces. Different groups
were recruited from different places, e.g., the
Munda and Gond from Bihar; Santal, Tanti, and
Bhumij from Bengal and Bihar; Oraon from Bihar
and Orissa; Savara from Bengal, Bihar, and
Orissa; Goala from Bengal, Bihar, Orissa, and
Madhya Pradesh; Lohar from Bihar, Orissa,
Madhya Pradesh, and Uttar Pradesh; Khond from
Andhra Pradesh; and Boya from Tamil Nadu.
Desperate poverty of the countryside probably
made available this supply of huge labour group.
All these peoples were branded as “Coolie,” and
the world at large also recognizes them according
ly and not by their group affiliation. The word
“Coolie” is, however, now considered derogato
ry and has been replaced in official documents by
the term mazdoor, i.e., labourer.

In the beginning, a good number of people
suffered from mal-adjustment, some of them died,
others went back home after the expiry of the
contracted period, and still others fled away
before the expiry of that period. A major section
of the groups, however, survived that stage and
had gradually settled in the new habitat, in a new
economy, and far remote from their original
home.

Recruitment of labourers from other provin
ces through various means continued from 1841
till 1953. In 1953 the question of recruitment of

 labour in Assam was raised from a wholly
different angle. The Government of Assam,
seriously perturbed at the growth of unemplo
yment and at the shortage of food stuffs, sugges
ted that recruitment of labour from outside the

 state should be curtailed or discontinued, and that
attempts should be made to induce labour from
over-laboured estates to transfer to estates requir
ing additional labour. The Indian Tea Associ
ation, while not sanguine as to the results of such a
scheme, shared the Government’s wishes and
offered to cooperate in it. But it was soon realized


