CHAPTER 1

PHYSICAL ASPECTS

THE country dealt with in this volume, though only
one-ninth of the total area of India, is nearly as extensive
as the German Empire, while its population is considerably
more than a quarter of that of the whole Indian Empire.
It includes : (@) The Presidency of Bengal, with an area
of 84,092 square miles and a population of 46,305,642
persons. It is somewhat smaller than Great Britain, but
contains nearly a million more inhabitants than the
whole of the British Isles. (b) The Province of Bihar
and Orissa, which extends over 111,829 square miles and
has 38,435,293 inhabitants. Its area is a little greater
than that of Italy, while it is only a little less populous
than France. (¢) The State of Sikkim, a small and sparsely
populated country, with an area of 2818 square miles and
a population of 87,920 persons.

The name Bengal has at different periods borne very
different meanings.” Under the Muhammadan rule it
designated the Bengali-speaking area in the alluvial
basins of the Ganges and Brahmaputra, of which the
limits roughly corresponded with those of the modern
Presidency. Under British dominion its significance was
changed. The term “Bengal Establishment™ was applied
to all the settlements of the East India Company in north-
eastern India, from Balasore in Orissa to Patna in the
heart of Bihar. These were grouped together in the
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smaller area, as shown in the map on page 158, but this
arrangement did not last long, for in 1912 the Presidency
of Bengal was created. The opportunity was taken to
revive the old official designation of Fort William in
Bengal, but it is usually called Bengal, and in ordinary
speech the name of Fort William is only applied to the fort
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Fig. 1. Skeleton Map of Districts and States

in Calcutta. In this volume the name Bengal refers solely
to the newly created Presidency.

Bengal lies between the twenty-second and twenty-
seventh parallels of north latitude, while its limits east and
west lie between the eighty-seventh and ninety-third
degrees of east longitude. It stretches from the Himalayas
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to the sea, being bounded on the north by the Himalayan
countries of Nepal, Bhutan and Tibet, while its southern
coast is washed by the waters of the Bay of Bengal.
To the east lie Assam and Burma, and on the west it is
bounded by Bihar and Orissa. Nearly the whole of it is a
fertile alluvial plain watered by the Ganges and Brahma-
putra and by their numerous tributaries and effluents.
For thousands of square miles neither a hill nor a rock can
be seen, nor can even a stone be found in the silt-formed
soil. Far different is the appearance of this deltaic
country from that of the alluvial river-plains to the north-
west. “ The air is now languorous and vapour-laden, the
vegetation luxuriant and tropical. The firm grey plain
of wheat and millets and sugarcane, dotted with clumps
of park-like trees, gives place to rice swamps and bamboos,
palm and plantain.” Though there is a gradual rise of
level to the north, it is so small as to be imperceptible.
Calcutta, 86 miles from the sea, is only 18 to 21 feet above
mean sea level, and Siliguri, at the foot of the Himalayas
over 300 miles from Calcutta, has an elevation of only
400 feet. There are, moreover, scarcely any ridges or
marked undulations to break the uniformity of the level
flats.  Monotony therefore is the defect of the scenery.
At the same time, the monotony of the scenery is relieved
by the prodigality of nature. Heat and humidity produce
a prolific vegetation. The eye accustomed to the sunbaked
plains of northern India is soothed by perennial turf and
the fresh greenness of the countryside ; while scattered
homesteads, nestling in thickets of bamboos, palms,
plantains and evergreen plants, have a certain quiet charm
of their own.

With the exception of some small areas to the extreme
north and south-east, which will be described later, the
whole country is remarkably homogeneous. Certain
natural divisions are, however, recognized, the difference
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between which depends mainly on the extent to which the
process of land-making by the great rivers is in progress,
is gradually disappearing or has altogether ceased. The
first is North Bengal, which lies from west to east, between
Purnea and the Brahmaputra and, from north to south,
between the lower spurs of the Himalayas and the Ganges.
The country slopes gradually southwards in a wide
alluvial plain, watered by rivers debouching from the
Himalayas, and broken only by the Barind. This is a
comparatively high belt of older formation on the con-
fines of Dindjpur, Malda, Rajshahi and Bogra ; it is still
in many places covered with brushwood jungle, inter-
spersed with large trees, the remains of an extensive forest.
North Bengal has been subject to great fluvial changes.
The Tista river once flowed through its centre to meet the
Ganges, but in 1787 it changed its course and broke into
another channel by which it found its way to the Brahma-
putra. Owing to the vagaries of this torrential river, the
country is seamed with silted channels.

West Bengal is the country to the west of the Bhagir-
athi and Hooghly rivers, which stretches from the Bay of
Bengal to the fringe of the Chota Nagpur plateau. It
includes two distinct zones, one a semi-aquatic rice plain,
the other a rolling upland country, which lies outside the
true delta. The former, which comprises the districts
of Hooghly and Howrah and the east of Burdwan, Midna-
pore and Bankura, is a low-lying delta formed by the
Bhagirathi, Damodar, Ajay and Rupnarayan rivers
Between the rivers the surface sinks into basins, some of
which are only a few feet above mean sea level. To the
west a hard ferruginous soil takes the place of the deltaic
detritus, and wide expanses of scrub jungle are found
instead of the closely tilled fields of the eastern lowlands,
In the north-western corner the poverty of the soil is com-
pensated by richness of mineral resources, which have
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made this part of West Bengal a hive of industry, It is
here that the Raniganj coal-field is situated, while the
iron-ore and clays found in close proximity to the coal
measures partly feed the blast furnaces at Barakar and
the pottery works at Raniganj.

In Central Bengal, lying between the Bhagirathi on
the west and the Padma and Madhumati on the north-east
and east, we enter on a typical delta, in which the process’
of land formation has nearly entirely ceased. Nowhere
higher than 7o feet above sea level, its elevation sinks in
the south to between 10 and 20 feet. The greater portion
has now been raised, by the deposit of silt, to a height
which ensures it against inundation, but at the same time
prevents it from receiving the fertilizing layer that the
floods formerly left behind them. It is a land of dead and
dying rivers—to use the expressive Indian terms—of low
rice plains and swamps (called bils), which will never be
filled in because the rivers no longer distribute the silt-
laden waters of the Ganges, being locked into their
channels by the high banks of silt which they have de-
posited. Engineering skill has, however, shown that even
the morasses can be made available for tillage and human
habitation. In the 24-Parganas district the Magra Hat
drainage scheme has recently reclaimed a swampy area
of 290 square miles, where formerly the inhabitants were
said to be “inured to a semi-amphibious life by a long
course of preparation resulting in the survival of the
fittest.” There is one large but shallow lake, called the
Salt Water Lake, which extends over 30 square miles in
the vicinity of Calcutta.

Eastern Bengal, lying to the east of the Padma and the
Madhumati, is the united delta of the Ganges and Brahma-
putra, in which the creative energies of those great rivers
have full and free play. It is a fertile semi-aquatic plain,
rich in crops of rice and jute, and covered by a network of
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rivers, streams and creeks. Boats take the place of carts,
the waterways serve as roads. The land is subject to
annual inundation and silt fertilization. The slope of
the country is away from and not towards the chief rivers,
and the water in the minor channels flows from and not
towards the main streams. In the rains a volume of
turgid water spreads itself over the country; low-lying areas
are inundated to a depth of 8 to 14 feet, the water covering

Fig. 2. A Bengal Bil

everything but the river banks and the artificial mounds
on which the houses are built. Strange as it may appear,
this is the healthiest part of Bengal and the land is thickly
populated, the density in some parts being over 1000 per
square mile.

The level is only broken by a low tableland in the
north-east, called the Madhupur Jungle, which, as its
name implies, was formerly covered with forest. Its
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or to school, without wading, swimming or travelling in
or on something that can float. This expression is
used advisedly, for the people by no means confine
themselves to boats. For minor excursions rafts made
of plantain trees are much in vogue or circular earthen-
ware pipkins, more difficult of navigation than a
coracle. A visitor to one of these hamlets in the rains
may see a grey-bearded patriarch swimming towards
him from the fields and may be asked for alms by an old
woman standing in water breast-high amongst the jute
plants.”

From the preceding pages it will be seen that the
greater part of Bengal is a delta in various stages of
formation. The process is connected with great changes
in the lower course of the Ganges, which have taken
place within historic times. Formerly the main body
of its waters flowed southwards to the sea through the
Bhagirathi, but as this channel silted up, the main
stream made its way into other distributaries, moving
further and further eastward until it found an outlet
in the Padma, as the present main stream is called.
The effect of its movements on the land surface is lucidly
described by that eminent geologist, the late Dr Thomas
Oldham, whose description throws such light on the
physical geography of Bengal, that it may be quoted
m extenso. '

“I suppose no one will hesitate to acknowledge that
the whole of the country lying between the Hooghly on
the west and the Meghna on the east is only the delta
caused by the deposition of the debris carried down by
the rivers Ganges and Brahmaputra, and their tributaries.
It is also equally well known that in such flats the streams
are constantly altering their courses, eating away on one
bank and depositing on the other, until the channel in
which they formerly flowed becomes choked up, and the
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eastwards was allowed to be sufficiently slow to admit of
the gradual filling in of the country adjoining, the delta
was formed continuously up to the same general level,
and the larger streams or channels, passing through this
flat to the sea, became unavoidably diminished in size
and in the quantity and force of the water they carried,
the main body passing around further to the east and
having its course in the channels successively formed
there,”

The southernmost portion of the delta goes by the name
of the Sundarbans, meaning literally the forests of sundr:
trees (Heritiera littoralis). The area so designated is 6500
square miles in extent, or about half the size of Holland.
It stretches for nearly 200 miles along the Bay of Bengal,
and its average breadth inland is from 60 to 8o miles. It
is sometimes depicted as a desolate region, half-land half-
water, a labyrinth of interminable forest and swamp,
devoid of human habitation. This is no longer the case
with the northern portion, where the morasses have been
converted into fertile rice fields. The jungle is, moreover,
being steadily pushed back and the margin of cultivation
extending southward. Its spread is conditional on the
eradication of jungle, the construction of dams and dykes
to keep out salt water, a rainfall sufficient to wash the
salt out of the soil, and last, but not least, a supply of
drinkable water—that first essential of human settlement
It need not be altogether fresh, for the people seem to
get inured to brackish water, which they drink regularly,
without any apparent evil consequences: in many parts
fresh water is more difficult to get than food. The southern
portion of the Sundarbans is still a network of tidal
waters, sluggish rivers, inosculating creeks and forest-
clad islands. No less than 2000 square miles are under
forest, the most plentiful and important species being
the sundri. It is “a sort of drowned land, covered with
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more above one’s head, and there is a luxuriant under-
growth of matted cane brakes, bamboo thickets, etc.
Further into the plains the forest growth is replaced by
savannahs, reedy flats and grassy plains with grass
growmg 20 feet high, through which one can scarcely force
one’s way unless on an elephant

In Jalpaiguri this Tarai country is known as the Duars,

Fig. 3. In the Tarai

or more strictly the Western Duars, as it is the western
portion of the Bhutan Duars, or doors of Bhutén, a tract
that was annexed from Bhutdn in 1865. This sub-
montane region has an average breadth of 22 miles and a
total area of nearly 2000 square miles, of which a quarter
is still under forest. In the north a series of wooded
plateaux, rising to between 1200 and 1500 feet high, form
a connecting link between the hills and the plains. Their
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soil, climate and rainfall (which reaches 180 inches in
the year), are all well adapted to the growth of the tea
plant, the cultivation of which is carried on in a chain of
tea-gardens. The land at the foot of these plateaux,
which fifty years ago was under heavy grass and reed
jungle, has now been brought under the plough and yields
magnificent crops of rice, jute and tobacco .

Sikkim presents the most extraordinary contrasts
within its narrow limits. Its mountains tower up far
above the snow line, reaching an altitude of 28,146 feet in
Kinchinjunga on the western boundary. The valleys
between them descend to a minimum level of little more
than 700 feet. Every variety of climate and vegetation is
found—tropical, temperate and Alpine. On the higher ele-
vations is perennial snow. In the lower valleys a tropical
vegetation runs riot in a steamy hot-house atmosphere.
The rainfall in the south is heavy, averaging 133 inches in
the year at Gangtok, but in some of the valleys to the
north it falls to 2o inches or less.  Itisaland of stupendous
heights and depths; but what perhaps most strikes the
ordinary traveller, who has to keep below the snow line,
is the peculiar V-shaped valleys with steep and often
precipitous slopes. The rivers at their base run in deep
ravines, the ascent from which is almost precipitous for
the first few hundred feet. So narrow and deeply cut
are their channels, that though their roar may be heard
from afar, the stream itself is often invisible until within
a few hundred yards.

The population is practically confined to the ridges,
slopes and valleys below 7000 feet, that being the highest
level at which maize, the staple food of the people, will
ripen. In addition to maize, millets and pulses are
extensively cultivated, while rice is raised on the slopes
below 4000 feet. Irrigation being essential to rice culti-
vation, and there being no such thing in the country as








