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Guwahati – in the past known as Pragjyotishpura – is unique in both its history and present-day. This 
city has found mention not only in the epics, but also in the travelogue of Hiuen Chang, the great 
Chinese traveller. Over the centuries, the city has metamorphosed from a sleepy little village to a large 
metropolis, intriguing and fascinating both visitors and citizens alike. Cradled in the banks of the 
mighty Brahmaputra, this city displays great natural beauty coupled with a really unique cosmopolitan 
citizenry. Being the gateway to the entire North East India, Guwahati has displayed phenomenal growth 
and has welcomed everyone into its fold.

Recognised by history as a great seat of learning, Guwahati has emerged as the fulcrum around which 
the lives and culture of the region thrive. A vibrant city, with a past to be proud of, must tell its story 
to the rest of the world. That is the sentiment behind this humble effort on our part. This book is not 
aimed at being a record of the history of Guwahati, but an attempt at throwing a little light on many 
little known facts about the city.

Our endeavour is to appeal to the curious reader and to present facts in an easily readable, short, and 
appealing manner supported by available photographs. We sincerely hope that the result of our efforts 
will appeal to your sensitivity and will pass the test of your judgement. Our efforts were more than 
adequately supported by the team at Exclusive Advertising Private Limited, and Sri Samudra Gupta 
Kashyap and Sri Rahul Karmakar – both well-known journalists and authors. What followed was many 
brainstorming sessions and hectic activity collecting material, photographs and designing this coffee 
table book. This was not so small a task, as the biggest challenge was putting great stories and facts in 
small paragraphs while ensuring that vital facts do not get omitted, nor does the book turn out to be 

your hands, we eagerly await, albeit with trepidation, your appreciation of our efforts.

It would be amiss if I did not gratefully acknowledge the time and energy devoted by Sri V B Pyarelal 

book and provided many invaluable inputs. Sri Kumudeswar Hazariaka, who is now Guwahati’s own 
historian, also made a great contribution by sharing his vast knowledge about this city.

I also take this opportunity to put on record the keen interest in this tiny endeavor of ours displayed by 
the Hon’ble Chief Minister, Assam Sri Tarun Gogoi and the valuable ideas given to us many times by the 
Hon’ble Minister, GDD, Smti. Ajanta Neog. Capt. Robin Bordoloi, Chairman, GMDA always encouraged 
us to continue with the project with his inspiring words.

 Dr. M. Angamuthu
 CEO, GMDA
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Guwahati evolved from a prehistoric demon kingdom 
and centre of astral enlightenment to a strategic British 
base and hub of Northeast India

LUMINOCITY
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IN 1954, music maestro Bhupen Hazarika composed 
Jilikabo Luitore paar (It will illuminate the banks of 
river Brahmaputra), the anthem of Gauhati University. 
The words were as much about Assam’s future of 

enlightenment as they were about Guwahati’s illustrious past. 
Arguably, India’s oldest surviving city after Varanasi in Uttar Pradesh, 
Guwahati was the capital of the Kamarupa kingdom in its earlier 
avatar as Pragjyotishpura or City of Oriental Astrology. It was also 
called Durjeya (impregnable). The city today extends beyond the 
swathes Pragjyotishpura stood on eons ago, is one of India’s fastest 
growing cities and the commercial, education, healthcare and 
communication hub of the Northeast.

The oldest part of the city – Fancy Bazar, Panbazar, Paltanbazar and 
Uzanbazar – form the core around which Guwahati has expanded 
on the southern bank of river Brahmaputra. The most important 
corridor southward from the city centre is the Guwahati Shillong 
Road stretching 11km to Khanapara. Dispur, the capital complex since 
1972, is situated on this stretch, as is Ganeshguri, a major market. 
The 25km corridor westward of the city centre along Mahatma 
Gandhi Road – equivalent of Mumbai’s Marine Drive – takes one 
to Kamakhya temple, headquarters of Northeast Frontier Railway 
(Maligaon), Saraighat Bridge linking Guwahati terrestrially to the 
country beyond, Indian Institute of Technology (North Guwahati), 
Gauhati University (Jalukbari), Deepor Beel wetland and Lokapriya 
Gopinath Bordoloi International Airport. The third major corridor 
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State Assam
Region Lower Assam
District Kamrup Metropolitan district
Geographical Coordinates 26°11’0”N, 91°44’0”E
Governing & Planning Bodies GMDA, GMC
Metropolitan City Area 556 km2 (215 sq mi)
Elevation 55.5 m (182.1 ft)
Population (2001 Census) 1,067,400
Population (2012 estimated) 1,498,659

Density 2,700/km2 (7,000/sq mi)
Major Languages Assamese, English, Hindi and Bengali
Time Zone IST (UTC +5:30)
Airport Lokapriya Gopinath Bordoloi International Airport
Railhead Guwahati Railway Station

Precipitation 353.6 millimetres (13.92 in)
Avg. high temperature 25 °C (~77 °F)
Avg. low temperature 11 °C (~52 °F)

Guwahati at a glance



13F o r e v e r
Guwahati

Chandmari and an army cantonment at Narangi. The fourth one, 
RG Baruah Road, is from Chandmari to Ganeshguri and boasts of 
the Assam State Zoo.

The newest corridor – and fastest developing – is along National 
Highway 37 (Asian Highway 1) on the southern part of the city 
from Khanapara to Jalukbari. The Inter-State Bus Terminus, 
Maniram Dewan Trade Centre, Balaji Temple and a modern sports 
complex (Sarusajai) is along this corridor. 

These corridors fall within the 328 sq km area that the Guwahati 
Metropolitan Development Authority administers. The older 
Guwahati Municipal Corporation covers an area of 216 sq km. 

A city of 1,498,659 people (2011 census) at 182.1 ft above sea level, 
Guwahati derives its name from ‘guwa’ (fermented areca nut) and 
‘hati’ (locality) though some go by ‘haat’ (marketplace). Prior to 
the 1980s, the city was spelt Gauhati. The city is also woven around 
nine reserve forests and two wildlife sanctuaries housing at least 
24 species of mammals including elephants, tigers, and leopards 
and 500 species of birds.Guwahati today is more than just Assam’s 
principal city. It is the access to six sister states in Northeast India 
and a cultural-commercial bridge to Southeast Asia as envisaged 
by New Delhi’s Look East Policy. To quote Bhupen Hazarika, the 
city is indeed destined to jilikabo Luitore paar.

Map of Guwahati

THE MAP IS INDICATIVE ONLY. NOT TO SCALE.
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Lord Krishna’s halt, kingdom of demons, Chinese 
traveller’s destination, war zone – ancient and medieval 
Guwahati was action-packed

BEFORE the British

MYTHOLOGY SIRED Guwahati, and partly 
responsible was the watery son of a Hindu 
God.

The Kalika Purana says Lord Brahma, father of 
river Brahmaputura, made the area where the city stands 
today his base to create the stars and planets. The place 
thus came to be known as Pragjyotishpura, where prag 
means eastern, jyotish astrology and pura habitation or 
city. The Navagraha (Nine Planets) temple atop Chitrachal 
Hills in the heart of the city – one of only two in India – 

name. 

Lord Krishna, reincarnation of Lord Vishnu, made 
Guwahati his halt too. He passed through thrice, once to 
marry Rukmini, daughter of king Bhismaka. On another 
occasion, he came to crush the demon Naraka after Indra, 
the king of gods, complained that Naraka had stolen his 
wife Aditi’s earrings and had kept 16,000 girls including 
Apsaras (celestial dancers) captive.

Lord Shiva, the third of the Hindu Holy Trinity along with 
Brahma and Vishnu, also has a connection with the city. 
A part of the dismembered body of His wife Parvati, who 
died at her father Daksha’s place, fell on Nilachal Hills. 
Moreover, Kama, the God of Love, got back his rupa or 
form near the city after Shiva had reduced him to ashes. 
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CHINA connection
THE KALIKA Purana says Lord Brahma made the city his halt to create 
Venus, the eastern star, and the other stars and planets. This made the 
city an eastern centre for astrology (jyotish shastra), the hub being 
Navagraha Temple. In this light, British historian EA Gait referred 

to Pragjyotishpura as the City of Eastern Astrology. An almanac – 
Pragjyotish Panjika – based on this tradition of astrology continues to 
be the most authentic and popular today. 

Astrology apart, Pragjyotishpura has a Chinese connection. Historian 
RM Nath wrote that a group of people called Chao Theius migrated 
from China to India to be known as Zuthis. A branch of this community 
moved to Assam to be called Prag Zuthis, and the place they inhabited 
became Pragzuthispur. Another account says Pragjyotisha might have 
been derived from the Austric phrase Pagar-jo-tich meaning ‘a region of 
extensive hills’.
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The area where Kama was reborn became Kamarupa and the demon Naraka 
its king. The Kalika Purana says Pragjyotishapura was the capital city of 
Naraka’s kingdom of Kamarupa and of Ghataka, the lord of the Kiratas, 
before him. It further says the city was well protected by a quadrangular 
giri-durga (mountain-fort). Naraka is said to have placed four great Asura 
leaders as keepers of four gates of this durga facing the cardinal directions. 
Pragjyotishpura was also lauded as being on par with Indra’s heavenly 
abode.

The Bhagawat Purana too describes Pragjyotishpura as a city made 
inaccessible by hills and well-trained soldiers armed with all kinds of weapons. 
The hill and wetland-ringed fortress that the city was, earned it the name 
Durjeya (impregnable). But history – mythology too – is vague about the 
Durjeya phase.

ANCIENT 
atelier
IT WAS to have been the site 
for the Reserve Bank of India’s 

that removed earth at Ambari 
for the bank building to be 
erected in the late 1960s struck 
some relics. The accidental 

that Guwahati was an ancient 
centre of various forms of art, 
especially sculpture. And it led 
to the shifting of the RBI project 
to its present location near the 
Guwahati Railway Station. 

Three rounds of excavations 
– from 1969-71, 1987-88 and 
1988-89 – led to the discovery 
of 301 sculptures from two 

7th to 12th century and the 
second from 13th to 17th century. 
Experts later concluded that 
Ambari housed an ancient 
atelier or art studio that was 
the epicentre of the Kamarupa 
School of Art.
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Naraka and his successors ruled from Pragjyotishpura for centuries. The epic 
Mahabharata refers to Naraka as Bhauma, son of Bhoomi or Earth sired by one avatar 
of Vishnu (Varaha) and killed by another (Krishna). Later, Krishna made Bhagadatta, 
the eldest of Naraka’s four sons, the king. Bhagadatta sided with the Kauravas in the 
Kurukshetra war as Duryodhana, the eldest Kaurava, was said to be his son-in-law. 

History took over from mythology with Pusya Varman founding the Varman dynasty 
in the 4th century. The most illustrious king of this dynasty was Bhaskar Varman 
(594-640 AD) a.k.a. Kumar Raja for ascending the throne at a very young age and 
remaining a bachelor. He transformed Kamarupa into a major political power by 
forging an alliance with northern Indian emperor Harshavardhan.

Bhaskar Varman’s reign was marked by the visit of Chinese scholar and pilgrim Hiuen 
Tsang. In his account Si-yu-ki, Hiuen Tsang said the Varman kingdom was 1,700 miles 
in circumference and its capital Pragjyotishpura was some six square miles. He said 
the kingdom was a centre of learning, and that the local language was similar to 
Mythili of present-day Bihar. 
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Since Bhaskar Varman did not have an heir, a kin assumed the title 
Salastambha to usher in another dynasty that ruled for 350 years and moved 
the capital to Hatappesvara, which is in modern Tezpur town. Tyag Singha, 
the last Salastambha king died childless. Brahma Pal, chosen king by the 
people, then started the Pal dynasty. Pragjyotishpura subsequently lost its 
sheen as the political centres kept shifting. 

The Gazetteer of Bengal and North-East India (1905) by BC Allen, EA Gait 
and others however notes: “History after Bhagadatta is uncertain, but in the 
16th century it was included in the Koch kingdom. In the 17th century it was 
the sport of the armies of Muhammadans and Ahoms, and within 50 years 
was taken and retaken eight times. In 1681, the Muhammadans were driven 
out of Kamrup and from that time onward Gauhati became the residence 
of the Ahom Governor (Viceroy or Bar Phukan, as WW Hunter says in his 
Statistical Account of Assam, 1897) of Lower Assam. In 1786, when Rangpur 
was captured by the Moamarias, the Ahom Raja transferred his capital 
to Gauhati... By the end of 18th century, Gauhati had fallen from its high 
estate.”

The ‘high estate’, historians and archaeologists believe, had developed in 
Assam – Guwahati its epicentre – from 12,000 BC to 5,000 BC. The theory 
was based on Stone Age relics found in the Garo Hills, now in Meghalaya, 

ancient Sanskrit scriptures refer to Pragjyotishpura as a well-planned area 
with rajamarga or highways. 

Historians also believe Pragjyotishpura originally stood on the northern bank 
of the Brahmaputra, but was relocated southwards after the river changed 
its course. Some say Sthiravarman (566-590 AD), a descendant of Naraka, 
constructed the new city. Others assert Pragjyotishpura was located where 
the modern capital complex of Dispur is.

According to one, abundant betel (guwa) groves in some localities or hati 
(in old Kamrupi language) gave the place its name. Another refers to haats 
or markets where guwa used to be traded in large quantities along with paat, 
muga and eri, the three rich indigenous silks still being produced. 

A third theory is that the city had numerous caves – guha – around the 
hatis, the most important being the garbha griha or sanctum sanctorum of 
Kamakhya temple. The hills in and around Guwahati abound in caves even 
today.

Whatever the premise, few dispute Guwahati’s rise like the proverbial 
Phoenix after British troops occupied it on 28 March 1824.
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The Battle of Saraighat is unmatched in history

ASSAM’S Trafalgar
GUWAHATI WAS the theatre of arguably 
the greatest freshwater naval battle in 1671. 
The city also showed the world, between 
1667 and 1671, how the Assamese unleashed 

commandoes and blended guerrilla warfare with natural 
elements to defend their territory.

Ikhtiyar ud-din Muhammad bin Bakhtiyar Khalji in 1206. A 
rock inscription at Kanai-barasi-bowa in North Guwahati 

Mughal attack was similarly thwarted in 1615. But the 
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QURBANI quila
GUWAHATI WAS a target of many 
invaders throughout the centuries. But 

– prevented it from being plundered and 

12 garhs or ramparts in and around the 
city. Most were built during the Ahom 
rule, and one of them was the earthen 
Momai-kata Garh. It extended from 
Lankeswar Hill to the Brahmaputra bank 
in a southwest-northeast direction and 
passed through the land the Government 
of Assam allotted to Gauhati University 
after it was established in 1948. The 
rampart was constructed in 1667 under 
orders of Lachit Barphukan, the Ahom 
general entrusted with ousting the 
Mughals from Lower Assam. 

Lachit wanted the rampart to be 
completed before daybreak but during 
a midnight inspection found the work 
was not even halfway through, and the 
soldiers were sitting idle. His maternal 

rampart project, said the soldiers were 
tired and needed a break. Enraged, 

“Deshatkoi momai dangor nahai 
(Maternal uncle is not greater than my 
country).” The soldiers were shaken into 
completing the rampart before dawn. 

this story, but the Mughals eventually 

of an uncle at the quila (fort) they could 
not conquer. 

Lachit’s men had also constructed the 
Lachit Garh at Garchuk to the west of 
Ahomgaon in the south-western part 
of the city. Encroachment has taken 

Fatasil hills southward via Pamohi and 
Moinakhorong. It had been erected to 
deter the Mughal cavalry.

frontier governor, retook Guwahati in 1659. Three years later, Mughal emperor Aurangzeb sent his 
general Mir Jumla on a mission to conquer Assam. 

Mir Jumla accomplished his mission leaving Assam in total disarray. But the resilient Ahoms clawed 
back, and by 1667, found in Lachit Barphukan a general who could outwit the mightier Mughals. Lachit 
and his army sailed down the Brahmaputra and took four Mughal forts east of Guwahati – the main 
township then was on the north bank of the river – but the city appeared impregnable. Conventional 
strategies aside, Lachit used his chor-bachas 
in Guwahati, namely Shahburuz (Manikarneswar hill), Rangmahal and Itakhuli (Sukreswar hill). The 
attacks were launched from the Ahom camp at Latasil. 

Though his army retook Guwahati in November 1667, Lachit foresaw more Mughal onslaughts. 

insects and associated illnesses to beat the Mughals back. His daga juddha (guerrilla tactics) involving 

On 5 August 1669, the Mughals killed about 10,000 Assamese soldiers in the Battle of Alaboi, which 
forced Lachit to take two years to redraw his strategy until the war resumed in early March 1671.

Lachit, camping at Barphukanar Tila (where the old Kamrup DC bungalow is located), was unwell. 
Declining to watch the battle from his sickbed, he boarded a boat with six other war vessels and 
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BATTLE bridge
PRIOR TO 1947, three different railway routes linked the north-eastern region to the 

subcontinent beyond. The access to Kolkata was the railway line via Santahar and 

Parbatipur while the Parbatipur-Katihar route linked northern India. The Upper Assam 

Parbatipur and Santahar railway junctions and Chittagong port went to East Pakistan after 

Partition (1947) and Assam lost its rail link with the rest of India. 

The Assam Rail Link project in 1949 restored some connectivity, but the absence of a 

railway bridge caused a lot of inconvenience. Passengers on the southern bank of the 

Brahmaputra had to get down at Pandu station, cross the river by ferry and catch the train 

on the other side at Amingaon. Some barges with tracks carried the coaches across too. 

The British did plan a railway bridge in 1933 but it remained a non-starter. 

The decision to construct a rail-cum-road bridge near Guwahati was taken in 1958. The 

1.3km bridge was formally inaugurated by Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru on 7 June 

1963 but it was used from October 1962 for transporting soldiers in the wake of the 

Chinese aggression. Named after the Battle of Saraighat (1671) fought on the stretch of the 

river it spans, the birth of this bridge was perhaps destined to be linked with a war on the 

China frontier. 

Soon after its inauguration, the bridge – Guwahati’s lifeline – inspired a few songs. Bhupen 

Hazarika sang Brahamputrar duti paar dalange lag lagale, chandrar bukuloi manuh jaba 

olale... (Brahmaputra’s banks have been bridged, man gets ready to go to the moon) while 

Rudra Barua composed Ashare chakiti jole o Luitot... (The bridge across Luit kindles the 

lamp of hope).

led a counter-attack with the army and navy 
in unison at Saraighat. It was too late before 
the Mughals realized what hit them. Historian 
HK Barpujari wrote: “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.” Another noted 
historian, SK Bhuyan, described Saraighat as 
Assam’s Trafalgar. Ram Singh exited Kamrup 
in April 1671 after hailing Lachit as the greatest 
general and every Assamese as a versatile 
soldier – expert in rowing boats, shooting 
arrows, digging trenches, and wielding guns 
and cannons. 

battle with the Mughals. The Ahoms under 

August 1682.
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Guwahati’s journey to modernity started after its 
occupation by British troops in 1824

RAJ and after
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THE TREATY of Yandaboo (24 February 1826) marked the end 
of the Anglo-Burmese war. It also became a watershed year for 
Guwahati.

The British declared war with Burma in March 1824 at the behest of 
the Ahom king. Their troops pushed the Burmese out and occupied Guwahati on 
28 March 1824. After the Burmese were expelled from the rest of the province 
in 1825, the British divided the Brahmaputra Valley into two administrative 
zones. Captain Adam White of the 49 Regiment was appointed Assistant 
Commissioner of Lower Assam or Western Division under David Scott, who 
was then ‘Agent to the Governor-General on the Northeast Frontier’ as also 
Civil Commissioner for the northeast of Rangpur and Commissioner of Cooch 
Behar. Lt Col Richards was Scott’s counterpart in charge of Eastern or Upper 
Assam, stationed at Rangpur (present-day Sivasagar). Scott was the senior 

khanda’. These terms remained in popular use even after the post of Junior 
Commissioner was abolished in 1826.
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Captain White set up his headquarters in Guwahati, thus bringing 

cum-general during the Ahom rule. Scott made Cherrapunjee his 
headquarters and administered the province from there until his 

Assam, shifted the headquarters to Guwahati three years after 

region from the last Ahom king Purandar Simha, following which 
Guwahati became the administrative headquarters of the whole of 
Assam.

place’ and ‘the unhealthiest station in Assam’. An 1837 report 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’. But “un-healthiness notwithstanding, the 
central position” of Guwahati made Jenkins decide the place was 
ideal to govern the entire province from.

Report on the 
Province of Assam (1853) described the conditions of roads, drains, 

of ‘Gowhatty’ and suggested measures to make the place more 
liveable. A cleaner ambience was necessary, as by early 1853, the 

HUNTER’S handbook
WW Hunter, in his 

1897 Statistical 

Account of Assam, 

described Guwahati 

as the chief town 

and principal civil 

station of Kamrup 

district situated south 

of Brahmaputra 

between north 

and east longitude 

rainfall at Guwahati 

for 11 years 

preceding 1873, 

the account said, 

averaged 70.12 

inches. “In 1874 

and 1875, the average was lower at 39.48in and 54.72in. Prevailing 

winds are from the northeast. The climate has a peculiar effect upon 

Europeans, who generally complain of exceptional languor and debility, 

such as they do not experience in other parts of India. Most trying 

part of the year is the rainy season, which lasts from about April until 

October. The cold weather is very pleasant but is characterised by daily 

occurrence of dense fogs that seldom roll away before 9 or 10 am.”

Present-day Barpeta, Chirang, Nalbari and Baksa districts were 

under Kamrup district then. For statistical purposes, Guwahati with a 

population of 11,492 across an area of 2 square miles was chosen as the 

urban area in Kamrup district while an area of 30 square mile around 

Dharmapur village containing a population of 23,469 was selected 

as the rural area. “In Gauhati, civil surgeon keeps a daily register. The 

 

Rs 5,” Hunter wrote.

He broke up Guwahati’s population as: Hindus 8,794 with males 5,635 

and females 3,159; Muhammadans 2,544 with males 1399, females 

1145; Christians 152 with males 83 and females 69 and others with 

2 males. Population of all denominations is males 7,119 and females 

4,373; total 11,492.
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GREET gateway
FIFTY YEARS before Mumbai sported the Gateway of India in 
1924 on the Arabian Sea coast, Guwahati got the Northbrook Gate 
on the Brahmaputra riverfront. It was erected to commemorate 
the visit of Lord Thomas George Baring Northbrook, who 
was appointed Viceroy of India in February 1872. The gate is 
at Sukreswar Ghat off the point where Ahom general Lachit 
Barphukan had boarded a boat for the Battle of Saraighat against 
the Mughals in March 1671. 

when Lord Northbrook passed through it on 27 August 1874 
but later referred to it as the Gateway of Assam. Nobel laureate 
Rabindra Nath Tagore visited Northbrook Gate in November 
1919, arguably starting the trend of viewing through its arches 
the sun setting on the river. The gate was one of only two concrete 
structures – the other was Mahafezkhana or Record Room close 
by – in Guwahati that survived the massive earthquake of 1897.

the English School had been set up close to Dighalipukhuri.

Around the time Mills came out with his report, the city’s Magistrate 
and Civil Surgeon had already decided to constitute a voluntary 
Town Improvement Committee. However, the local people did 
not welcome the initiative as it would entail taxes for the services 
proposed. This despite 113 citizens submitting a petition on 11 June 
1852 pleading for a municipal board.

In 1846, the Committee did propose to raise a part of its 
improvement funds from taxes on hawkers and traders. Two years 

The formation of the 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 Committee and its 
successor Gauhati Municipal Board, formed in 1853, were tasked 
with generating revenue from the towns of Guwahati and North 
Guwahati. The latter was excluded from the Board’s jurisdiction 
in 1892, reducing its area to just 2.95 square miles comprising by 
and large the localities of Panbazar, Uzanbazar, Fancybazar and 
Paltanbazar. 

In his Statistical Account of Assam (1897), WW Hunter wrote: 
“Gauhati is the only municipality in the district (Kamrup). In 1869-
70 the municipal revenue amounted to £2,884, and the expenditure 
was the same. In 1871, the revenue was £2,364 and the expenditure 
£2,245; incidence of municipal taxation Rs 2.0.10 or 4 shilling 1¼ 
dime per head.”

The British administrators faced an uphill task after the Great 

Gazetteer of Bengal and Northeast India described this earthquake 
as ‘the most noteworthy event’ in Guwahati’s recent history. “It 

building in the place. The town has since been rebuilt, and hardly 
any traces are now to be seen of this great catastrophe,” it said.

Earlier, the headquarters was shifted to Shillong after Assam was 
made a Chief Commissioner’s province in 1874. Lord Curzon in July 
1905 caused the partition of Bengal and created ‘East Bengal and 
Assam’ with Dhaka as capital. In 1911, the partition was revoked 
and the capital of Assam returned to Shillong.  
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GOA-hathi
THE GAZETTEER of Bengal and North-East 
India (1901) explains ‘Goa-hathi’ as ‘highland 
covered with areca-palms’. Hathi means 
elephant, and the deviation from the more 
phonetically correct ‘hati’ (locality) could 
either have been a spelling mistake or an 
inadvertent assertion of the elephantine spell-
trip Assam’s principal city has undergone 
under British rule since 1824. 

Some statistical and historical accounts spelt it 
Gohatti, others Gowhatee and Gowhatti before 

standardised by statistician WW Hunter in A 

Statistical Account of Assam (1879). In his An 

Account of Assam (1800), Dr John Peter Wade 
used ‘Goahawti’. A similarly titled account 
(1820) by historian Francis Hamilton following 
an eight-year tour of Assam since 1809, spelt 
the city as ‘Gohati’ and ‘Gwahatti’. AJ Moffat 
Mills, in his Report on the Province of Assam 

(1853), used ‘Gowhatty’ and ‘Gowahatty’. The 
name was changed to Guwahati in the late 
1980s as per local pronunciation.

The Gauhati Municipal Board started expanding its area from 1916, and by 1939, 
localities like Kukurmuta (today’s Hedayetpur), Rehabari, Santipur, Sarania and 
Ulubari became part of its territory. The Board underwent several changes until the 
Gauhati Municipal Corporation Act was passed in 1969 but it had to wait for almost 

(GMC) was constituted in 1974 with 34 wards. The number of wards rose to 60 as 
it expanded before being reduced to 31. The increase in wards had to do with a 
sudden increase of population between 1972 and 1974.

the United Khasi & Jaintia Hills and Garo Hills districts, necessitating the shift of 
Assam’s capital from Shillong. The search for a new capital ended at Dispur. It was 
a ‘temporary’ arrangement that became ‘permanent’ on 21 November 2004.

Today, Guwahati’s municipal area is 216 sq km and it sustains almost 2 million people 
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WAR cemetery
ADJOINING THE Nabagraha crematorium is the Guwahati 

War Cemetery of World War II vintage maintained by the 

Commonwealth War Graves Commission. This was one 

cemetery among nine such cemeteries in India, which also 

had war graves of Japanese soldiers until Tokyo had the 

remains exhumed and transported to Japan in 2012. Of the 

521 graves, 18 are of unknown soldiers from United Kingdom, 

China, Japan, India, Canada, South Africa and New Zealand. 

every year.

soon after independence with the establishment of a university, 

inaugurated in 1962 – besides other facilities to chase dreams and 

1969 but it became redundant due to the sudden shifting of the 
state’s capital from Shillong. A third Master Plan was adopted in 
1985, which is currently under operation despite various problems. 
GMC and Guwahati Metropolitan Development Authority are two 
agencies operating simultaneously with some functions that appear 
to overlap each other’s activities.

Together, they have made Guwahati one of India’s fastest growing 
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SCOTT & Jenkins
THEY CAME to rule after the 1826 Treaty of Yandaboo and helped 
release Guwahati from its medieval cocoon.

Few post-independence administrators have had the foresight 
and planning David Scott and Col Francis Jenkins possessed. Their 

capabilities gave Guwahati an ideal core area to expand around. 

Scott was appointed Agent to the Governor-General and North-Eastern 

public servant “who had endeared the native population by his impartial 
dispensation of justice and his endeavours to promote their happiness 
and well-being”, he was responsible for the establishment and expansion 

exercised judicial powers similar to those vested formerly on the Barphukan 
of Guwahati by the Ahom administration.

Scott also tried civil cases without involving capital punishment. Adam 
White, in his A Memoir to Late David Scott said 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.” 

Born 1786, Scott died young on 20 August 1831 at Cherrapunjee, now in 
Meghalaya.

for Assam and ‘North-East of Rangpur’ in 1834. Elevated to the rank of 
honorary Major General in 1861, he died in Guwahati on 28 August 1866. 

Scott’s grave and memorial stands intact in Cherrapunjee. But Jenkins’ tomb 
used to be at the place where the Institution of Engineers near the Panbazar 
overbridge stands today.

Guwahati and the Northeast beyond
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FREEDOM frames
Guwahati played a vital role in the national movement 

THE REVOLT against the British began in upper Assam immediately after the East India 

Jorhat Sarbajanik Sabha later (1884) prepared the ground for the nationalist movement 
of the Indian National Congress to take roots in Assam. 

Eminent Guwahati resident Manik Chandra Baruah and others formed the Assam Association in 
1903. It led to the formation of Assam Provincial Congress Committee in 1921. The same year its top 
leaders Nabin Chandra Bardoloi and Tarun Ram Phookan brought Mahatma Gandhi to Guwahati. The 
city was also the birthplace of the Assam Chatra Sanmilan on 25 December 1916, with Sahityarathi 

Gandhiji came from Kolkata by train to Golakganj on 18 August 1921, where Bardoloi received him 
and brought him to Guwahati by another train. Welcome arches were put up all along the route from 
Pandu (where he crossed the Brahmaputra) to Bharalumukh, where he was put up at Phookan’s 
residence. The next day he proceeded to Tezpur, Nagaon, Jorhat and Dibrugarh. Gandhiji’s visit gave 
fresh impetus to the freedom movement in Guwahati and elsewhere in Assam.
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ONLY Ratna
LOKAPRIYA 
GOPINATH 
BARDOLOI (1890–

chief minister of 
Assam, was mainly 
responsible for the 
Northeast – Assam 
was undivided 
then – becoming 
an integral part 
of India after 
partition. He was 

in the true sense a Bharat Ratna, the recognition 
conferred on him almost half a century after he 
died in August 1950. He continues to be the only 
Bharat Ratna from the region.

sports lover, Bardoloi was born at Raha in central 
Assam’s Nagaon district. He served as Assam’s 
Premier twice during a crucial phase of India’s 
freedom movement, and as chief minister was 
responsible for the establishment of Gauhati High 
Court, Gauhati University and Guwahati Medical 
College. 

Bardoloi did his graduation from Scottish Church 
College, post-graduation from Calcutta University 
and passed bar-at-law in 1914. He started his 
career as a schoolteacher but left the job to join 
the Indian National Congress and participate in the 
non-cooperation movement. In 1932, Bardoloi was 
elected chairman of Gauhati Municipal Board

Having prevented the amalgamation of Assam with 
East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), Bardoloi was the 
obvious choice as chief minister of undivided Assam 
after India’s independence. He was also the architect 
of Sixth Schedule that ensures land rights of tribal 
communities in the Northeast.

When the government constituted the Central Legislative Assembly in 1923, 
Phookan – he had initially joined the Swarajya Party within the Congress – was 
among four members from Assam.

Guwahati hosted the 41st session of Indian National Congress in December 
1926, in which the entire pandal was made of khadi cloth collected from across 
the province. While S Srinivasa Iyengar presided over the session, prominent 
among those who attended it included Mahatma Gandhi, Motilal Nehru, Sardar 
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SOLE Sir
LAKHTOKIA 
RESIDENT 
Sir Syed 
Muhammad 
Saadullah 
(1885-1955), 

Premier of 
Assam and a 
member of 
the panel that 

framed the Constitution of India, is the only 
Assamese knighted by the British.

Son of Syed Md Tayebullah, Saadullah hailed 
from Kacharihat village in eastern Assam’s 
Golaghat district. Having attended Sonaram 
High School and Cotton College, he obtained 
a degree in law from Kolkata. He was elected 
chairman of Guwahati Municipality in 1919 
after which he shifted to Kolkata to practice 
law there. But in 1924 he was offered a 
minister’s post by then governor Sir John 
Henry Kerr, which drew him into politics. 

Assembly as a Muslim League nominee. 

Leading a coalition ministry, Saadullah became 
Premier thrice between 1937 and 1946. He 
attended the All India Muslim League meeting 
in Lahore in March 1940 to draft the ‘Pakistan 
Resolution’ and was conferred Knighthood in 
1946. But he later decided to remain in India 
and was made a member of the Constituent 
Assembly. He was also one among the seven-
member (Constitution of India) Drafting 
Committee headed by BR Ambedkar. He 
passed away in 1955 after leading a retired life 
in Guwahati.

Patel, Rajendra Prasad, Madan Mohan Malavya, Muhammad Ali, Shaukat Ali, 
Sarojini Naidu and Maulana Abul Kalam Azad.

them being Gopinath Bardoloi, Bishnuram Medhi, Md Tayebulla, Ambikagiri 
Roychoudhury, Rohini Kumar Choudhury and Siddhinath Sarma. While Pandit 
Jawaharlal Nehru visited Guwahati twice – in 1941 and 1945 – Mahatma Gandhi 
made two more trips to Guwahati, in April 1934 during his Harijan campaign, 
and in January 1946 when he also inaugurated the Kasturba Gandhi National 
Memorial Trust.
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OTHER 
Guwahati
Change in the Brahmaputra’s course 
made North Guwahati lose its ancient 
sheen

HAD THE Brahmaputra not changed its course 
– as is widely believed – today’s Guwahati 
would probably have been a satellite town 
called South Guwahati.

Guwahati extends beyond the Brahmaputra. The part on 
the river’s north bank is called North Guwahati, a satellite 
town of Guwahati that, being a town committee, has an 
identity of its own. It is historically and archaeologically 
as important as Guwahati and was once the main hub of 

along an alignment south of Guwahati. 

North Guwahati has several ancient temples like 
Dirgheswari, Manikarneswar, Rudreswar and 
Aswakranta, as also Auni-ati Satra and Doul Govinda, the 
latter being a very important temple dedicated to Lord 
Krishna.

Kanai Borosi-bowa, on the other hand, is an important 
12th century rock inscription describing the annihilation 
of Turkish invaders led by Ikhtiyar ud-din Muhammad 
bin Bakhtiyar Khalji on the 13th day of Chaitra of the Saka 

invasion of Kamarupa.

North Guwahati, now a major industrial hub, also has the 
country’s sixth Indian Institute of Technology (IIT). High-
end private school chains and a state-of-the-art indoor 
stadium have added to North Guwahati’s value. The 

Auditorium at Amingaon expected to cost Rs 35 crore. 
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Following are the major landmarks of North Guwahati.

Ashwakranta: Also called Ashwaklanta (meaning ‘where tired horses rested’), this temple 
is said to be as sacred as Gaya in Bihar for performing last rites. The temple houses a sacred 
stone said to bear the footprints of Lord Vishnu in his avatar as a tortoise. It also has an idol 
of Vishnu in eternal sleep. Another school of thought says the marks were left behind by 
Lord Krishna’s horses while resting during a bitter war with Kamarupa ruler Naraka. This 
temple atop a hillock attracts many pilgrims during Doul Utsav (March) and Ashokashtami.

Manikarneswar: This unique star-shaped Shiva temple on a hillock at Rajaduar is one of the 
oldest built by the Pala dynasty in the 11th century. It was rebuilt by Rajeswar Simha in 1755. 
A 100 steps lead to this temple complex with a pleasant ambience.

Dirgheswari: Perched on a rocky hill, this is an ancient temple of Goddess Durga. It was 
rebuilt by Ahom king Rajeswar Simha in the 18th century. There are many images of Hindu 
deities engraved on the rocks around. 

Rudreswar: Built by Ahom king Pramatta Simha in the 18th century in honour of his father 
Rudra Simha, this temple is located near Manikarneswar on the site where Rudra Simha was 
cremated.
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Doul Govinda: Situated at Rajaduar, this temple is dedicated to Lord Krishna. The temple was built 150 years ago 
around a deity brought from Nalbari but was renovated in 1966. The temple derives its name from Doul or Holi 
celebrated in March. The fastest way to reach the temple from Guwahati is by a boat across the Brahmaputra. 

IIT Guwahati: Established in 1994, IIT Guwahati campus is on a sprawling 285-hectare plot of land 20 km from 
the heart of Guwahati. With the Brahmaputra on one side, hills and vast open spaces on the other, the campus 
provides an ideal setting for learning. It has 11 departments and three inter-disciplinary academic centres covering 

PhD programmes. The 74,000 square metre academic complex houses the academic departments, centres, their 
laboratories, classrooms, etc. The campus also has a modern computer and communication centre, central library, 
four-hall complex for lectures and a 1,500-capacity auditorium besides food court, shopping complex, gymnasium, 
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RIVER BRAHMAPUTRA is the narrowest at 1.2km in Guwahati, 
the largest city on its banks. The highest recorded discharge 
at this stretch was 72,726cumecs in August 1962 while the 
lowest discharge was 1,757cumecs in February 1968. It also 

carries an average annual suspended load of 400 million metric tons 
(measured near the city).

One of the world’s largest and most unpredictable rivers, the 
Brahmaputra is the fourth among large rivers in terms of average annual 
water discharge. It has a drainage area of 580,000 sq km (50.5% in China, 
33.6% in India, 8.1% in Bangladesh and 7.8% in Bhutan). In India, its basin 
comprises of Arunachal Pradesh (41.9%), Assam (36.3%), Meghalaya 
(6.1%), Nagaland (5.6%), Sikkim (3.8%) and West Bengal (6.3%).

Originating from the lake Mapham Tso – Mansarovar for Indians – at an 
elevation of 5,300 metres in Tibet, the Brahmaputra traverses 1,625 km 

into the Bay of Bengal through a joint channel with the Ganga. 

RIVER sutra
Brahmaputra sustains life in Guwahati

Lauhatiyamatram yekechijjananti tatra wai naraaha |
Te Lauhityasnanaphalam prapnuwanti sunishchitam ||
(One who takes a dip in the Brahmaputra even without knowing about other 

Yah kashchittatra janati teerthanancha visheshataam |
Samavapnoti tatsnanaphalam samyaka narottam ||
(The best of human beings who know about all holy places, shall have all 

– Kalikapurana
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In its birthplace, the Tibetans call it by several names. At the very source it is known as Tamchok-
Khambab, meaning “the river that gushes from the mouth of the horse”. The belief up there is that its 
sands are emeralds, and one who drinks its water is as strong as a horse. In India, a dip in it is said to 
absolve one of sins of three lives. It is known as Yarlung Tsangpo, then Mutsung Tsangpo, Moghung 

In Assam, some call it Lohit (Red River) or Burha Luit (Old Red River). Others call it Dihang, Luit, Bar-
Luit, Siri-Luit and Bar-Noi. In ancient times, it was known as Lauhitya, Hiranyo, Mandakini, Hridini, 
Khatai, Brahmi, Karkaya and Diyame. The Singpho-Mishimi people called it Taluk, while it was known as 
Ti-Lao and Lao-Tu in the Tai and Bodo languages. The Ahoms on the other hand referred to this river as 
Nam-dao-phi, with ‘naam’ standing for water or river, ‘dao’ meaning star and ‘phi’ meaning god – the 
River of the Star God! 

refer to it. They were Bhramapootra, Berhampooter, Bramapootra, Brahmooter, Brahampootra and 
Brahmapootra.
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ASSAM LOST a capital in 1972. It 
gained one too, albeit temporarily.

Shillong was the capital of Assam 
since 1874 barring a brief period 

from 1905 and 1911 when Assam was brought 
under the administration of Dhaka. Less than 25 
years after India’s independence, a statehood 
movement gripped the United Khasi & Jaintia 
Hills and Garo Hills districts of Assam. The 
movement ended when the state of Meghalaya 
was carved out of Assam on 20 January 1972.

This made the Government of Assam look for a 
new capital, and on 21 March 1972 it decided to 
shift its capital out of Shillong. This decision was 
announced during the budget session of the 
State Legislative Assembly on June 7 that year. 
The then Chief Minister, Sarat Chandra Sinha, 
later said: “In view of the urgency, it was also 
announced that the next budget session would 
in nine months’ time be held in the new capital 
to be constructed at Guwahati. Accordingly, 
the session was held from 16 March 1973 in the 
newly constructed capital at Dispur.” 

The arrangement was stated to be ‘temporary’ 
causing more than 20,000 people to suddenly 
shift from Shillong to Dispur. Former chief 
minister and former Tamil Nadu Governor 
Bishnu Ram Medhi laid the foundation stone 
of the ‘temporary’ Assembly on 2 October 1972 

Dispur took 43 years to travel from 
temporary capital to permanent.

POWER centre
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CAPITAL
condensed
SOME SCHOLARS say Dispur, 

Assam’s power centre, stands 

where Pragjyotishpura 

once existed. Others argue 

Narakasuragaon near 

Narakasur Hill on the 

southern part of modern 

Guwahati came up on the 

ruins of Pragjyotishpura. All 

agree that time took Prag 

away from Jyotishpur. Over 

the years, the Dispur area 

turned into a marshy forest 

before people of the Kachari 

community settled there in 

the 19th century and used 

the expanse now covered by 

the capital for agriculture. 

Probably because of their 

pronunciation, Jyotishpur got 

shortened to Dispur.



45F o r e v e r
Guwahati

at Dispur while a ‘temporary’ capital 
complex was set up around the same 
place where Sinha had some Assam-type 
houses built on a war footing. The State 
Secretariat was shifted to Dispur almost 
simultaneously. The Assembly continues 
to exist in a tea warehouse constructed by 

The formal inauguration of Janata Bhavan 

young girls from 10 districts of the state, 
signifying the ten directions. The chief 
guest was Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed, the 
President of India. 

In 1983, the government headed by 
Hiteswar Saikia decided to establish a 
‘permanent’ capital complex and the 
site chosen was Chandrapur on the 
city’s eastern edge. A foundation stone 
was also laid with Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi performing the ritual. But the 
government of Prafulla Kumar Mahanta 
rejected Saikia’s choice of Chandrapur in 
1988 and appointed an expert committee 
headed by Indrajit Barua. The panel 
recommended Silghat in Central Assam 
as the most suitable site for a permanent 
capital. This recommendation was 
overlooked and the government decided 
to stick to Dispur, rather Guwahati. Work 
to replace the ‘temporary’ capital with a 
‘permanent’ one began after Mahanta 
laid the foundation stone on 12 May 1999.  
Prime Minister Dr Manmohan Singh 
formally inaugurated the permanent 
Secretariat on 21 November 2004 when 
Tarun Gogoi was the chief minister.
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FOUNDATIONS 
of faith

GAUHATI IS important as a place of pilgrimage, wrote WW Hunter in his A 
Statistical Account of Assam (1879). The importance has increased manifold 
after more than 130 years.

Kamakhya takes the top spot followed by Ashwakranta (in North Guwahati), Umananda, 
Sukreswar and Basistha Ashram.

Kamakhya: Perched on Nilachal Hill beside the Brahmaputra, this temple situated 5km 
from the city centre is dedicated to Goddess Kamakhya. It is considered one of the most 
sacred of 51 Shaktipeeths of the Hindus. Ancient Assam was a prime seat of Shakti cult and 
Kamakhya temple its epicentre. The Kalika Purana was composed in ancient Kamarupa for 
the very purpose of glorifying the goddess. Kamakhya is also recognised as an important 
holy place in Buddhist tantric circles. 

According to Kalika Purana, the Devi’s organ of generation fell at Kamakhya when her body 
was carried hither and thither frantically by Lord Shiva. The hill where Kamakhya is situated 
represents the body of Shiva, turning blue to match his body colour and accordingly is 
named Nilasaila or Nilachala or Blue Hill. In Kamakhya, the deity is not represented by any 
icon or statue, but by the phallic representation of her yoni. 

Legend has it that the temple was originally built by Naraka, who constructed a stone-
paved causeway up the hill that is still in existence. It was rebuilt by (Koch king) 
Naranarayana around 1565 but only a small portion of Naranarayana’s temple remains. 
Six other temples stand on the hill. These six include Bhubaneswari on the tip of the hill, 
Bagala and Chhinnamasta. The temple hosts many festivals throughout the year. The 

Once a temple town, Guwahati is 
now a multi-faith pilgrimage
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most popular is Ambubachi Mela in June during which 
the Goddess is said to undergo her period.

Umananda: This temple is situated on the Peacock Island 

According to Kalika Purana and Yogini Tantra, the island 
was called Bhasmachal or Bhasmakut, where Lord Shiva 
was believed to have reduced Kamadeva into ashes for 
interrupting his meditation. Ahom king Gadadhar Simha 
had the Shiva Temple built on this island – considered 
the smallest in the world with a human habitation – in 
1694. The island is a major attraction during Shivaratri.

Sukreswar: Ahom king Rajeswar Simha established this 
Shiva temple on a hillock by the Brahmaputra in the 
18th century. Ancient texts say Sukracharya, the guru 
of the demons, had placed a massive Shivalinga here. 
According to ancient Kamarupa history, the hillock 
where the temple stands was called Hastiparbat. The 
temple and the adjoining Barphukanar Tila was part of 
the erstwhile Itakhuli fort of the Ahom rulers.

Basistha: This ashram on the south-eastern part of 
the city dates back to the Vedic age. It is where sage 
Vashishtha was believed to have regained his physical 
form after the removal of a curse through rigorous 
penance. Ahom king Rajeswar Simha in 1764 built a 
Shiva temple beside the ashram by a stream formed 
by three mythical rivulets – Sandhya, Lalita and Kanta. 

meeting river Brahmaputra. 

Navagraha: This temple of nine planets atop Chitrachal 
Hill is one of only two on earth. An ancient seat of study 
of astronomy and astrology, this temple in its present 
form was built by Ahom king Rajeswar Simha in 1752. 
The sanctum sanctorum has a stone imprint of the 
solar system besides nine lingas representing the nine 
planets.

Ugratara: Situated beside Jorpukhuri in Uzanbazar, this 
temple is where the celestial Sati’s eyes are believed to 
have fallen. Prayers here are thus said to ensure good 
vision and eyesight. Ahom king Siva Simha had this 
temple built in 1725. 



49F o r e v e r
Guwahati



50 F o r e v e r
Guwahati



51F o r e v e r
Guwahati

Satras & Namghars: Like the rural landscape, Guwahati has a 
Vaishnavite namghar (community prayer hall) in almost every 
locality. Some of these are centuries old. These include Thukubilia 
Bornamghar in Uzanbazar, established by people from Thukubilia 
in Upper Assam. The city also has branches of major monasteries 
such as Barpeta Satra at Kamarpatty and Amana Satra that 
moved from Ganga Sarma Colony in Fatasil to North Guwahati 
and came to be known as Auniati Satra.

Bura Masjid: Purana Guwahati Nagarar Varnana, one of the oldest 
accounts of the city published in 1885, mentions three mosques 
at Solabeel, Machhkhowa and Lakhtokia areas. Bura Masjid, the 
one at Solabeel, is the oldest. It was built by some soldiers during 
the Mughal occupation of the city from 1665-1667, evident from 
the grave of one of Emperor Aurangzeb’s army commandants 
within the mosque complex. The mosque was rebuilt in the 1850s 
at the present site at Ambari but Muslim residents of Lakhtokia 
and Machkhowa built their own mosques as Bura Masjid was ‘too 
far’. The mosque regained prominence as the city expanded, and 
it transformed into an imposing concrete structure in the 1980s.  

Dargah: The dargah of Pir Hazrat Zahir Auliya Khwajagan from 
Ajmer Sharif on the banks of river Bharalu in Ulubari area is more 
than a century old. A pilgrimage for both Hindus and Muslims, 
the dargah attracts thousands of devotees during the annual Urs 
in February. The city’s Sijubari area has another popular dargah 
dedicated to Makhdumsah. 

Christ Church: Constructed at Church Field in 1844 and destroyed 
by powerful earthquakes in 1854 and 1897, Christ Church met the 
British administrators’ need for a place of worship. Reverend A 

and Reverend Robert James Bland, appointed chaplain of Assam, 
gave it a shape. The American Baptists established the second 
church at Panbazar Mission Compound in 1845. 

Sikh Temple: 
of Guwahati Railway Station, felt spiritually starved as the city 
had no gurdwara. He formed a gurdwara committee in 1902. 
Three years later, the committee purchased a plot of land at the 
Lakhtokia-Kamarpatty junction and had the tin-roofed single-
storey Sikh Temple built. By 1926, a concrete structure replaced 

in 1974. The gurdwara is supervised by Shri Guru Singh Sabha, 
which also runs the Guru Nanak School in Sharab-bhati area.
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VINTAGE vicinities
localities in and around its core area
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AHOM ERA Guwahati had localities with names such 
as Ketekibari and Barokheliya. They wore new names 
during the British period, names that stuck as newer 
localities grew around them. Here’s how these localities 

derived their names.

Panbazar: The stretch from Panbazar Police Station to Sudmersen 
Hall of Cotton College was called Dhakaipatty as most of the traders 
there had come from Dhaka, now the capital of Bangladesh. These 
Dhakaiyas or ‘people from Dhaka’ ran a few paan or betel leaf 
shops that attracted customers from elsewhere. In course of time, 
Panbazar or ‘the market for paan’ edged Dhakaipatty out. It was 
perhaps inevitable in an urban settlement that was once a ‘betel nut 
market’ or Guwahati. Earlier, the area was a suburb of suppliers of 
paan to the Barphukan, the viceroy of the Ahom kingdom’s western 
region. The area eventually came to be known as Paan Joganiar 
Khel, meaning habitation of paan suppliers. A Barnamghar named 
after Paan Joganiar Khel stands on the locality’s Sarat Chandra 
Goswami Path. Boasting of educational institutes such as Cotton 
College, Cotton Collegiate School and Don Bosco School, Panbazar 
is the hub of quality education in Assam. It has the state’s best 
known bookshops – oldest is Kitapghar – and publishing houses, 
the oldest sweet-shops like Gauhati Dairy, Mahamaya and Kalpana, 

shop in the Northeast (Chitralaya, established 1918).

Lakhtokia: Lakhtokia is the stretch from Panbazar over-bridge to 
Sikh Temple. The area derived its name from the house of a man 
– ancestor of Khasnur Ali – fabled to posses Rs 100,000 in cash. 
The house used to be referred to as lakhtokiar ghar or house of the 
man with Rs 1 lakh. The best known houses in the locality are those 

and his son Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed, former President of India, Syed 
Mohammad Mohibullah, former principal of Cotton College, and 
litterateur Mohammed Saleh who produced Sadhana, a monthly 
magazine. Sadhana Kutir, Saleh’s house, exists no longer.

Fancybazar: Known as Sudder Bazar during the early British rule 
until the jail was set up in 1882. Fancybazar, the commercial hub 
of Northeast India, derives its name from the British practice of 
hanging hardcore criminals from a huge tree around which the 
45-bigha Guwahati Central Jail – shifted to the 63-bigha Sarusojai 
complex in March 2012 – was built. The tree was referred to as  
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the place where felons were given 
fansi or hanged, and the areas around 
it gradually earned that name. The 
primarily Marwari traders who gave 
the market its name misspelt Fansi for 
Fancy. In course of time, Fancybazar 
expanded to encompass Sadar Bazar 
(Fancybazar ferry ghat) and Foidorgaon 
(near Sikh Temple where a Mughal army 
commander had settled down). 

Uzanbazar: A market named Chowk 

the early British period. The market 
expanded toward uzan or upstream 
of the Brahmaputra, and it came 
to be known as Uzanbazar. Others 
contend that the area owes its name 
to the Naojan canal beside which it 
was located, and Naojan subsequently 
got condensed to Uzan. Naojan used 
to witness periodic maasor uzan or 
‘massive upstream movement of 

name. Another theory is that a large 
number of people from Ujani or Upper 
Assam settled there during the Burmese 
invasion (1817-1826), giving the area its 

early 1800s after the Burmese attack 

the Barowari Mandap. The puja shifted 
to its present location a century later. 

Paltanbazar: 
was set up in and around present-day 
Paltanbazar, the hub of transportation in 
Guwahati, during the British period. The 
camp used to accommodate a platoon 
or paltan of soldiers, and the bazar that 
came up around it came to be known as 
Paltanbazar or market catering to the 
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needs of the platoon. The headquarters 
of Assam State Electricity Board is in 
Paltanbazar, where Guwahati’s hotel 
industry took roots due to the Guwahati 
Railway Station and erstwhile Assam 
State Transport Corporation’s terminus.

Chandmari: An extended part of the old 
city’s core area, Chandmari got its name 
from a shooting range that existed on 
the hillock where All India Radio station 
stands today. Chandmari, in Hindi, means 
the centre or bull’s eye of a target for 
shooting. Earlier, the stretch from the 
east of Silpukhuri to Noonmati through 
Chandmari used to be called Joyduar 
Choki or Victory Gate. Northeast India’s 
oldest English daily, The Assam Tribune, 
is published from the Chandmari area. 

Ulubari: Like Chandmari, Ulubari is an 
extension of the city’s core area. The 
area was a mix of small canals, drains 
and arid wastelands but had a profusion 
of thatch grass or ulubon. As people 
began settling here, the ulubonor haabi 
(thatch grass jungle) came to be known 
as Ulubari. Rehabari, the adjunct locality 
that houses the headquarters of the 
Assam Police, got its name from riha 
(Boehmeria nivea), a medicinal plant 
that grew expansively there. 

Soon after the dawn of the 20th century, 
Guwahati began expanding and 
localities such as Satribari, Kumarpara, 
Athgaon, Machkhowa, Bharalumukh, 
Santipur, Maligaon and Pandu came up. 
The last two were sired by the Northeast 
Frontier Railway in its earlier avatar as 
Assam Bengal Railway.
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Today’s Lakhtokia was Parsiporiya Gaon in 
the Ahom era. The old name evolved from 
the belief that the Muslim settlers there were 
from Persia.

The core of Fancybazar was originally called 
Keyanpatty, keyan being the term the 
Assamese used for Marwari traders.

The old name of Hedayetpur was Kukurmuta. 
Some North Indian people who lived there 

kukurmutta in Hindi – that projected out of 
marshlands.

A part of Machkhowa was called 
Gargoyanpatty and the other part 
Rangpuriyapatty after Muslim families that 

following the Burmese invasion; Machkhowa 
in turn is a corruption of Majsowa, meaning 
the central sector of the Ahom era 
Barphukan’s territory.

Today’s Bhangagarh was once known as 
Borpul, after a concrete bridge on GS Road 
across the Bharalu stream. Bhangagarh 
derived its name from an ancient fort that 
was partly pulled down to accommodate 
commercial and residential structures.

Chitrakut Parbat. The name Sarania came from 
an Ahom king who became a disciple of a priest 
residing there. The name is also attributed to 
the saran lowa or acceptance of Hinduism by 
some tribal settlers here.

Islampatty in Uzanbazar was once called 
Moriapatty, after the Moria Muslims specialising 
in brass and bell-metal products. The mosque 
they established here is one of Guwahati’s 
oldest.

The road from Harisabha to Kamarpatty that the 
British named after Nathan Brown, one of the 
earliest American Baptist missionaries in Assam, 
later became Dr. Jyotish Chandra Das Path. 

The stretch from Sukreswar ghat to 
Bharalumukh, now Mahatma Gandhi Road, 
used to be Strand Road.

to be called Ward Street, the only ‘street’ among 
roads during the British rule. It was named after 
William Ward, former Commissioner of Assam.

Sati Radhika Shanti Path in Uzanbazar was 
once called Naojan Path, as it used to be an 
inlet from the Brahmaputra, wide enough to 

eastern part of Dighalipukhuri used to be 
called the Company Bagan Road, named after 
Commissioner Francis Jenkins’ orchard.

Rohini Kumar Choudhury Path in the 
Bharalumukh area used to be called Western 
Boundary Road.

Localities and roads of Guwahati that 
changed names over the ages 
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Kamarpatty: The stretch from Sikh Temple to the 

Baptist Church was once the abode of ironsmiths 

or kamars who made metal implements; thus the 

patty or locality of kamars.

Kumarpara: This locality near Fancybazar derives 

its name from kumars or potters who began 

residing here from the medieval period.

Chenikuthi: The name of this locality is attributed 

to a sugar godown that an unknown Englishman 

had opened but later sold to a trader from 

Rajasthan who shifted it elsewhere.

Kharghuli: A khaarghar or ammunition house 

established in the Ahom era on a ghuli or 

depression in the Brahmaputra riverbank for 

mooring boats, gave this locality its name.

Satribari: Chatri in Assamese means female 

student. Satribari got its name from the students 

who stayed in the locality to train at the nursing 

institute at the Christian Hospital established 

there in 1915.

Tokobari: The Brahmaputra claimed the Tokoubari 

Satra but some Vaishnav priests set up a wing 

beside Solabeel. Tokoubari – later Tokobari – got 

its name from a profusion of tokou palms that 

grew there.

Happyvilla: The serene ambience of the locality 

inducing happiness inspired poet Leela Dutta to 

coin this name for the locality.

Rajgarh: The locality from present-day AIR campus 

to Narakasur Hills got its name from a garh or fort 

that was built during the days of medieval kings.

Senapati Colony: A part of Silpukhuri, Senapati 

Colony was once called Noakhali Colony after 

settlers from present-day Bangladeshi’s Noakhali 

district.

Pensionpara: This locality in the Chandmari area 

was named after some World War I pensioners 

who settled there.

Gandhibasti: Contrary to popular perception, 

this locality is not named after Mahatma Gandhi. 

The name is associated with one of the area’s 

earliest residents – a man named Govardhan 

from Bihar – who was given the Gandhi nickname 

by neighbours. 

gave these localities their names
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HISTORIC houses
These structures stand as witness to the changes 
Guwahati has undergone

RECORDS ARE vital for tracing the growth of a city. The British 
knew how to keep them but ironically kept no account of when 
the Mahafezkhana or record room was constructed. 

A diary maintained by Harakanta Sarma Majinder Barua, the sadar 
amin of Gauhati, indicates Mahafezkhana, near the Deputy Commissioner’s 
bungalow, came up after 1855. With 20-inch thick walls, it was one of two 
structures in the city that withstood the 1897 earthquake. The 86ft by 77ft 
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record room served as a ready archive, containing maps, administrative orders and all kinds of land 
records. Mahafezkhana continues to function though other structures around it were dismantled.

The record room is younger than its timeless neighbour, the Deputy Commissioner’s bungalow. The post 
of DC was created for Guwahati in 1839. But the city had no pucca house at that time to accommodate 

of the Brahmaputra, where cannons used in the Battle of Saraighat lay scattered, was chosen. 

Over the years, the bungalow underwent several changes but its basic wooden structure remains. An 
iron chest with the royal insignia, Belgian glass and furniture made of Burmese teak continue to adorn 
the master bedroom of the bungalow. 

The GMDA has, based on a master plan for Brahmaputra Riverfront Development, proposed to transform 
the DC’s residence into a Handicraft Museum for the Northeast with landscaping. The Authority has 
received an approval of Rs 7.47crore for this project.

While locals were getting used to British administration and the structural changes it brought about, 
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a few citizens were caught in a spiritual movement. In 1825, Juggoram Khargharia Phukan went to Calcutta and 
converted to the Brahmo faith. His writings opposing superstitious and anti-women practices prevalent at that 
time attracted others like Gunabhiram Barua, Padmahash Goswami, Kamalakanta Bhattacharyya and Lakshminath 
Bezbaroa to the faith.

These luminaries established a Brahmo Samaj prayer hall in Guwahati in 1869 but circumstances forced its closure a 
few years later. The Brahmo followers regrouped, acquired a plot of land at Lakhtokia and constructed an Assam-
type prayer hall that was called Brahmo Mandir. Apart from periodic prayers, the hall has seen social gatherings and 
get-togethers of children. A multi-storeyed structure replaced the old prayer hall in the late 1990s. In its concrete 
avatar, the temple continues to stand as a symbol of universal brotherhood and service above self.

Barely 300 metres from Brahmo Mandir is Gauhati Sanatan Dharmasabha, a landmark in Panbazar popularly called 
Harisabha. Established in 1915 on a plot donated by Rajanikanta Choudhury, Harisabha was the converging point for 
important social, cultural and religious functions as well as the meeting point of some of the oldest roads in the city. 
Harisabha boasts of the city’s oldest Durga Puja organised by a trust. The pujas here are on a scale lesser than those 
held at Latasil, Silpukhuri Namghar, Ganeshguri, Beltola, Fancybazar, Kamarpatty, Athgaon, Bishnupur, Bharalumukh 
and the biggest of them all – Pandu Rest Camp, a by-product of Northeast Frontier Railway.

Around the same time as Harisabha, a Kali worshipper named Jogeswar Kataki established an ashram almost midway 
between The Gauhati Club and Silpukhuri. The hermitage came to be known as Panchabati Ashram. A few metres 
to the east are Sarada Ashram and Karnachal Ashram besides one of the city’s oldest women’s namghar. Another 
landmark hermitage on the Sarania hilltop is Kasturba Ashram, established in 1944 on a plot of land donated by 
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Harikrishna Das. Twenty-six years later, on 2 October 1970, the Mahatma Gandhi and Martyrs’ Memorial Mandap or 
Gandhi Mandap was opened several feet above Kasturba Ashram.

Like the administrative buildings and community centres, the residences of some of Assam’s greats have been witness 
to the changing times. One such heritage structure is Jnan Barooah howli or the bungalow of Jnanadabhiram Barooah, 

Indramalati 
of Nalinibala Devi Girls’ Hostel (Cotton College). 

The house that stood out for style was Rasul Lodge at Lakhtokia belonging to Ikram Rasul, a schoolteacher turned 

The other heritage structures include Rajbari at Uzanbazar that Ahom prince Keshabkanta Simha built, the houses 
of Manik Chandra Barua, doctor Harikrishna Das (in Panbazar, now a library in his name), Deshabhakta Tarun Ram 
Phookan, Asom Kesari Ambikagiri Roychoudhury, Khan Bahadur Kefayatullah, litterateur Satyanath Bora, Hemchandra 
Goswami and Lakshmi Prasad Baruah.
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PAST preserves Edward Gait faced 
in historical research 
led to the Assam 
State Museum and 
Department of Historical 
and Antiquarian Studies

CHARLES LYALL, Chief Commissioner of Assam, 
had in 1894 written about the need for a sustained 
and systematic endeavour ‘to arrest the process 
of destruction of historical manuscripts’ in the 

province. Edward Gait, Census Commissioner of India, endorsed 
his views.

Local researchers later added historical relics and sculptures 
to manuscripts and on 7 April 1912, eleven of them formed 
the Kamrup Anusandhan Samity or Assam Research Society. 
Four years later, the society acquired a plot on the southern 
end of Dighalipukhuri. An Assam-type house was set up there 
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in 1917. On November 19 that year, Commissioner PRT Gordon 
inaugurated the house and called it the seedling of a museum. 

Gordon’s seedling grew into a museum in 1940 before the 
government took it over in 1953 and named it Assam State 
Museum. It is now one of India’s biggest multipurpose 
museums housing ancient relics, antiques in various forms and 
World War II memorabilia.

The pursuit of history also received a boost when the 
Department of Historical and Antiquarian Studies (DHAS) was 
established in 1928. Its principal functions were collection, 
preservation, compilation, transcription and publication of 
records. AHW Bentinck was appointed its provincial director 
while JP Mills and Surya Kumar Bhuyan became assistant 
directors for Surma and Assam Valleys.

The DHAS was shuttled from Cotton College hostels to the 

Handiqui donated Rs 10,000 to the government for a permanent 
building in the name of his wife Narayani Handiqui.

Michael Keane, Governor of Assam, inaugurated the Narayani 

April 1936. The institute stands between Cotton College 
and Meghdoot Bhavan, the postal headquarters. Apart 
from numerous other rare historical documents, it has 84 

Pragjyotishpura.
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CLUB class
Club culture in Guwahati came 25 years after 
British planters introduced it across tea estates

PLANTERS’ CLUBS, station clubs or European clubs were a 
common feature across Assam in the 1860s. They appealed 

from their families for years. They were also socialising places 
for men with families. 

girls who would come to India from England every winter in search of 
grooms. The European Club of Gauhati, established on 21 December 
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The club came up where the High Court judges’ bungalows stand. It 
ensured fun for the members who played bridge, billiards, snooker, table 
tennis, badminton and lawn tennis every day and organised cultural 
evenings and fancy dress competitions occasionally. The club also had 

Nationalists considered the club – they called it anda bungla – a symbol of 

the club on a winter night in 1907, but the British could not establish arson. 
It wasn’t until after independence that revolutionary poet Ambikagiri 
Roychoudhury admitted to having set the club ablaze. 

stands today. It moved to two steamers named Dilwara and Cashmere 
at the Uzanbazar ghat after the government acquired the land for the 

was moved again in 1952 after a member slipped from the plank joining 
the two steamers and drowned. The venue this time was a large cottage 



68 F o r e v e r
Guwahati



69F o r e v e r
Guwahati

with a sprawling lawn east of the erstwhile Company Bagan area. Road expansion has claimed much 
of the club’s land but it still stands today as The Gauhati Club. 

Apart from gardeners, cooks, barbers and attendants, no Indian was allowed entry to the European 
Club, let alone become members. Only three – Sir Syed Mohammed Saadullah, Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed 
and Cotton College professor PC Roy – were later made half members but were denied voting rights 
and many privileges. This discrimination made the local elites start a parallel club in 1933. 

The Indian Club thus started on the southern end of Dighalipukhuri. Five years later, it was rechristened 
India Club. Arguably the strongest of Guwahati’s clubs today, it is also a major centre for clay court 
tennis. 

months later, the breakaway faction forming the oddly named Lago Shyama Club. Nripen Sen, one 
of its members, later watched a play titled Maharana Pratap at the Arya Natya Mandir and renamed 
the club after the Rajput king.  

and with bamboo sticks. However, it went on to set the benchmark of excellence in football across 

1970s to a building named Mukherjee Lodge on Danish Road. Built in 1900, the house belonged to 

A year before Maharana’s birth, some Englishmen and Indian elites formed the Gauhati Town Club 
(GTC) though it was conceived in 1901. The club made Judges’ Field its own and organised Assam’s 

Over the years, Judges’ Field began to be used more for fairs, festivals and government functions. 
Sporting activities were revived after GTC underwent an overhaul following its centenary celebration. 

sports infrastructure. 

Almost a contemporary of GTC was Union Athletic Club, the sports wing of Ekata Sabha, formed 

independence in 1947.

Time also took a toll on another club that some Ango-Indian employees of the Gauhati-based railways, 

Known as the Club of Black Sahibs, it had a tennis court but it was known more for popularising 
badminton by hosting the All Assam Open Invitation Badminton tournament. The club was disbanded 
after the Telegraph department constructed a multi-storied building on its land.

These clubs inspired clones in almost every locality of old Guwahati. They include Friends Union 
(1943), Santipur Athletic (1952), Rising (1954), Rajbari Athletic and Navajyoti (1958) and Dynamo 
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EDUCATION 
excellence
Ancient India’s prime astrological centre, 
Guwahati is the Northeast’s prime education 
destination

CHINESE TRAVELLER Hiuen Tsang, after 
visiting Kamarupa in the 7th century, wrote 
about enlightened Brahmana scholars running 
schools or pathshalas in the city. In 1826, 

British administrator David Scott set up 11 schools on the 
traditional model where only Sanskrit was taught. He died 
before realising his dream of setting up English medium 
schools to prepare locals for lower level administrative 
jobs.

Scott’s successor Francis Jenkins raised Rs 1,740 from 

medium school to be opened in June 1835. The school was 
named Gowhatty Seminary and a European named Singer 
appointed its headmaster. From 58 that year, the number 
of students rose to 150 three years later. In 1865, the school 
became Gowhatty Collegiate School (under headmaster 

collegiate status for conducting First Arts classes “to train 

renamed Cotton Collegiate School. The school building 
was remodelled after India’s independence.  

the city had several quality schools such as Sonaram 
High School (started at Panbazar in 1894 before shifting 

girls institution – and Bengali High School in Paltanbazar. 
While these schools adhered to British rules, a group of 

LEADING  
library
THE MONEY that helped build Lord Curzon 

hall – would have gone into an ostentatious 
celebration to mark Lord Curzon’s visit in 
1900 had Manik Chandra Baruah, a key 
member of the reception committee, not 
suggested something concrete to remember 
the Viceroy by. Lord Curzon was pleased by 
Baruah’s idea of the hall and it came up near 
the present postal headquarters of Assam.

The hall was shifted to a spot near 
Dighalipukhuri in 1912 as the college began 
expanding. The old hall then became the 
Cotton College library while the relocated 
Curzon Hall was renamed Nabin Chandra 
Bardoloi Hall in 1953. The most important 
meetings used to be held here until the 1960s. 
The District Library, also at Dighalipukhuri, 
came later.
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UNIQUE institute
Don Bosco Institute at Kharghuli overlooking the Brahmaputra is a 
multipurpose establishment like no other in India. This Catholic institute 
established in 2000 is a vocational training centre, management school, 
conference centre, hostel, guesthouse, library and spiritual centre 

halls, hostels and other facilities, four training halls, a conference hall, 
three hostels, accommodation for faculty and VIPs besides a library, 
amphitheatre, an open-air stage, gymnasium and basketball court. It also 
has canteen facilities.

pro-swadeshi activists led by advocate Kalicharan Sen and 
Gaurikanta Talukdar established Kamrup Academy in 1930. 
The Quit India Movement later led to the establishment of B 
Borooah College in 1943 as a night college. 

Even before that, the thrust for higher education came in 1899 
after Manik Chandra Baruah submitted a memorandum to 
Sir Henry John Stedman Cotton, then Chief Commissioner of 
Assam. Cotton was ‘a far-sighted and liberal-minded civilian’, 
and he acknowledged that Dhaka and Calcutta were too 
far away for locals to seek higher education. He supported 
Baruah’s cause and the foundation of the college was laid 
on 17 June 1901. Out of gratitude, locals decided to name it 
Cotton College, now a state university. 

But few would send their daughters to study alongside men 
in Cotton College. So Rajabala Das, headmistress of Panbazar 

saw the Gauhati Girls’ College being set up on the premises 
of the school. She was made the college principal, albeit sans 
pay. World War II spelt doom for the college as the army 
requisitioned all the city schools. Das sought a permanent 
space for the college, and the local authorities provided a 



73F o r e v e r
Guwahati



74 F o r e v e r
Guwahati

six-bigha plot facing Dighalipukhuri. The college that came 
up was named R K Handique Girls’ College, and later just 
Handique Girls’ College, as a tribute to philanthropist and 
tea planter Radhakanta Handiqui who funded it. 

Law was among the most preferred professions during the 
Raj. In the early 1900s, some high schools in Assam taught 
four law classes for pleadership examination. Leading 

Chief Commissioner Sir Archdale Earle recommended one 

the college that functioned from three rooms of a hostel 
block of Cotton College. Later named Earle Law College, 
it is now called Government BR Medhi Law College and 
shifted to Panjabari.

Higher education was fast-tracked in 1948 with Gauhati 
University and Government Ayurvedic College becoming a 
reality. The university’s postgraduate classes were initially 
held in Earle Law College before it moved to its own campus 
at Jalukbari in 1954.  
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In the next 15 years, Guwahati sported several educational landmarks. First was the 
Assam Engineering College in 1955 followed by the Gauhati Medical College in 1960 
and the Gauhati Commerce College in 1962. Pandu College was established in 1962 
too, primarily because the wards of railway employees in Pandu and Maligaon found it 

The education bar was raised higher after the Assam Accord of 1985 paved the way for 
Indian Institute of Technology, Guwahati. The academic programme of this IIT began 
in 1995 from the Institute of Engineers’ building near the Panbazar overbridge. The IIT 
later shifted to North Guwahati. 

Many other niche centres such as the National Institute of Public Cooperation & Child 
Development, Centre for Plasma Physics, Institute of Advanced Study in Science & 
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Technology, Indian Institute of Bank Management, Central Institute of Plastic Engineering 
and Technology, Indian Institute of Entrepreneurship and Tata Institute of Social Science 
followed, as did private universities and research institutes such as National Institute 
of Pharmaceutical Education and Research. There is also the National Law University 
and Judicial Academy and advanced research centres such as Law Research Institute 
(Gauhati High Court), Tribal Research Institute, Omeo Kumar Das Institute of Social 
Change and Development, Institute of Hotel Management and Institute of Ramayana 
Studies set up by litterateur Mamoni Raisom Goswami at her residence.

Today, Guwahati has at least 20 quality colleges and units of major Indian school chains. 
These institutes attract thousands of students from across Assam and the other north-
eastern states, checking brain drain to a considerable extent.
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HEALTHCARE heart
Guwahati has come a long way from an unhealthy cholera-prone 
settlement to Northeast India’s biggest healthcare centre
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WW HUNTER wrote in his 1879 A Statistical 
Account of Assam wrote about Guwahati: 
“The town is considered to be very unhealthy, 
and the civil surgeon reports it to be so 

unfavourably situated as to render it almost impossible 
to make much improvement in its sanitary condition.” 

though the 1905 Gazetteer of Bengal and North-East 
India said the disease almost disappeared in 1887. 
Battling this and other ailments was the reason why a civil 
surgeon was made a member of the Town Improvement 
Committee in 1836. 

Hunter’s account said the city in 1874 had a hospital, a 
charitable dispensary rather, with 29 beds. The daily 
average of indoor patients treated was 8.64 in 1874 
compared to 8.24 the previous year, it said. 

The thrust on healthcare came in 1915 when the Assam 
Baptist Association decided to set up an exclusive 
hospital for women in Guwahati. The 25-bed Satribari 
Christian Hospital was opened 10 years later but it 
functioned without a doctor for a year. Missionary nurse 
Millie Marvin led a team of nurses to treat 4,484 women 

nursing training programmes since its inception. It has 
grown beyond mother and childcare and has a rural 
centre at Borbituli near Sonapur. 
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after Mahendra Mohan Choudhury, came up 
more than 20 years later. The Gauhati Medical 
College and Hospital was established in 1960, 
seven years after Dr Kalicharan Das opened 

nee Amcorps – near the B Borooah Cancer 
Hospital.

Today, Guwahati has a network of private 
healthcare centres, some of which are 
branches of globally acclaimed specialised 
hospitals like Shankar Nethralaya, GNRC and 
Down Town Hospital. Some private hospitals 
run nursing and other institutes too.

Guwahati is also a major centre for alternative 
healthcare systems such as ayurveda and 
homeopathy backed by colleges to train 
practitioners. The city has a quality institute 
for physiotherapy too besides herbal cure 
clinics of the Kerala kind. Moreover, major 
Indian multinationals have their physical 

Little wonder then that Guwahati has in 
more than a decade become a healthcare 
destination for people in adjoining north-
eastern states as well as Bhutan.
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PRIME ponds
The oldest localities of Guwahati 
were built around historic tanks

THE EXTENT of Guwahati since the medieval Ahom 
area was virtually between manmade pukhuris 
or ponds/tanks aligned almost parallel to the 
Brahmaputra. The localities that grew around them 

now form the city’s core along the busy GNB-MRD Road. Mills 
Report said there were “30 to 40” tanks of various sizes in 
1853.

The oldest of these water bodies is the rectangular 
Dighalipukhuri meaning ‘long pond’. Originally, half a mile in 
length, this tank is said to be as old as the epic Mahabharata. 
Some believe Bhagadatta, the king of ancient Pragjyotishpura, 
had it dug as a canal from the Brahmaputra for his son-in-law 
Duryodhana, the Kaurava prince, to swim in. Some accounts 
say the canal was used as an inland port for warships during 
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up by British administrators to eventually house the present-day 
Circuit House and Gauhati High Court. 

To the west of Dighalipukhuri is Nagkata or Nagkhuta or Nagpota 
Pukhuri. An artisan well in the middle of the pond was said to have 

its name. The origin of Nagpota Pukhuri can be traced back to the 
days of Ahom king Pramatta Simha. The water level of the pond, 

known to fall even during the harshest of dry spells.

East of Dighalipukhuri is Jorpukhuri, meaning a pair of ponds. Its 
original name was Ugratara Pukhuri, so named for being adjacent 
to the Ugratara Temple. Swargadeo Siva Simha’s wife Phuleswari 
had the pond dug in 1720 AD. The pond was connected to the 
Brahmaputra by a canal for parking war boats. The northern part of 
the canal went under the Uzanbazar settlement while construction 
of the present-day Hem Chandra Road halved the remaining 
portion into two ponds of almost similar size. Apart from adding to 
the appeal of the area, Jorpukhuri is surrounded by trees that are 
nesting ground for birds like herons, egrets and cranes. Decades 
ago, Sahityacharyya Atul Chandra Hazarika wove a poem (Bubur 
ejoni asil rajhanh, Jorpukhurit sore/ Seijoni hanhe nitou ekota sonar 
koni pare) around the story of the duck that lays golden eggs.

Silpukhuri or the pond of stones is on the eastern end of this ‘axis 
of ponds’. It derives its name from a stone plaque on its edge. The 
plaque has a Sanskrit inscription written in Assamese alphabets. It 
says Tarun Duwara Barphukan dug the pond in 1753. Historians say 
there were four cannons beside this plaque. Two are now kept in 
the Assam State Museum and two placed in front of Nabin Bordoloi 
Hall. 

The original name of Silpukhuri, though, was Naukunia Pukhuri, 
meaning a pond with nine angles. An essay in Bandhu, a journal 
edited by historian Gunabhiram Barua, refers to the pond as 
Naukunia. Each of the nine ends, it is believed, had a well for 
performing a holy bath at the Navagrah Temple on the adjoining 
Chitrasal Hill. According to historian Surya Kumar Bhuyan, Silpukhuri 
got its present name in the early part of the 20th century. 

Guwahati of yore had at least 25 more pukhuris but they vanished 

include Paltanpukhuri, Kamarpatty Pukhuri and Latasil Pukhuri.
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GUWAHATI IS one of India’s greenest cities. The credit goes to 
Spotty the female leopard cub.

Spotty was the star among a few animals and birds brought to 
entertain delegates of the 64th session of the Indian National Congress at 

especially – had nowhere to go.

The hunt for a new home for Spotty ended at the Hengerabari Reserve Forest 
(RF) straddling a hill. The Assam State Zoo was thus born in 1958, partly on 
land acquired from villagers of Japorigog. Apart from modern enclosures, 
the zoo has natural water bodies, a marshland and two swamps – Eugenia 
and BG (Botanical Garden) – that also lends its name to a stream within. 

The 175-hectare zoo is more of a city forest with 24 species of mammals, 40 
species of spiders, 41 species of reptiles, 153 species of insects, 173 species of 

orchids. A sizeable number of these – the rare serow (wild goat), red jungle 
fowl and Chinese pangolin, for instance – roam the forest beyond the zoo 
area. One can encounter the free-ranging animals while exploring four forest 
paths – Spider Cave trail, Hillock trail, Jamun Swamp trail and Watchtower 
trail, the longest of them all.

On the eastern edge of the city is the 78.64 sq km Amchang Wildlife Sanctuary. 
It is home to many species of mammals, birds and reptiles. The most notable 
are elephant, leopard, leopard cat, jungle cat, hoolock gibbon, capped langur, 

vulture, green imperial pigeon and lesser pied hornbill.

Amchang WLS has had encroachment issues as have other wooded areas 
and 19 hills in and around the city. The outcome was the Assam Hill Land and 
Ecological Sites (Protection and Management) Act of 2006, which blames 
destruction of hill land for heavy erosion, landslides and soil movement 
with rainwater. Landslides on the Guwahati hills claimed more than 100 lives 
between 2001 and 2011.

GREEN space
Guwahati, woven around a dozen reserve forests and 
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Hills, forests and wetlands are vital cogs in the city’s eco-
system wheel. The total forest cover in the city hills now is 
13.60% primarily due to felling and encroachment. Of the 
7,023 hectares of hill land, 2,642 hectares fall under Reserve 
Forests (RF). According to the 2007 statistical report of the 
state, 1,640 hectares of the city’s RFs are under encroachment 
and there are 75 villages in the hills, consisting of 26,985 
households. 

But, whatever the condition they are in today, these 
corrugated green swathes provide the city its breathing 
space. Following is a naturalist’s list of other wild areas in and 
around Guwahati.

 Garbhanga RF: Richest patch contiguous to forests of 
Meghalaya

 Rani RF: Reasonably good patch with a large elephant 
population, primates and birds

 South Amchang RF: Partly degraded, good for general 
natural history

 Khanapara RF: Degraded and encroached, has some birds 

 Fatasil RF: Degraded, has a leopard population

 Sarania RF: Tiny hillock with some birds and reptiles

 South Kalapahar RF: Small degraded patch

 Jalukbari RF: Secondary forest and plantation

 Hengerabari RF: Degraded, connected to the zoo

 Chunsali and Ramsa Hills: Degraded, had capped langurs 
until a few years ago

 Nilachal (Kamakhya) Hill: Degraded but relatively intact in 
places, has leopards and reptiles

 Narakasur (Birubari) Hill: Degraded but relatively intact at 
places, good for reptiles

 Umananda: Small island on Brahmaputra, has golden 
langurs and water birds

 Paltanbazar swamp: Urban garbage dump with adjutant 
stork congregation

 Veterinary College campus: Assorted habitat types
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 Gauhati University campus: Assorted habitat types with a variety of reptiles

 Engineering College campus: Scrub and plantations

 Military Hospital area: Scrub jungle

 IIT Campus: Scrub forest and wetlands

 Narengi Cantonment area: Scrub forest and wetlands

BIRD roosts
 Kachari Forest- Justice Bungalow stretch: Medium sized mixed roost of egrets, 

cormorants and pond herons

 Sukreswar Road: Small mixed roost of egrets and cormorants

 Ranibari Road: Small mixed roost mainly of cormorants

 Srimanta Sankaradeva Kalakshetra: Mixed roost



90 F o r e v e r
Guwahati

STORK 
stage
GUWAHATI, ALONG 

with nearby 

villages Dadara 

and Pacharia, is 

home to more 

than 50% of some 

1,000 greater 

adjutant storks on 

earth. The large 

bird (Leptoptilos 

in IUCN’s Redlist 

of endangered 

species.

HIKERS’ hub
GUWAHATI BECAME the birthplace of adventure 
activities when Assam Mountaineering Association was 
formed in 1960. Aptly, the training ground for all rock 
climbers in the city is named after its founder – Rohini 
Kumar Bhuyan. The 80ft Rohini Bhuyan Memorial 

of three rock-climbing destinations in and around the 
city. The other two are Dirgheshwari in North Guwahati 
and Bhubaneshwari above Kamakhya Temple. Concrete 
expansion – encroachment too – claimed other rock-
climbing spots besides a 16km trek route from Judges’ 
Field to Bonda via Kharghuli. The only trekking trail that 
exists today is the 17km one from Basistha to Garbhanga 
via the hills of the adjoining state of Meghalaya.
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WONDER wetlands
Albeit under stress, wetlands act as a natural drainage system for Guwahati

WW HUNTER’S statistical account of 1879 said the extensive beels (wetlands) surrounding Guwahati were rendering 
it unhealthy and a scheme was under consideration to improve the condition of the largest of these, the Cholabeel 
or Solabeel.

Guwahati’s concrete growth condensed and divided the Cholabeel of yore into the Borsolabeel and Sorusolabeel, 
both a fraction of the original wetland’s size. The encroachment of this and other beels – Deepor Beel Wildlife 

Waterbodies (Preservation and Conservation) Act of 2008.

The most important of the city’s wetlands is Deepor Beel, the only Ramsar Site in Northeast India along with Loktak 
Lake in Manipur. The wetland, on the city’s south-western fringe, has shrunk to 10.1 sq km from 41 sq km two decades 
ago, but it still serves as a natural stormwater reservoir for the city during the monsoon months. Only a small part – 
4.14 sq km – of the existing wetland has been declared a wildlife sanctuary. 

The wetland’s name is said to have been derived from dipa, a Sanskrit word meaning elephant, possibly because it is 
the haunt of a herd of elephants that descend from the adjacent Rani RF. It is a source of livelihood for some 1,200 
families in 14 indigenous villages along its periphery. 

Deepor Beel was believed to have been an important dockyard for the medieval Ahom as well as Mughal naval forces. 
Some say it was under the control of the Syiems (Khasi tribal kings) of Kampitha and Rambrai, now in Meghalaya. 
Today, it is an important bird area.

Ornithologists have recorded 219 species of aquatic birds including more than 70 migratory ones in the wetland, 
which attracts up to 19,000 birds a day during winter. They included the globally threatened spot-billed pelican, 
Baer’s pochard, Pallas’ sea eagle and Siberian crane. Surveys have also revealed 20 amphibian, 12 lizard, 18 snake 

and 6 turtle and tortoise species in the beel besides more 

19 families. The beel sustains 18 genera of aquatic plants 
too, the giant water lily being the most prominent. 

Industrial activities around Deepor Beel and dumping of 
municipal solid waste at Boragaon nearby are challenges 
before the wetland’s long-term survival. The scenario is 
almost similar for Silsako Beel on the south-eastern part 
of the city. A comprehensive management plan, though, 
has been prepared to protect these wetlands. 

The green belt management includes the streams – 
Basistha and Kalmani – that are the main sources of water 
to Deepor Beel, and the Khondajan channel that drains 
its water into river Brahmaputra 5 km to the north. Also 
on the clean-up strategy are the Bharalu, Mora-Bharalu 
and Bahini, three streams that carry the bulk of the waste 
the city generates.
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ARTS arena
since the 1880s through new halls and galleries 

THE BRITISH brought with them an army of Bengali 
babus to run the administration in Guwahati. The babus 
imported jatra, the folk theatre of Bengal, to the land 
that tasted Srimanta Sankaradeva’s bhaona a few 

centuries ago.

lacked the local touch. So Gopal Chakraborty, a dramatist who came 
to live in the Kamakhya area, formed a drama group and started 
staging Bengali plays translated into Assamese. Some Assamese 
young men, exposed to theatres in Kolkata, returned to produce 
Assamese plays in 1888. They included Gunabhi Ram Barua, who 

Ram Navami in 1870.

However, Guwahati lacked a hall to stage the plays; the 

theatre hall established in the residence of teacher Jitendra Nath 

took the initiative to build a new theatre hall named Arya Natya 
Mandir near Sukreswar temple in Panbazar the following year. A 
bigger concrete structure with a seating capacity of 400 replaced 
the Assam-type hall in 1930. For a long time it also served as All 
India Radio’s recording studio. In November 1961, the government 
converted the hall into a blood bank. Today, the hall houses the 
Assam Medical Service Association and is called AMSA House. 

group of leading citizens decided Guwahati needed a separate hall 
for ‘original Assamese drama’. A plot of land was acquired from the 
Ugratara Temple in Uzanbazar with permission from lessee Nabin 
Chandra Bardoloi, and Gauhati Public Hall was born in 1915. The 
Kamrup Natya Samiti was formed soon with Gopinath Bardoloi as 
secretary and Raghunath Choudhary as stage manager. The hall 
was renovated in 1924 and renamed Kumar Bhaskar Natya Mandir, 
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after the former ruler of Kamarupa. Jaimati

this theatre hall on 20 March 1936. 

These halls subsequently became popular addresses for public 
functions, as were latter-day halls such as Rabindra Bhavan, Bishnu 
Nirmala Bhavan, Lakhiram Barua Sadan, District Library Auditorium 
and Vivekananda Kendra, Uzanbazar. After the dawn of the new 

venues, namely the three-auditorium International Convention 
Centre in Srimanta Sankaradeva Kalakshetra at Panjabari and the 
ITA Centre at Machhkhowa.

Cinema caught the imagination of the theatre-struck town in the 
1920s when an entrepreneur named Chittaranjan Sen opened a 
movie hall opposite Nagpota Pukhuri in the Panbazar area. Unable 

of Lakhtokia who named the hall Kamrup Cinema Company. The 
hall shifted to Kamarpatty but the changeover from silent movies 
to talkies saw Islam selling the business to one Masoom Ali from 

business, he sold it to Bhuban Chandra Choudhury and Tilak Das. 
They renovated the hall and renamed it Bijulee Cinema. Jeevanram 
Goenka set up the second hall – Kelvin – in the Fancybazar area in 
1935. A multi-level car-parking plaza has replaced Kelvin.

By the 1950s, Guwahati became the meeting point of moviemakers 
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ODD Bhavan out
The Government of India took an initiative 

to set up Rabindra Bhavans in all state 

capitals as part of Rabindranath Tagore’s 

birth centenary in 1961-62. Shillong was 

then the capital of Assam but litterateur 

Atul Chandra Hazarika insisted on Guwahati 

getting the hall. The State Government 

relented and Guwahati’s became the only 

non-capital Rabindra Bhavan in India. 
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and actors from across the then undivided state. This made the government decide 

and Television Institute of India and was inaugurated on January 17, 1968.

Bhupen Hazarika and singer-dancer-writer-social reformer Kalaguru Bishnuprasad 
Rabha. Sprawled across 73 bighas of land, the sophisticated studio has churned 

cinematography, motion picture editing and applied acting. The institute is 
scheduled to be shifted to Baihata Chariali, 45km from Guwahati. 

cradle of a modern art movement. Trained in Kolkata, Jibeswar Barua returned 

Government Art and Crafts College and was shifted to Basistha. The era of Benu 
Misra, Neel Pawan Barua and Shobha Brahma followed with Brahma taking charge 
of the art college.

The 1970s dawned with the formation of two art organisations – Assam Fine Arts 
and Crafts Society and Guwahati Artists’ Guild – that became nurseries for budding 
painters and sculptors besides providing space for art exhibitions. Works of artists, 
old and new, found a new address when the State Art Gallery was established at 
Bhagawati Prasad Barooah Bhavan – the city headquarters of Asam Sahiya Sabha – 
on 6 August 1976. The art gallery later shifted to the Rabindra Bhavan complex.

CHILDREN’S 
centre

Shanti Bhavan, the house of 
Karmabir Nabin Chandra Bardoloi 
at Jorpukhuri, accommodated the 

Asam Parijat Kanan in 1950. In 
1954 it merged with Moina Mel 
(also 1950) to became Sadau Asam 
Moina Parijat. But time took a toll 
on this organisation, especially after 
its founder Nalinibala Devi died. 
The idea of a centre for all-round 
development of children, through a 
blend of value education and play, 
was revived by the Bhabendra Nath 
Saikia Children Welfare Trust. In 
2005, the trust started Aarohan, a 
children’s centre in Beltola Survey 
locality. The centre, established 

residential plot, organises various 
programmes catering to the needs 
of children in their pursuit of 
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GUWAHATI gulzar

FILMS AND songs have documented the changes Guwahati 
has undergone. 

Chikmik Bijuli (1969) showed 
Guwahati growing up from a sleepy town to a bustling city, Phani 
Talukdar’s Bibhrat (1972) was about how the city becomes the ultimate 
destination for every young man in Assam seeking his fortune. 

Hazarika also wrote and sang (along with his younger brother Jayanta) 
Auto rickshaw salaon ami duyu bhai/

Guwahati kori gulzar… (1968).  The song documented the arrival of the 
auto rickshaw in the city and their allotment by the government only to 
educated unemployed youth, starting with Masters degree holders and 
engineering graduates.  

Earlier in 1963, Hazarika made a reference to Guwahati in a song (Ah, what 
an amazing place is Guwahati city/ Pragjyotishpur that had spread light 
in the beginning of creation) that was essentially about Tezpur (Akashi 
jaanere, uroniya monere). In 1992, he wrote another song recalling an 
evening in the Guwahati of the 1940s.

Manab aaru Danab directed by Indukalpa Hazarika, Dwipen 
Barua sang Ei saharar mastana moi, sakalowe mok deewana koi... The 
song, penned by Nurul Haque, was picturised on a city bus conductor 
seeking passengers along a major bus route in Guwahati.

Another interesting song was Guwetik namaiskar (1967) in which Dost 
Habibur Rahman – he was a member of Hazarika’s group in the 1960s – 
described the experience of a villager on an excursion to the city. In 1979, 
Dwipen Barua sang Mor jeeban ekhan Ambassador written by Tafajjul Ali, 
in which the city is described through the eyes of a taxi driver.

The city also became a metaphor for all-out war during the Ahom-Mughal 
battles in the 17th century. Hoy Guwahati, nahoy Rangamati refers to the 

away up to Rangamati, now in Bangladesh.
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CULTURE canvas
Guwahati has a few showcases for 
the cultural diversity of Assam and 
the Northeast

IF GUWAHATI is a microcosm of India, Srimanta 
Sankaradeva Kalakshetra is the précis of Assam’s cultural 
essay. 

Located at Panjabari on the southern part of the city, Kalakshetra 
was conceived after the 1985 Assam Accord as a “grand exposition 
of life and culture of the people of Assam, of its diverse ethnic 
groups and sub-groups who have created the cultural mosaic in 
all its beauty and splendour”. It was aptly named after Srimanta 
Sankaradeva, the 15th - 16th century saint-reformer and one of the 
greatest integrators of the diverse Indian society.

The eight-hectare cultural showcase has an amphitheatre, an 
International Convention Centre with three auditoria, a garden 
of indigenous medicinal plants, a children’s park and space for 

bullock cart ride. Among its latest additions are the Dr Bhupen 
Hazarika Cultural Museum on various objects associated with 
the life of the legendary troubadour, and the North East Bamboo 
Information Centre. 

Adjacent to Kalakshetra is Shilpagram, the only crafts village of the 
North East Zone Cultural Centre. Shilpagram organises crafts fairs 
for artisans across the Northeast and provides space at a nominal 
cost. It has an open-air stage and an auditorium for cultural events 
throughout the year.

The most solemn of the cultural spaces is perhaps Bhupen Hazarika 
Memorial, set up where the music maestro’s body was cremated on 

was provided by Gauhati University. The blueprint for the complex 
includes a two-storied structure containing a library with rare 
photographs of Hazarika and an audio-visual room, an open-air 
theatre, a musical fountain and a souvenir shop.
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COMMUNICATION 
                   centreWhatever the mode of transport, Guwahati is 
the centre of gravity in the Northeast

GAZEETTEERS AND statistical accounts of the 19th century say Guwahati was a major 

tea company with headquarters at Nazira procured “The Assam” – a steamboat in 
1841 and sailed from Kolkata to Guwahati, it was abandoned after its maiden voyage. Steamer 
service between Kolkata and Guwahati was introduced in 1847, and between Guwahati and 
Dibrugarh in 1856 and that continued until 1965 when Islamabad denied passage of vessels 
through the rivers in East Pakistan. Pandu continues to be a port but Jahajghat, a stretch of the 
riverbank at Uzanbazar, remains only in name.

The Brahmaputra, British accounts say, was not easy to navigate during the non-monsoon 
months. An alternative terrestrial route to the seaports in Bengal was deemed necessary. The 

called Jones. The plan was to construct this road from Guwahati to Sylhet through Cherrapunjee, 
and the contract was awarded to Maniram Dutta Barua, better known as Maniram Dewan. The 
project was scrapped after Maniram built the road from Garigaon to a point beyond Rani. In 1877 

The South Trunk Road, which later came to be known as Assam Trunk Road or just AT Road, was 
later built from Guwahati to Nagaon in 1842-43. It was more of a pathway since Guwahati had no 
pucca road until 1880. The decision to develop the roads, though, was taken in 1864. According 

municipal limits while the municipal body maintains more than 1,000 smaller roads and lanes.

Apart from military trucks during World War II, the city’s roads did not carry heavy vehicles though 
a couple of entrepreneurs operated buses in the 1930s. Md Talebuddin, a trader of Machkhowa, 

But some claim the pioneers that year were Prabin Choudhury and Shubha Barua. These buses 
were primarily remodelled trucks before the proper ones arrived in 1989. 

Paltanbazar and Machkhowa were the city’s nodal points for long-distance buses connecting 
major towns of the state as well as the state capitals of other north-eastern states. Increase 

terminuses to Adabari and Betkuchi (ISBT, on National Highway 37).
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RANI 
Maharani
RANI AND Maharani were two Albion 

motor service between Guwahati 
and Shillong. Khan Bahadur Haji 
Kasimuddin Molla owned them. Anglo-
Indians Pokos and Douglas were the 

cars that had no doors and moved on 
solid tyres for a bumpy ride on the 
reddish gravel road. Four more drivers 
– Harihar Banerjee, Hari Das, Joe Ivor 
and Donel – joined the team. 

Kasimuddin had earlier started the 
bullock-cart service between Guwahati 
and Shillong in 1888 primarily 
to move goods. Within a year, he 
introduced passenger service. The 
bullock cart took 11 hours to cover 
the 64-mile distance. Horses soon 
replaced the bullocks for faster travel. 
Kasimuddin had to set up 12 stables 
along the road and it made his service 
costly; he charged Rs 30 per adult and 
Rs 15 per child.
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HIGH Way
GUWAHATI IS on Asian Highway 1, the longest route of the Asian highway network that 
stretches over 20,557 km from Tokyo (Japan) to E80 (European Route) west of Istanbul on 
the Turkey-Bulgaria border. It passes through South Korea, North Korea, China, Vietnam, 
Cambodia, Thailand, Myanmar, India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran. Exactly 
1,959 km from New Delhi, Guwahati was twice host to the ASEAN-India Car Rally, with 
motorists travelling 7,819 km from Yogyakarta (Indonesia) to the city in 2004 and 2012.

Guwahati’s reputation as the north-eastern region’s communication hub grew with 
the transformation of the airport at Borjhar into the Lokapriya Gopinath Bardoloi 
International Airport more than a decade ago. It all began with an emergency 
landing of a military aircraft on the banks of the Brahmaputra at Fancybazar during 
World War II.

the following year. According to a study by a London-based institute in 2007, LGBI 

The airport has connectivity to all major metros in the country and the north-

– graded National Waterway 2 – but inland water transport has of late had a 
resurgence of sorts. Barges move bulk and general cargo while ferries move people 
across the river and to other riverbank towns in the state. Luxury cruises for niche 

tourists have added style to 
river transport.  

While the city’s connectivity 
to the world beyond has 

local transport has room for 
improvement. Introduction 
of trekker less than a 
decade ago followed by 
radio taxis has solved part 
of the commuting problem. 
The approval of a proposed 
metro rail is expected 
to vastly improve local 
transportation.
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FINAL frontier
Guwahati is the headquarters of Indian 
Railway’s strategic easternmost zone

ASSAM WAS put on the global railway map in 1881 when 
Assam Railway and Trading Company laid the 65 km Dibrugarh-
Margherita metre gauge mainly for transportation of tea and 
coal. The AR&T Company was headed by Sir John Berry White, 

a retired brigadier of the British Army who later served as civil surgeon in 
Lakhimpur district and was instrumental in setting up a medical school in 
Dibrugarh. The Pandughat-Guwahati track was laid in 1891 but it wasn’t 
until 1910 that locals could take a train to the world beyond. 

The rail link, though, was not directly westward to Kolkata or Delhi 
but with Lumding in Central Assam, from where the hill section line via 
Badarpur linked Brahmaputra Valley to the Chittagong port in present-
day Bangladesh. The delay was partly because Guwahati Railway 
Station, built in 1895, was reduced to rubbles within minutes of the 1897 
earthquake that measured 8.7 on the Richter scale.

By the time the station was rebuilt, the Pandu-Guwahati track was 
extended eastward to Jamunamukh (in Nagaon district) via Panikhaiti, 
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Khetri and Kampur. The track was in place by 1903 but people of 
Guwahati preferred to cross the Brahmaputra by boat and catch a 
train to Kolkata from Amingaon via Dhubri and Lalmonirhat (now 
in Bangladesh). Railway came to Dhubri in 1903 and to Amingaon in 
1910.

forced the reorganisation of the Assam Bengal Railway according to 
new political boundary. Assam Railway was consequently formed in 
August 1947 with its headquarters at Pandu. 

Six months later, the 300-km Assam Rail Link between Kishanganj 
(Bihar) and Fakiragram (Assam) was undertaken. It was completed 

1950. On 14 April 1952, Assam Railway was amalgamated to form the 
North Eastern Railway zone with its headquarters at Gorakhpur in 
Uttar Pradesh. On 15 January 1958, NER was bifurcated to create 
Northeast Frontier Railway (NFR) for better focus on the region. The 
Maligaon area of Guwahati was chosen for NFR’s headquarters.

NFR’s birth did not help connect the Assam south of Brahmaputra 
to the rest of the country straightaway. Passengers and coaches 
continued to be ferried on barges between Pandughat and Amingaon. 
This stopped after the Saraighat Bridge was inaugurated in 1963.  

Bihar and West Bengal. It also lords over Darjeeling Himalayan Railway 
of 1881 vintage and declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO. It is 
the easternmost – a plaque at Lekhapani railway station in Upper 
Assam says Final Frontier – of Indian Railway’s 16 zones.
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PLEASANT
parks
Guwahati has to thank Queen Victoria 
for its parks

ASSAM, SAID Swami Vivekananda, is India’s most 
beautiful place after Kashmir. Ironically, a water 
supply project took away the beauty of the place 

Naba Gopal Bannerjee, a contractor from Bengal, donated 
a piece of land (opposite the old Deputy Commissioner’s 
residence in Panbazar) for a recreational park with a fountain. 
It was named Jubilee Garden, as the year happened to mark 
the golden jubilee of Queen Victoria’s reign. 

Jubilee Garden soon became the meeting point of the city’s 
intellectuals. Eminent personalities also chose it for sermons 
and public speeches. Swami Vivekananda delivered a spiritual 
lecture there in 1901 while Mahatma Gandhi held a prayer 
meeting in 1946. 

The park ceased to exist after the government set up a water 
treatment plant in 1962. The city did have other parks for 
children and adults to spend their mornings and evenings in, 
but they did not wear the Victorian aura. 
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Years later, the local administration turned the 
Brahmaputra riverfront along MG Road – Guwahati’s 
answer to Mumbai’s Marine Drive – into two adjacent 
parks. Mahavir Park turned into an embarkation 

Sankardev Udyan to its west somewhat retained its 
character opposite the newer Tarunram Phukan Park 
at Bharalumukh. 

These parks, however, lacked the amusement 
quotient of the Nehru Park that came up on the 
Church Field after the dawn of the new millennium. 
In the mean time, certain localities like Narikalbari, 
Ambikagiri Udyan (on Navagiri Road), housing 

established attractive children’s parks. The private 

LGBI Airport) with rollercoaster rides and water 
slides. 

In 2011, GMDA built the city’s largest park – 
Shraddhanjali Kanan opposite the Assam State 
Zoo – on 23 bighas of land acquired from the Soil 
Conservation Department. The park is a popular 
address for the city’s joggers and morning walkers, 
as is Srimanta Sankaradeva Kalakshetra. The Rs 
8.73crore Shraddhanjali Kanan is a recreation cum 
educational centre modelled on the lines of London’s 

laser show depicting Assam’s history. It also hosts an 
annual urban winter festival of music, food and art.
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FINE 
with transplanted grass and more

DECADES BEFORE the world discovered Astroturf, Guwahati was home 

Field.

A government property, Judges’ Field was a rough recreation ground until the 
British acquired it in 1850. It was a massive ground until the Station Road divided 
it into eastern and western halves. The western part became Church Field, which 
metamorphosed into the Nehru Amusement Park while some courts ate up parts 
of the eastern half. 

What remained of Judges’ Field was big enough for major sporting events – like the 
Assam Shakti Mela or Assam Olympics in 1934 and the inaugural Bardoloi Trophy 

layer of coal and chips to help drain water faster.
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By the late 1980s, Judges’ Field began losing its sporting sheen owing 
to commercial events and government functions such as Republic Day 

To the east of Judges’ Field, beyond the Gauhati High Court, is Latasil 

nationalism in locals who the British barred from playing on Judges’ 

events such as Asam Sahitya Sabha. Apart from sports, it continues to be 
used for religious and cultural functions.

Not far away, at Paltanbazar, is New Field that has since 12 April 1987 
been the regional headquarters of Sports Authority of India. It has an 
eight-lane running track, tennis and badminton courts, and is a major 

attached to Cotton College, it used to be the government’s elephant 
shed and was called Peelkhana or Hatisaal. 

Among the centurion playgrounds is the Sonaram High School Field that 
is now one-fourth of its original size of eight acres due to encroachment 

courtyard of dopdar
turned into a cremation ground. The shifting of the Sonaram School from 

lost its sporting glory and is used today mainly for community events, 
mobile theatres and the annual Dandia festival.

organising Eid prayers, the Guwahati Idgah Committee allows formal 
cricket coaching and regular sporting and recreational activities besides 
social meetings for local residents.

No less important is the Veterinary College Field on the southern end 

Committee convention in 1976. It hosts the Republic and Independence 
Day functions today. Assam Engineering Institute Field at Chandmari, on 
the other hand, is the preferred venue for annual book fairs and other 
expositions. Likewise, the Geetanagar Field is used by mobile theatres 
and for annual Durga puja.
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FOOTBALL 
Guwahati was the birthplace of organised 
soccer in Assam

THE GAUHATI Town Club (GTC) was primarily responsible for 
the birth of Assam’s most prestigious sports event – Bordoloi 
Trophy – in 1952. The tournament was played at the Judges’ 
Field until 1961 before the venue changed.

Organised soccer in the province, though, started decades ago after 
Maharana Club was formed in 1907. The club’s football team was the 

Shield Competition, at Rangpur, now in Bangladesh. The tournament 

Das was adjudged best player. The club went on to win the ICF Shield 
at Lucknow (1947), All India Kamal Kumari Trophy at Benares (1952) and 
Bordoloi Trophy (1953). 

Maharana Club’s participation in the IFA Shield gave birth to the Assam 
Football Association (AFA). Participating in the Shield warranted an 
application from a provincial football association as per the 1945-46 IFA 
regulations. Assam had no association at that time; so sports organiser 
Animesh Ganguly and others formed the AFA with Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed 
as its president and printed the association’s letterhead overnight to 
apply for Maharana’s participation in the 1946 IFA league. 

Maharana produced some of Northeast India’s best footballers. They 

Manoranjan Banerjee, Jiten Chowdhury and Toshen Bora.

Ao played for GTC too, as did a host of other legends like Debasish Roy, 
Prabin Phukan, Prabhat Hazarika, Indrajit Namchoom and Abdul Hamid. 

Cup football tournament in Mumbai. The club’s golden years were 1954, 
1956 and 1963 when it won the Bordoloi Trophy.

The Union Club too was a football giant. It nurtured the likes of Jiten 

Choudhury.
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SPORTS struck
Guwahati has some of India’s most modern 
sports facilities

EIGHTEEN YEARS before India hosted the inaugural Asian 
Games, Guwahati organised a part of the Assam Shakti Mela 
or Assam Olympics. That was 33 years after Gauhati Town 
Club became India’s oldest sporting institution after Mohun 

Bagan of Kolkata. 

But the city hardly produced athletes apart from a few quality footballers. 
A reason was that the playgrounds were being utilised for non-sporting 
activities too. Radha Govinda Baruah, popularly called RG, pushed for a 
stadium and chose a huge garbage dump north of the Sarania Hills as the 
site. He overcame social, political, bureaucratic and economic hurdles 
to ensure funds for the Nehru Stadium that was inaugurated on 16 July 
1962. The Kanaklata Indoor Stadium within the complex was readied in 
1967. From 1962, the stadium has remained the permanent venue of the 
Bordoloi Trophy, Assam’s most prestigious tournament. Equipped with 

For a long time, Nehru Stadium was the only bright spot for the city’s 
sports enthusiasts. The smaller NF Railway Stadium at Maligaon and the 
Sports Authority of India complex at Paltanbazar mattered too, but they 
did not quite measure up. 

Guwahati’s sporting infrastructure changed dramatically after Assam 
won the bid to host the 33rd National Games in 2007. The facilities that 
came up were considered world class. They include the Indira Gandhi 
Athletic Stadium, Dr Zakir Hussain Aquatic Complex and the Karmabir 
Nabin Chandra Bordoloi AC Indoor Hall at Sarusajai. Then there are the 
Maulana Md Tayabulla Hockey Stadium at Bhetapara, the Deshbhakta 
Tarun Ram Phookan Indoor Stadium at Ulubari, Rajiv Gandhi Indoor 
Stadium at Amingaon, Chachal Tennis Complex, Tepesia Sports Complex, 
Ganesh Mandir Indoor Stadium at Khanapara, Rudra Singha Sports 
Complex at Dispur and Gauhati University sports stadium.

The best, perhaps, was saved for cricket. The modern Barsapara Cricket 
Stadium, started in 2007, was completed in 2013. It has a seating capacity 
of 60,000 people.
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BUILDING 
business

The 200-year-old Bargola in Fancybazar is 
central to Guwahati’s status as the regional 
commercial hub

IN 1812, a wholesale trader named Mahasingh Rai Meghraj 
Kothari from Bikaner in Rajasthan, sailed into western 
Assam’s Mankachar on a big country boat. He set up his 

Sixteen years later, he sent his son Zalim Singh Kothari to Guwahati 
th wholesale shop near the Fancybazar ghat. The 

masur dal (lentil) and nimakh (white ocean salt) among 
other essentials in Assam. But more importantly, Messrs Mahasingh Rai 
Meghraj became a heritage business house, the oldest surviving one 
popularly known as Bargola.

It was perhaps appropriate that Mahasingh’s descendant, Aridaman 
Singh Kothari, became the founder-president of Kamrup Chamber of 

the Northeast. It stands on the Kamrup Chamber Road in Fancybazar.

The next major essentials gaddi after Bargola was Hatigola, established 
in the same area by Jhumarmal Pannalal Jain almost a century later. 
Somewhere in between, in the 1870s, Kunja Behari Banerjee of 
Madhyapara village (now in Bangladesh) began managing his uncle’s 

selling everything from grocery items to herbal medicines and almanac. 
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KB Banerjee & Sons, better known as Kunja Thakur, has retained 
its appearance and red book of accounts under the heads baje, 
kirana and abgari. The only things missing from the shop are ganja 
or cannabis and or opium, legal commodities then. 

Kunja Thakur inspired an assembly line of variety stores over the 
years beginning with Birdhichand Kesardeo making Fancybazar 
the largest commercial centre in the Northeast. Some roads in this 
market – like Muralidhar Sharma Road – are named after business 
leaders while the lanes took on names after the dominant items of 
trade such as Chawalpatty, Tamulgali and Chaigali.

Others like Ramlal Lalchand Goenka and Ganpatrai Dhanuka looked 
beyond trading in essentials to philanthropic activities such as 

Goenka High School – and the Marwari Balika Vidyalala. Prabhudayal 
Himmatsingka, on the other hand, engaged in local administration 

In 1888, almost 15 years after Kunja Thakur had greats like Gopinath 
Bardoloi and Tarun Ram Phookun as regular clients, brothers Shaikh 
Sobiruddin and Shaikh Kabiruddin arrived from Hooghly district 
in Bengal to set up Messrs Shaikh Brothers in Panbazar. British 
administrators in Shillong and further west preferred the bakery’s 
soft bread while Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was extremely 
fond of its cheese straws. 

Like Bargola and KB Banerjee & Sons, Shaikh Brothers today is 
a heritage structure. The bakery’s reputation led to the local 
administration naming the Haji Sobiruddin Road in Paltanbazar 
after one of its founders. 

Shaikh Brothers’ contemporary was RK Saraswati & Company. 
Founded by a Bengali businessman named Radhakishore Saraswati, 
the company traded exclusively in eri and paat fabric. The company 

named Harimal Barman, original from Samata. 
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Other notable business establishments in the Panbazar 
area were booksellers/publishers Kitapghar, Kalicharan 
Booksellers, Dutta Baruah & Company and Lawyers Book 

in 1906, Bharali Brothers and BN Dey & Sons. Some closed 
shop, others remain.

Business in Guwahati has evolved over the years, keeping 
pace with the world beyond. Apart from shopping malls run 
by local and major Indian business houses, the city sports 
exclusive outlets of most multinational restaurants and luxury 
brands. 

These business houses have expanded their horizon. This 
has made Guwahati the headquarters of at least three pan-
Northeast associations – Federation of Industries of North 
Eastern Region, North East Chamber of Commerce and 
Industries and North East Federation of Industries and Trade.

RURBAN bazaars
TWO WEEKLY haats or markets transport the city 

to its rural past. The older one is Beltola Bazaar, 

now twice a week, in the residential area of Beltola 

in the southern part of the city. A historic trading 

point between people from the hills of Meghalaya 

and locals, it showcases the best of local farm 

produce and indigenous household items. Prantik, 

the prestigious Assamese magazine once described 

it as “rajar prajar bazar.” The other haat is at 

Maligaon in the western part of the city. Of similar 

character, this market started after Pandu became a 

major railway destination in 1903.
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TRADE centre
THE GRANDEST address for trade and industry expositions in 

the Northeast is Maniram Dewan Trade Centre, named after the 

the London-registered The Assam Company Ltd. Dewan was 

otherwise for competing with the British by running his own tea 

estates.

The trade centre is an integrated system of buildings and open 

spaces stretched over an area of 10 acres in the city’s Betkuchi 

area. Inaugurated in February 2009 and managed by Assam 

Trade Promotion Organisation, the centre has hosted several 

international trade fairs and business meets besides showcasing 

the rich art and culture of the Northeast.
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BENGAL businessmen
A GROUP of businessmen – Bengalis and Marwaris – from 

Bengal settled down in Guwahati in 1795, a research 

by professor Udayaditya Bharali reveals. That was also 

the time when the British under Captain Welsh made a 

‘reconnaissance’ trip before annexing Assam 31 years later. 

The traders from Bengal had accompanied Welsh primarily 

to supply rations to his troops tasked with quelling a 

rebellion against the Ahom king. Welsh’s troops left a month 

after doing its job and helping Purnananda Buragohain, 

the Ahom prime minister, raise two platoons. Some of the 

traders stayed behind in the ‘new land of opportunities’.
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INDUSTRY 
impetus
industrial face

FEW PLACES on earth exude industry-green coexistence as 

the lone hope until Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru inaugurated Guwahati 

at Noonmati on the eastern edge of Guwahati was originally designed to 
process 0.75 million metric tonnes per annum of crude supplied by Oil India 
Limited and Oil and Natural Gas Corporation Limited from their Upper 

increase its capacity to 1 MMTPA.

and motor spirit to aviation turbine fuel. It entered the era of ecologically 

technology developed by IndianOil. 

and occupational health. But more importantly, it gave Guwahati its industrial face. 

Today, the city has a Software Technology Park – comparable to any other city in India – near 
the LGBI Airport. It also has the Export Promotion Industrial Park at Amingaon, developed to 
provide infrastructural facilities of high standard for export-oriented units. Many assembly and 

Inland Container Depot.

and industries within the city. The employment of labour in these industries was 13,337. Estimates 
indicate that the factories and industries have increased by at least 10% in these years, given the 
city’s growth projections.
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TEA auction
THE FIRST consignment of tea from Assam weighing 350 
pounds was auctioned in London on 10 January 1839, 
almost 160 years after the practice of tea auctioning began 
there. It took another 131 years for auction of Assam tea to 
start in its home turf. 

The Guwahati Tea Auction Centre (GTAC) was established in 
1970 amid heavy odds with a lobby in Kolkata going all out 
to stop it. It functioned from the Nehru Stadium guesthouse 
before moving to a separate building adjoining the Assam 

of 1,317 kg of Broken Orange Pekoe tea in 30 chests from 
Haroocharai Tea Estate on 25 September 1970.  The Assam 

Kamakhya Prasad Tripathi, GTAC chairman Dharmananda 
Das, planters PC Borooah, Girija Prasad Barua, NK Bezbarua, 

time when tea prices ranged from Rs 4-7 per kg. But the 
enthusiasm was such that the bids started increasing until 
Jorhat-based trader Zafar Ali bought the lot at Rs 42.50 per 

lot came, went a step ahead; he donated the entire sales 
proceeds of this lot, about Rs 52,000, to the chief minister’s 
relief fund. GTAC today handles about 125 million kg of tea 
per annum.
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textbooks in 14 tongues. Not surprisingly, its principal 
city Guwahati speaks almost every language in the Indian 
subcontinent.

Guwahati’s cosmopolitan character began developing after the Mughal 
invasion in the mid 17th century. Some Persian and Afghans chose to stay 
behind, as did a contingent of Sikhs. The city and its outskirts were at 
that time inhabited by Bodo, Garo, Karbi, Khasi, Lalung and Rabha tribal 
people besides the Koch-Rajbongshis and Ahoms who had taken control 
intermittently. 

More communities from mainland India and beyond began trickling in after 
the British annexed Assam in 1826. If South Indian scholar Lakshminarayan 
Brahmachari opened a Sanskrit tol at Bharalumukh, Khan Bahadur Ida 
Khan came from North West Frontier Province (now in Pakistan) to 
become a ‘building constructor’. His house in Lakhtokia – the Industrial 
Cooperative Bank building stands there now – was where Pakistan’s 
creator Mohammed Ali Jinnah stayed before India’s independence. 

and some medical and legal professionals, most Bengalis were brought 

Gujarat, on the other hand, took control of business and commerce.

communities such as Athgaon (Marwaris) and Kalapahar (Bengalis). 
Some sported the names of the dominant community, such as Punjabigali 
in Ganeshguri, Manipuribasti and Kacharibasti in the Ulubari area. Some 

remained on the outskirts. 

Modern housing complexes have virtually erased the language, 
religion or ethnicity-based ghettos of yore. Today, it is not unusual for 
city dwellers to relish a Naga restaurant alongside a Khalsa dhaba and 
an ethnic Assamese eatery with an Udipi outlet. Or seek spiritualism 
simultaneously at an Assamese namghar, Nepali Mandir, Bengali-style 
Kalibari and Balaji temple with a Tamil touch.

MINI India
Almost every community in the Indian 
subcontinent and beyond calls Guwahati home
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GROWAHATI
As the fulcrum of India’s Look East policy, Guwahati’s 
skyline is changing fast

of Gowhatee – formed on 11 June 1852, 
sixteen years after its journey began as Town 
Improvement Committee – was to prohibit the 

entry of elephants that damaged the kutcha roads. 

More than 175 years later, Guwahati Metropolitan 
Development Authority (GMDA) and its older urban cousin, 
Guwahati Municipal Corporation (GMC) face an elephantine 
challenge – to upgrade the city as the fulcrum of India’s 
Look East policy that seeks to bring Southeast Asian nations 
closer.

energised the urbanisation process, albeit slowly owing 
to the topography dictated by hills and wetlands. The 
municipal board introduced tap water supply in 1887 and 
oil-fuelled streetlights in 1888. But it had to wait another 
25 years for a local – Manik Chandra Baruah – to become its 

Chenikuthi, Hedayetpur, Ambari, Paltanbazar, Fancybazar 
and Bharalumukh localities. In 1899, the area was extended 
to Kharghuli, Silphukhuri, Chandmari, Rajgarh, Bhangagarh, 
Sarania, Ulubari, Santipur and Bhutnath localities.

On 27 January 1974, the board became GMC with Radha 

Choudhury. They functioned from a double-storey Assam-

is a heritage house, erected four years after the earthquake 
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From 34 in the year of its constitution, GMC increased 
the number of its wards to 60 in 1995. The ward count 
has come down to 31 today. These wards are under four 
revenue zones and six administrative divisions. The zones 
are Central (Panbazar), West (Bhutnath), South (Pub 
Sarania) and East (RG Baruah Road). The divisions are West, 
Dispur (Supermarket), South (Uzanbazar), East, Central 
and Lakhara (Lakhara Chariali).

According to the Gazetteer of Bengal and North-East India 
(1905), the municipality was constituted to make ‘extremely 
picturesque’ Gauhati a healthy and planned urban centre. A 
similar objective led to the birth of GMDA in 1992, seven 

area under GMDA today is 328 sq km covering the GMC area 
(216 sq km), the North Guwahati Town Committee area and 

Barsar, Dakhin Rani, Ramcharani and Beltola.

Guwahati is estimated to have 2.3 million people by 2025, 
its growth stimulated by its status as the nerve-centre of 
Northeast India. The development blueprint has accordingly 
been made to build a city that meets future by retaining its 
heritage and greenery. But the test is in steadying the pace 
of concretization. 

In 2007, London-based International Institute of 
Environment Development rated Guwahati as one of the 
world’s 100 fastest growing cities. And though ranked 50th 
in terms of population, it was placed 16th among all major 
and medium-sized Indian cities in a survey by a popular 
Indian business magazine the year before. The city has 
India’s seventh busiest airport too.

Guwahati’s expansion since has averaged 40% annually 
and its gross domestic product increased steadily to 
touch an estimated USD 1.5 billion in 2013. This is evident 
from the city’s glossy skyline dotted by starred hotels, 
top end shopping malls, multiplexes, and outlets of MNC 
restaurants, bistros and luxury brands. These are alongside 
landscaping and providing public amenities that are the 
trappings of a modern city with breathing space.
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TRIP time
Natural and historical sites around Guwahati 
ensure weekend outings

CONNECTIVITY MAKES Guwahati the springboard for 
exploring the Northeast. The city is perfect for daylong or 
weekend outings too.

Guwahati is surrounded by hill stations, wildlife sanctuaries, picnic spots, 
religious and historical sites within a 100km radius. The 38.8 sq km Pobitora 
Wildlife Sanctuary – it is sometimes called Kaziranga’s showroom – 48 
km east of the city has the highest density of one-horned rhinos in the 
world. The sanctuary adjoins Mayong, the village of sorcerers that gave 
Assam the reputation of a place where humans were turned into lambs.

Equidistant to the north is Madan Kamdev hillock, Assam’s answer to 
the erotic sculptures of Khajuraho. A cluster of ruins of some 20 Shiva 

Brahmaputra Valley, the hillock is believed to have been the place where 
Kama, the god of love, was reborn after an enraged Lord Shiva reduced 
him to ashes.
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While in the city
River cruise: MG Road, the city’s answer to Mumbai’s Marine 

discotheque too – that package a variety of cuisines with 
cultural shows. This is also the stretch to board luxury cruises 
for an unforgettable trip to silk town Sualkuchi in the west and 
Kaziranga National Park in the east. 

Guwahati Planetarium: The only one of its kind in the Northeast, 
this planetarium in Uzanbazar adjoining a Ganesh temple is a 
prime attraction as well as a centre for astronomical research.

Balaji Temple: Situated in Betkuchi area of the city, this temple 
between ISBT and Maniram Dewan Trade Centre carries the 

that the temple exudes.

Ambari: In the heart of the city, Ambari has some of the best 
handloom and handicraft emporia, as also the Ambari excavation 
site with sculptures on display dating back to the 7th century.

Silk street: The next best place after Sualkuchi to buy indigenous 
Assam silks – silvery pat, golden muga and the warm-as-wool eri – 
is the stretch from Panbazar to Kamarpatty lined with silk outlets. 

State Archives: For the academically inclined is Assam State 

reports and historical documents and 40,000 books besides rare 
photographs. 

Hilltop viewpoints: A number of hills criss-crossing Guwahati 
ensure a panoramic view of the city and beyond. One can 
drive up these hills or be adventurous enough to scale. These 
hilltop viewpoints are Nilachal (Kamakhya Temple), Chitrachal 
(Navagraha Temple), Sarania (Gandhi Mandap, museum dedicated 
to Mahatma Gandhi), Hengerabari Nongkeh (Assam State 
Zoo), Sandhyachal (Basistha Ashram), Narakasur (Guwahati 
Medical College), Kalapahar (from a Shiva Temple accessible 
from Kalapahar and Birubari localities), Fatasil and Adamgiri 
(behind NF Railway headquarters). Geeta Mandir, on a hillock 

adjoining areas.
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Hajo, 35km to the northwest, presents a picture of communal harmony. 
Here, Hinduism, Islam and Buddhism have remained inseparable from 
one another for centuries. The Hayagriva-Madhava temple, a 6th century 
structure rebuilt in the 16th century, doubles as a Buddhist shrine for 
pilgrims from Bhutan, Ladakh, Tibet and south-western China. Some 
say Buddha attained nirvana here. Close by is the 17th century Poa-
Mecca shrine that is believed to ensure one-fourth the salvation of a Haj 
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pilgrimage. Every February, local Muslims lead 
the procession when the Brahma, Vishnu and 
Maheswar idols of Hayagriva-Madhava temple 
are taken out on an annual round of Hajo town.

A cluster of other temples – dedicated to 
Kedareswar, Kameswar, Kamaleswar, Joy-
Durga, Ganesh and other gods and goddesses, 
as also the Dhoparguri satra – are enough to 
keep one busy for the entire day in Hajo.

At Chhaygaon, 40 km to the west, is the near-
airtight Mer-ghar that the mythological Chand 
Sadagar had built to ensure his only son 
Lakhindar did not die on his wedding night from 
snakebite, as per Lord Shiva’s curse. A snake 
killed Lakhindar but his bride Beula got back his 
life through relentless prayers to Lord Shiva. 
Beyond Mirza, about 60 km from the city, is 
Chandubi, a beautiful lake that the earthquake 
of 1897 created. A popular picnic spot, Chandubi 

Some 25 km north-west of the city is Sualkuchi, 
an expansive silk village that produces all three 
world-famous Assam silks – paat, muga and 
eri. Often referred to as the Manchester of 
the East, Sualkuchi attracts visitors keen on 
carrying home exquisite silk fabrics. En route is 
Gandhamou resort, a rural tourism destination. 

resorts and dhabas for gastronomic trips. 

Finally, there’s Shillong, the Scotland of the 
East, which for nearly a century was capital of 
undivided Assam. India’s largest hill-station, 
the city derived its name from U Shyllong, a 
powerful deity of the Khasis. It has several 
tourist attractions including waterfalls, lakes, 
sacred forests, churches, Shillong Peak, and 
of course Sohra (formerly Cherrapunjee) and 
Mawsynram, the rainiest places on earth.
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GUWAHATRIVIA
Facts about people and places you probably didn’t know

OFFICER one

have read English in Gowhatty Seminary in 1837. Along with 

from Assam to get enrolled in a school in Kolkata. The two 

sailed for Kolkata on a 600-maund boat accompanied by seven 

servants and a caretaker in 1842, to reach their destination in 

25 days.

While they were enrolled in the junior section of Hindu College, 

Durgaram died of illness. Anandaram read up to senior class 

‘drawing room’ with chairs and a table he had brought from 

modern private library in Assam. Anandaram also became the 

1847. He died in 1859 at about 30 years of age.

BUREAUCRAT
Indian to join the Indian Civil Service (in 1872). A Sanskrit scholar appointed a District Magistrate. ENGINEER: Balinarayan Bora, who lived on today’s Bhuban Road in received a scholarship to study engineering in London and returned to 

join Assam PWD as an assistant engineer in 1878. Bora was also behind 

Mou

DOCTOR
Assamese doctor with the Imperial Medical Services. He studied in 

Calcutta Medical College after passing out of Gowhatty School in 1865, 

and did his bachelor of medicine from Glasgow University before 

becoming an IMS. He also donated 28 bigha land for sthe Navagraha 

cremation ground in 1902. In 1925, Panbazar resident Harikrishna Das JUDGE: Holiram Deka, a resident of Kaliram Choudhury Path in the (Gauhati).
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THEATRE creator

AMONG THE oldest residents of Guwahati, Baradakanta Bishaya 

jatra party or theatre group in which he 

played female roles. His son Khiradakanta too followed in his 

footsteps, composed songs and music and played a lead role in 

Guwahati’s cultural sphere. His house at Uzanbazar was a centre 

of creative expression besides one of the city’s most popular 

Durga Puja destinations.

PRESIDENT’S challenger

election in 1952. Dr Rajendra Prasad defeated him to become 

LOCAL bankers
LIKE BANK of Baroda and Allahabad Bank, Guwahati too had a bank 
in its name. A group of young men including Bishnuram Medhi, 
Kamakhyaram Baruah, Jogendranath Baruah and Golokeswar a local bank to fund local enterprise. Unfortunately, the bank went 

broke in 1950.

LONE ‘Brahmin’
Rajasthani settlers and went on to become a Member of Legislative 
Council. He was said to be the only man in Assam to wear his 
(upper) caste, only because his teacher in Sonaram High School 
had tested his obedience by asking him to write Brahmin instead 
of Sharma in his form for the high school-leaving examination. 
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NEWS provider

MANIK CHANDRA Baruah and Anandaram Dhekial Phookan 

had opened a tea and timber trading company – Assam’s 

Assam News

Guwahati. Edited by Hem Chandra Barua (who had compiled 

Hemkosh), it was a bilingual weekly with separate English and 

Assamese sections.

Dainik Asamiya 

January 1946 with Devkanta Barooah as its editor. The Assam 

Tribune

from 30 September 1946. It was however a weekly newspaper 

from Dibrugarh from 4 August 1939, which shifted to Guwahati 

Lakshmi Nath Phukan.

PATENT pride

had in the early 1900s patented Sudarshan, a spinning wheel 
he developed for weavers

NUMBERED housesHOUSES IN Guwahati did not have numbers until Nripendra 
Nath Sarma, a retired professor of geography in Cotton College, 
came up with the idea in 2001. As secretary of Juripar Unnayan 
Samiti (Juripar is a relatively new locality on Panjabari Road), 
Sarma set about mapping his locality and numbering all the 
houses on the main road and the by-lanes. The Guwahati 
Municipal Corporation picked up the idea and had the houses 
in the rest of the city numbered.

BARD’S beginning
as a singer at Cotton Collegiate School on 30 October 1930. The 
occasion was a reception organised for Sahityarathi Lakshminath 
Bezbaroa, who was leaving for Kolkata. Little Bhupen’s father 
Nilakanta Hazarika, a teacher in the school, had him clad in 
dhoti and kurta made of paat silk. The boy was made to stand 
on a table so that the entire crowd could see him sing the song 
his mother Santipriya and her two sisters had taught him. 
Impressed, Bezbaroa washed his mouth of the tamol-paan that 
he was chewing, took the boy in his arms, kissed him and said: 
“One day, I am sure this boy will become a very great singer.” HERR’s house

owned a house on today’s Kamalakanta Bhattacharyya Path in 

Taroon Ram Phookan. 

ICE tries

MEMBERS OF European Club of Gauhati ensured regular supply 

1901, in an attempt to ‘cool him down’ after the city’s summer 

got to his nerves. 

PLANTERS’ pad

BUILT IN 1883-84, the Cotton College principal’s bungalow was 

a transit camp for tea planters travelling between their gardens 

in Eastern Assam and provincial capital Shillong. It became the 

University, was its occupant. 
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GOLF court
GAUHATI HIGH Court (1948) came up on a mini golf 
course that the European Club of Gauhati had added to 
its facilities after 1907. Guwahati had to wait 20 years for 
another golf course to be prepared within the Narangi 
army cantonment.

LATASIL FIELD was one of many wetlands in Guwahati 
until Manik Chandra Barua and Karmabir Nabin Chandra 

body – play football after the European Club denied them 
access to Judges’ Field.

HOARY hotel

GUWAHATI’S FIRST hotel was Bholanath Hindu Hotel in 

Panbazar. It was where Prag Continental Hotel stands today.

CITEA garden

Guwahati, during the British period, had at least 10 tea estates 

like Choonsali, Latasil, Mitoni, Lonamati, Woodland etc. While 

one P.C. D’ Ombrain set up Latasil Tea estate in Kharghuli, 

it was later bought over by Manik Chandra Baruah. The tea 

estate shut down after he died. 

BIHUTOLI birth

THE BIHUTOLI in its modern avatar was born at Latasil Field 

in 1952. The man behind the idea of transporting Rongali 

Bihu from rural settings to an urban stage was newspaper 

magnate Radha Govinda Baruah.

GARRISON ground

GUWAHATI HAS been a military zone since Ahom general 

Lachit Barphukan made it his war headquarters with 

100,000 defenders. After the British occupied the province, 

the city became the station of the 42nd Assam Light Infantry 

a cantonment at Narangi after the war with China in 1962.

JUBILEE school

GUWAHATI’S FIRST Bengali medium high school was named 

Silver Jubilee Anglo-Bengali High School to commemorate 

the 25th year of coronation of King George V in 1935. 

This school in Paltanbazar later became Bengali Higher 

Secondary School.

SHIFTING cemeteryTHE FIRST cemetery for European Christians was 
where the Institute of Engineers’ building stands off the 
Panbazar over-bridge. It was later shifted to Chenikuthi.BIJULI Bidhan

KEROSENE FUELLED Guwahati’s streetlights until 
Gauhati Electric Supply Company undertook the lighting 
project in 1927. One of the owners of this company was 

Bijuli Bhavan, headquarters of Assam State Electricity 
Board.
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FILMING spot

THE FILM studio at Kahilipara was to have been in Kharghuli where 

Jaimati

depicting Gadapani going underground in the Naga Hills (the rest 

district). The vote for the studio went to Kahilipara but Kharghuli 

RADIO rise

AKASHVANI ARRIVED in the city on 1 July 1948 as a twin studio 

called Guwahati-Shillong. It began functioning from the bungalow 

of the Assam Valley Commissioner where now stands the additional 

building of the Gauhati High Court. The national radio shifted in 

1958 to its permanent complex at Chandmari, which used to be 

shooting range for the British troops and subsequently a golf course 

belonging to the Gauhati Club.

‘DOCTOR’ Doordarshan THE GUWAHATI Doordarshan Kendra began its journey on 24 March 1985 from an abandoned wing of the Mahendra Mohan Choudhury Hospital at Panbazar. Its main studio used to be the hospital’s operation theatre. The Kendra later shifted to its own complex on RG Baruah Road.

LAND for milk
MUNICIPALITY CHAIRMAN Manik Chandra Baruah took over 
Company Bagan in Ambari after Commissioner Francis Jenkins’ part of the orchard to the government. He gave the remaining 

portion to a shepherd named Bakri Mian as payment for the 
milk bill he ran up. Ambari, meanwhile, got its name because 
the orchard had many mango trees on that side. 
HELLO Guwahati

THE BRITISH in 1866 introduced telegraph and telephone 
services in Guwahati for cheaper, safer and prompt 
communication. It underscored the city’s worth as the region’s 
commercial centre. 

TEASHOP talk

COFFEE HOUSES nurtured the intelligentsia in most Indian 

cities that evolved during the British rule. Teashops did it for 

Guwahati’s go-getters. The culture of adda, an untranslatable 

word that veers from ‘idle talk’ to ‘exchange of ideas’, started 

transferred to Guwahati) at Uzanbazar. It spread to popular 

started in 1948. A bank replaced the cafe, but the adda moved 

to other venues such as Guwahati Dairy, Delight, Kadfa and 

Jilikaram Das’ teashop, all in Panbazar. Circumstances claimed 

the teashop talk before a group of professionals from various 

This too was short-lived. Today, adda in Guwahati is restricted 
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