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ABSTRACT

Hat Tola movement was an integral character of peasant movement in Jalpaiguri district. Toll cotiens
were made in Boda, Debiganj, Pachagarh and othg¢aaaht areas. It remained an extensive practicéalpaiguri, both
in the khasmahal areas and permanently settledtrdet, and other districts of Bengal. The aims loé tstudy are to

establishment of new aspects of the peasant movémeungh this agitation.
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INTRODUCTION

Hat tola movement was an integral character of peasant mewnein Jalpaiguri district. Peasants were bound to
give tola (cess) to the agents pdmindars zotedarsijaradars, and British followers when they were selling gead the
hat (weekly market). Toll collections were made in Bpdebiganj, Pachagarh and other adjacent areemmbined an
extensive practice in Jalpaiguri, both in Rmsmahabreas and the permanently settled tract, and dibeicts of Bengal.
In view of widespread protest against this practicbe Government of Bengal made an enquiry in 1&4@as predictable
that in that year there were about 6,0@sin the province owned mostly by loceamindarswho either managed them
with their own staff or leased them outifaradars on a yearly rent. In almost all of thekatstolls were collected at
excessive rates. Peasants were always exploitetthéoygents ozamindars zotedars ijaradars and that affected all
sections of the peasantry and even small and middiesjotdars also. As a result they tried to protest against the

exploiters forestablishing their rights.
Nature of Hat Tola

Thetola was collected from not only the sellers, but imeacases also from the buyé&Fée following table gives

us an approximate idea of the tolls levied atagin the year 1939:

! Das Gupta, RanajiEconomy, Society and Politics in Bengal, JalpaigaB869-1947 Delhi: Oxford University Press,
Bombay Calcutta, Madras, 1992, p.182
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Table 1: Tolls Levied at aHat in the Year 1939

Sl. No. Commodity Load Value Toll Levices
1. Vegetables Head Upto Rs. 2 3 to 6 piece
2. Vegetable Bhar/Cart Rs.2to Rs. 5 As. 1
3. Parched rice Bhar Rs. 2to Rs. b As. 1
4, Pulse, Salt etc.| Head/Bhar Rs. 510 Rs 10 AasT?
5. Fish . Rs.3to Rs 5 As. 1
6. Fowls . Rs.2toRs. 4 As. 1
7. Goats _ Rs. 5t0 Rs. 10 As. 2
8 Paddy/rice Cart Rs.20to Rs. 30 As.2toas.4

Source: Das Gupta, Ranafitonomy, Society and Politics in Bengal, Jalpaiglii69-1947 Delhi:
Oxford University Press, Bombay Calcutta Madra921%. 183

In somehats,zamindarandijaradars used to collect Rs. 2 per cow and Rs 4 per butipgsating cost for issuing
receipts certifying such sales. The Senior Markget®fficer, Government of Bengal, conducting thivdstigation
estimated that the income ofzamindaror anijaradar from a hat was usually between Rs. 1,500 to Rs. 3,000 per
annum’Obviously enough, such toll collection had been @omissue of peasant unhappiness in differenticistof
Bengal in the past and from time to time there twasble around this issue. Jalpaiguri district wised such troubles
frequently. That turbulence was, however, basicaflya periodic nature. But in the later part of 99%is displeasure

found coordinated manifestation in parts of Jalpaigs well as the neighbouring Dinajpur district.

Within the Boda, Debiganj and Pachagtitanaareas thdatswere either directly owned and controlled by the
Cooch Bihar Raj Estate and Baikunthapur Estateasdd out by these two estates to powerfujdigdarsof the areas.
Like elsewhere in Bengal, in these areas toddi®wners andiaradars exacted taxes from the stall holders as well as th
peasants who came to that to sell or purchase a little at steep rates. Bixewas exacted in some cases in cash and in
some other cases in a manner. In the case of adigttion, there was a fixed, though quite higherdn the case of
collection in kind, the amount was extracted tgtdlbgically. Even the poor peasants aathiarswho sold only a little
seersof paddy or a meager quantity of vegetables orespoultry products, usually a few eggs or some itk safe.
Such a tax was collected from the purchasers this Was a form of operation that affected all sawtiof the peasantry
and even small and middle clgetedars A variety of other sections of rural populatieouch as teachers, village doctors,

small shopkeepers etc. too were subjected to xaistien.
Origin of the Movement

When the exploitations were unbearable the peasaate compelled to protest against the exploitéms.
pursuance of the District Krishak Samity Confereresolution, the peasants were called upon to meglayment ofola.
A movement around this issue took place towardstittof 1939. The first act took place at the Maifaghi hat under
Boda P.S. With red flags and lathis kishan volurstesarched in to thbat and raised slogans — ‘Nola payment by the
Kishari; ‘Destroy thezamindarisystem’, ‘Down with the exploitation of trEamindarsandijaradars’ etc3The ijaradarof

hatdid not remaina silent observer. He and his hiresh tnad always threatened the peasants. The ptdmogatook the

2 Bose, SugataAgrarian Bengal: Economy, Social Structure and fedj 1919-194New York: CambridgeUniversity
Press, December 2007, pp. 74-75

% Das Gupta, Ranajibp. cit.,p. 183
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side of thejaradar. But his involvement too failed to brow beat theapants. Later on, the Sadar S.D.O. came and in his
presence a meeting was held. Kishan Sabhdeaders were asked to send their representatBigsidas Roy of Mohit
Nagar, Madhab Datta, the founder of tishan Sabhan the district, did not go to the meeting. Asalternative, they
sent a peasant delegation under the leadershipadhdnohan Barman, a local Rajbansi peasant cagentially a
compromise settlement was arrived at. The asseofidhe peasant right, the fact that they themsebauld argue their
case before thgptedarsand ijaradars and even a powerful government official as equals] the achievement of a

settlement in their favour gave new confidencéenpeasants.
Extent of the Movement

The movement againstla collection did not remain restricted to the are@hin the Jalpaiguri district and soon
spread to neighbouring areas in the Dinajpur distkali’s fair held every year during the daysKdli puja at Dumduma,
situated within the Thjakurgaon Subdivision of Dma district and divided from the Jalpaiguri distrby a river called
Bhulli, was famous as a centre for cattle purchase dad Haousands of people from Jalpaiguri, Dinajpud &angpur
and even from nearby Bihar districts came tortieda Thezamindarto whose estate thmelaground belonged, employed
his men for recording the sale and purchase ofecattd issuing the necessary receipt. But for ddig work thehat

authority charged Rs. 2 per cow and Rs. 4 per luéfslekhai kharach(recording expenses).

There was extensive antipathy among the peasadtslan the traders against this disproportionatercéng
operating cost. The successra tola movement in adjacent areas of Jalpaiguri distmiede the peasants and large
sections of rural population attending the failgéty and they raised the demand for the decreashavfjes for issuing
receipts and recording sales and purchasé&lim Mela. The Union Krishak Samiti Committees in Boda areb@an;

pushed the leadership for action to put a stopedyrannical practices at thalir mela®

In this regard, th&rishak Samitieaders of Jalpaiguri district decided to protesinst the tyranny aamindars
Volunteers were enrolled and a camp was organineitie bank of the BhulliRiver. Pramada Chakrabd€tishak Samiti
activist, was selected as the captain of the velkmfiorce. At this time, contact was made withDeajpur Krishak Samiti
leaders. On the day fixed for action, hundredsraineéd and well organized peasant volunteers ledsbsudas Roy,
Madhab Datta and Pramada Chakrabarty crossedvitreamd marched to th€alir mela. They carried with them red flags
andlathis, spades anbankuaor bamboo poles used to carry goods on the shoudweral hundred volunteers came to
the mela place under the leadership of Dinajpur DistKeishak Samititoo. Volunteers omelaraised the slogan: ‘The

charge for recording is to be reduced’, ‘Down vitie oppression of thmelaauthority’ etc’

Peasants of all categories and dealers in catdeyraf whom were also peasants, supported the d&rBan the

authority ofKalir mela was not in a mood to grant the demand. Armed edticce came from Thakurgaon in Dinajpur

“bid., p. 184
%ibid.
® Das Gupta, Ranajigp. cit.,p. 186

“ibid., p. 31

| Impact Factor(JCC): 3.7985 - This article can be downloaded from www.impactjournals.us




[ 178 Shyamal Chandra Sarkar |

district. Section 144 prohibiting assembly of fimemore than five persons was promulgated. Weadfrigamitiuniforms,
such as red shirts and red caps and blowing oftlekisvas bannetiBut theKrishak Samitieaders belonging to both the
districts resorted to a form that had earlier badapted in the case of Bodiat In a bid to avoid direct and physical
argument with thdat authority and police, they called upon the peasant traders to boycott thalir mela. At the call
of theKrishak Samiti a Dasher meleor people’s fair was set up at a place on theratie of theBhulli river and within
the Jalpaiguri districtKrishak Samitiactivists began to write and issue receipts witlaoy payment. As a result, tKalir
melawas at the risk of being discarded andrtelaauthority careful that this would involve a hugeahcial loss. Under
the circumstances, treamindar'smen calmed down and settled to charge only Rser2cpw/bullock and Rs. 4 per
buffalo. The success with which about one thougagmbant volunteers and workers of Jalpaiguri anmjpur put to a
stop in November 1939, the unjust exactions madiéygamindarin theKalir melaled to the beginning of wide peasant
movement in these two district® this year, their committees and volunteers laedc with 900 volunteers, a very

successful fight against the tax and save manysdrmlirupees of the poor peasant.

After the success achieved Kalir mela movement in November 1939, that agitation spread to thosetsin
which the toll collection was still being made.dn official report for the second half of Decemie&d39, it was stated that
the agitation has affectddhts which were leased from an estate belonging toMadaraja of Cooch Bihar, and had

succeeded in bringing about the shutting of tiatsand their re-opening on new sites exclusive ¢$10l
Importance of the movement

The success afo tolamovement in the Maidan Dighiat inspired the peasants in Boda, Debiganj and Pachag
Thanaareas and the movement against random fascinatidrcollection of toll spread to othieats In many of the small
hatsin those areas the toll rate was reduced andrinmaber of smalhatsthe toll collection came to a stop. The toll
collection, however, remained in force in somehaf bighatsand this became an issue of disagreement. Orfeesé tthe
Bodahat was owned and directly controlled by the powe@oloch Bihar Raj Estate. Armed retainers and CoablarB
Raj officials were posted there. Tthanatoo was located there. So it was not easy foKiiighak Samitiand the peasants
to agitate againdbla in Boda. There the movement took a novel formth call of theKrishak Samiti the peasants
boycotted the Bodhat and set up @dasher hator a people’dat outside the area of the Raj Estate. Thaks, collection

came to a stop in the Bothattoo?

The ijaradar of the Lakshimpuhat under Debiganj P.S. tried to arouse communal passind thus divide the
peasants. But the attempt was foiled by the urfitfiodu and Muslim peasant$ola collection in Lakshmihattoo came

to a standstill. This was followed by stoppagéodd collection in Pachagarat It was one of the biggebatsin the area.

8ibid., p. 31

%bid., p. 11

Ybid., p. 10

“Ananda Bazar Patrika2 December 1939

12 Bhattacharya, AjitestMadhuporni,Jalpaiguri Zela Sanksha, Balurghat: 1987, p. 282
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In response to these peasant agitations the RiBwiard had to come forward. It fixed toll rateslatirected théjaradars

of hatsto collect toll according to the rates fixed bg BBoard"?

After independence of India, focus was shifted @odl reforms to fulfill promises made during theefiem
struggle. Land reforms were accorded highest sagnite as a tool of poverty alleviation to set npegalitarian society in
village in tune with the socialist ideology ensleinin the constitution’s Directives Principles tdte policy. The slogans-
‘land to the tiller’andgrowth of justice’ remained dear to millions of th&ss and marginal farmers. As a result of the
limited success of the abolition of tteamidari system, the Planning Commission, in 1955, adviakdthe state
governments to put a ceiling on agricultural lamddimg, to acquire land and distribute surplus lamdong the landless

and other marginalized classes.

The movement first began in Jalpaiguri district #tdr on spread to Dinajpur and Rangpiiihe victory ofKalir
mela and hat tola movements proved a particularly sensational eugrihese areas and established the credibility of
Kishan Sabhamong the peasaftsn Jalpaiguri district, in terms of organizatidretimpact of thao tolamovement was
such that many of the primary Congress Committeé¢sd Debiganfhanaarea were merged infrishak SamitiunitsIn
the Boda, Debiganj, Pachagarh and Satanaareas peasants, particularly the poor peasantsadhirs began to
actively enroll themselves &sishak SamitimembersKrishak Samitiunits were set up at 15 unions and more than 2000
members were enrollédHat tola movement and theéalir mela campaign in particular also exhibited strategic
understanding, innovative ability and organizatiaatzlity of the Krishak Samitieadership and peasant activists. Another
aspect was that the movement, based on a broadmeasty, badly hit the authority and economic powf the feudal or
semi-feudal interests and their agents and algmedab reduce the fear in the minds of the peasdrite police and local

bureaucracy.

Under pressure, the West Bengal Estates Acquisitrof 1953 was passed, annulling all intermediatgrests.
Another piece of legislation, the West Bengal Ladeforms Act 1955 was also passed to strengthenvibst Bengal
Estates Acquisition Act of 1953 and to incorpottie ‘West Bengal Bargadari Act’ of 1950 within giarview.

The West Bengal Estates Acquisition Act of 1953uigtd all cultivators into direct relationship withe State.
According to this Act and the West Bengal Land Ref® Act, any person who cultivated his land himsatid or with the
help of the members of his family, and or with tiedp of hired labourers under his own supervisiod ar by parcelling
out the whole or part of his holding among tre¥gadars/adhiarsor crop shares, was to be regarded as a cultivaba

cultivator needed to be a tiller himself.

13 Datta, MadhabKrishak Andoloner Gorar Kothalalpaiguri: 15July 1972, p. 6
1“BPKS Conference Repop, 10

Bipid.

'® Das Gupta, Ranajigp. cit.,p. 188

Trisrota25 March 1979
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After the enactment of the West Bengal Estates ittipn Act and the West Bengal Land Reforms Act, a
revisional survey and settlement operation was takien from the attestation stage to prepare arseard of rights. In
preparing the record of rights of the revisionatlsment operations, the Settlement Department,idesh, from the very
beginning of the operations, marking out the lanelsted in the state. But it was not possible toutate the exact total
quantity of lands vested before August 196&. new intensive drive was launched for recoverjaofis held irbenamior

through clandestine transfer and all other landstimg of which had been evaded so long.
CONCLUSIONS

The hat movement was based on broad peasant unity and thevsupport of even sections juftedars
particularly the lower ones, and the middle sttéhe rural population. The movement centered ypmpular awareness
of what has been just/unjust pressure. Immediatklg, movement was followed by and partly overlappéth one that
was based on the poor peasants, particularhadiiars The movement came to be known asddbiar movement. It
centered upon some aspects of relationship betttegatedarsandadhiars Beside with thedhi bhagor half share, the
jotedars collected severahbwab or additional levies which shared to intensify thgpression and exploitation of the
adhiars The later were compelled by ti@edarsto part with large portions of their produce ati@as points of time
throughout the year. It may be recalled that Méligin his Settlement Report had implied at the éardf some fresh
exactions on thedhiars It seemed that over the years, particularly i@ ititer-war years, still more new levies were

forced.
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