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Bloodstains in Assam: The Legacy
of Nellie Communal Frenzy

The Needle's Eye

The only blood that Sub-Inspector
Kabir Singh Limboo has seen spilled in
theNellie area has been in very bad
road accidents on National Highway 37
as traffic whizzes past. Limboo has been
in charge of the tin-roofed Nellie Police
Outpostforayearand a half. During the
monsoons, Limboo says, parts of the
highway, linking Assam’s Goalpara to
Arunachal Pradesh are covered with
ankle-deep water, and there are many
accidents as carsand trucks skid, turn
turtle or crash. “There were eight
crashesononeday,” hesays.

The trafficmayhem is a good way
from February 18,1983, when sleepy
Nellie hit the world's headlines, Tiwa
(or Lalung, as they are also called)
tribespeople descended in hordes on 14
villages inhabited by Muslim im-
migrants, and slaughtered men,
women and children with machetes
and spears. The government put the
number of dead at 2,191, butlocalssay
thenumber was much higher. Nellie
saw the worst eruption of communal
frenzy during the blood-drenched 1983
Assam polls; there were other mas-
sacres too, at places like Chamaria and
Gohpur. Indira’s Congress wona
Pyrrhie victory, with ethnic Assa-
mese, immigrant Bengalisand the
state’s tribal population ateach other’s
throats. The election didn't still the
deep fear and resentment coursing
through the Brahmaputra Valley
about illegal immigrants grabbing
land, jobs, and the future.

Iwrote extensively on the Assam
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agitation and its crescendo in the
bloody 1983 election, first in New Delhi
magazine and then in a series of cover
stories in India Today. Earlier this
month, Itravelled again in Assam.
How traumatised is Nellie 33 years
after that horrific day? Life seems
placid and mundane in the group of
villages straddling the highway At the
government dispensary and Rural
Family Welfare Centre, Dr BN Bez-
baruah has his hands full with along -
queue of patients. Nearby, 75 vear old
Rachindra Lal Shyam, oncea civil
contractor and now a social worker; is
anxious toargue that the Nellie po-
grom was not communal but triggered
by local animosities.

After the Nellie massacre, the Assam
government set up peace committees
everywhere to cool tensions. The two
men currently heading the Nellie
Peace Committee represent the two
sidesof the ethnicdivide in this part of
Assam, Narayan Rado Kakati, the
committee chairman, says heison
alert for the elections next month but
does notanticipate any trouble. The
peace committee has been holding
meetings with villagers, asking them
to vote peacefully on April11, the
second of the two polling dates for the
Assam State Assembly. Kakatiisa
founder of the Tiwa Autonomous
Counciland says there are about 50,000
Tiwasliving in about 40 villages in this
area, “and we are very peace-loving.”

Kakati's deputy Abdul Khalig, a
gravelly-voiced farmer, says he escap-
ed death in 1983 by hiding beneath a
river’s bank; but he appears to har-
bourno ill-feeling. He is preoccupied
with distributing subsidised rice and
kerosene among the 10 Muslim villag-
esof thearea, Fourteen members of
Khalig'sfamily died in the massacre.
He has two wives and ten children, and
he farms 80 bighas of land. “Twasborn
in Assam,” hesays. “My family isin
the NRC of 1951.”

Inspector Limboo, whose family
migrated to nearby Morigaon from
Nepal in the middle of the last century,
isalsoat painsto tell me that his
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father'sname was in the NRC, or
National Register of Citizens.

The fact that both Khaliq and Limboo
makea pointof proclaiming their
Indian citizenship underlines the
wretched question of whoexactly isa
foreigner in Assam. The truth isthata
huge proportion of Assameseare
technically immigrants. The state's
hills, and the two major river valleys,
Brahmaputra and Barak, are home to
about 80 ethnic groups. The Ahom
kings whoruled Assam from the13th
century came in from Burma. Their
legendary genéral Lachit Barphukan
repulsed repeated Mughal attacks in
the18th century. But in1817, the Ahom
kingdom itself was invaded by the
Burmese. The East India Company;
which came to the Ahoms’aid and
drove the Burmese back to their bor-
der, gained control of Assam’'splains

through the 1826 Treaty of Yandaboo.

Over the next 120 years the British
encouraged waves of immigration by
other ethnic groups like the Nepalis,
and the Bengalis from what later
became East Pakistan. Post-independ-
ence Assam was a large state, but parts
of it dominated by hill tribeslike the
Nagas, the Mizos and the Khasis and
Jaintias were lopped off one by oneto
form the smaller states of Nagaland,
Mizoram and Meghalaya.

Nationalist Assamese deeply resent
the fact that these tribal states bar any

outside settlers, while the mostly-Hindu

Assam plains were laid open toun-
checked settlement by mostly-Muslim
Bengalis, especially between 1937 and
1945 when Sir Muhammad Saadulla’s
Muslim League government opened the
floodgates to push a ‘grow more food'
campaign during World War-IT.
Ironically, Assam’s 262-km border
with Bangladesh is among the short-
eststretchesof the 4,096 km India-
Bangladesh border; which alsoruns
past West Bengal, Tripura, Mizoram
and Meghalaya. Assam's border with
Bangladesh isfenced with barbed
wire, witharoad for patrollingalong-
side, but 95 kilometres areriverine,
and those riverine stretches are dotted

by char’landsorshiftmgsand islands
that rise and fall each time the Brah-
maputra floodsand recedes. Soa third
of the border is porous and prone to
easy infiltration.

At thetime of Partition, thousands of
refugees from East Bengal streamed
into the areas that presently constitute
Assam, WB, Tripura, and Bihar. Until
1971, the Centre’s implicit policy was to
giveshelter to all Hindurefugeesand to
deportall Muslim infiltrators from East
Pakistan. After March 25,1971, when the
West Pakistanis unleashed the military
campaign in East Pakistan that eventu-
ally led to the creation of Bangladesh,
the Government of India and the new
government in Bangladesh agreed that
all further migration into India would
be treated as infiltration and all such
infiltrators, whether Hindu or Muslim,
would be deported.

Back in Nellie, Inspector Limboo tells
me crime isquite low in his jurisdiction.
He leafs through a bulky register and
says abductions of girlsby boysarea
bother. But, he hastensto add, these are
not Muslim boysabducting Hindu or
Tiwa girls, or vice versa. Theseare
usually elopements within communi-
tiesthatare abductions by
angry its. “Thad five last year and
there have already been three sofar this
year,” Limboosays. “We sort out mostof
thempretty quickly”

‘There is one problem though - Tiwa
villages are off-bounds to Limboo’s
force of 20 men and15 Home Guards
aﬂ:erdark. “Thetribals drink a home-
madericeliquor,” the inspector says,
“and they can get pretty nasty when
they're drunk, so we leave them alone.”

Who isnot leaving the Tiwasalone is
Assam’s politician. The Tiwa Oikya
Mancha, the tribe’s representative
body; has been given one seat to contest
by the Bharatiya Janata Party, which
leads a coalition in the upcoming
election. Campaigningison in full
swing, and over the next few daysalot
of liquor is probably going to flow.

Limboo, Kakatiand Khalig must be
prayingthat it will be just rice brew,
andnot blood.
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