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FROM EAST INDIA COMPANY AND BRITISH RAJ TO BANGLADESH

Development of Railway Net
Work-the Economic, Political
and Military Application

Dr. Jamaluddin Ahmed

Short History of
Railway Transport:
The oldest
man/animal
hauled railway date
back to the 6th
century BC in
carinth, Greecs.

Rail transport com-
menced in mid
4 16%century in Ger-
many in form of horse powered funiculars and
wagon ways. Modern rail transport commenced
with the British development of the steam loco-
motives in the early 19th century. The railway sys-
tem in Great Britain is the oldest in the world.
Built by George Stephenson and his son Robert
Company (Robert Stephenson and company).
The locomotion No.l is the first steam locomo-
tive to carry passenger on the public rail line, the
Stockton and Darlington in 1825. George also
built the first public intercity railway line in the
world to use only the steam locomotives all the
rime, the Liverpool and Manchester Railways

hich opened in 1830. Steam engines a key com-

ponent of the Industrial Revolution. Railway re-

duced the cost of shipping and allowed for fewer
lost goods compared with water transport which
faced occasional sinking of ship. The charge from
cannels to railways allowed for national markets
in which prices varied very little from city to city.

1e spread of the railway network and the use of
railway timetables, led to the standardization of
time (Railway time) in Britain based on Green-
wich Mean Time. The invention and develop-
ment of the railway in the United Kingdom was

one of the most important technological inven-

tion of the 19th century. The world’s first under-

ground railway the Metropolitan Railway (part of
the London Underground), opened in 1863. In
the 1880, electrified train were introduced, lead-
ing to electrification of tramway starting during
the 1940s the non-electrified railway in most
countries had their steam locomotive replaced by
diesel electric locomotives the process being al-
most complete by the year 2000. During the
1960, electrified high-speed railway systems were

introduced in Japan and later in some other»




= countries. Many countries are in process of replac-
ng diesel locomotives with electric locomotives.
Intercity trains are long-haul services connecting
sities; modern high-speed rail is capable of speed
o to 350 km/h, but this requires specially built
mrack. Distinguishing Features of Railways: Capi-
! Intensive, Labour Intensive, Complexity of
Susiness Requires Intensive Management and
—oordination, Out dated Technology Base and
Jperating Methods, Information [ntensive,
Unionized Organisation: High Wages, High Ben-

=tits Highly Specialized Skill Base

This article bases its historiographic approach on
scholarship that focuses on the link between the
mansfer of technology from Britain to colonial
india and their metropolitan-periphery relation-
ship. During the 1970s and 1980s, a number of
aistorians assessed the role that science and tech-
nology played in European colonial expansion
#lan Inkster, ed Roy MacLeod and Deepak
Sumar, (1995), [an Derbyshire, MacLeod and
Kumar, 2002)]. Among this set of historians was
Daniel Headrick, who evaluated the technologi-
cal dimension of the relationship between Euro-
pean powers and their colonies. Headrick’s
spproach consists of three central themes. First,
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the transfer of technology from the metropolis to
the periphery was detrimental to the latter. In
Headrick’s view, technological development in
the periphery did not lead to an inevitable
process of industrialization but rather to the
transformation of traditional economies into

under-developed ones. Secondly, the metropolis
intentionally transferred to the periphery tech-
nologies that could be utilized as “tools of em-
pire.” The technologies not only accelerated
territorial conquests, but also enabled Europeans
to control their acquired colonies efficiently and
profitably. Lastly, the transfer of technology stim-
ulated cultural and economic changes in the pe-
riphery. Through their exposure to the advanced
technologies of their colonizers, colonized peo-
ples recognized their benefits and became con-
sumers of the technologies [(Daniel Headrick,

(1988)].

Although this article adopts Headrick’s approach,
it will also take into account themes from histori-
ographic interpretations that attempt to under-
stand how Western technology has affected
colonial India (Roy MacLeod, 1987). Ranajit
Guha, an influential member of the Subaltern
school of historical thought, has convincingly ar-
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» gued that an adequate understanding of the his-
tory of colonial India cannot be gained without
an awareness of the history of everyday people, a
topic largely overlooked in earlier historical
works. In following this line of reasoning, like-
minded historians have attempted to understand
how the transfer of technologies from Britain to
British India influenced the Indian populace
(Ranajit Guha, 1988).Despite being a story that
generally involves British actors, this paper will
draw some attention to the impact of railway tech-
nology on the Indian population.

Headrick did not account for the role that tech-
nology played in the state formation of colonial
India. As Gyan Prakash has recently pointed out,
technology in the subcontinent forged a direct
link between space and the state. The develop-
ment of subcontinental networks of railroad
tracks, telegraph wires, irrigation infrastructure,
and coal mines in South Asia are a part of a his-
torical process that resulted in the creation of the
modern Indian state. These public works were
crucial to making the daily administration of such
a vast political entity possible and manageable
(Gyan Prakash, 1999)). Thus, in adopting ideas
explored by both Prakash and Headrick, the
paper will take into account the importance of
railroads South
Asia and how railway development within colo-

for state formation in
nial India fits into the wider historical context of

the British Empire.

Before proceeding further, a description of the
materials involved in the transfer of railway tech-
nology from Britain to colonial India is required.
Besides the massive installation of thousands of
kilometers of rails, railway construction also re-
quired the preparation of rail-beds, the laying of
plates, the building of tunnels, the undertaking
of heavy-cutting, and the building of bridges
wherever necessary. In the early decades of rail-
road development, British India imported from
Britain necessary manufactured products such as
rails, sleepers, prefabricated bridees, and locomo-

tive engines. Although Indian workshops began
to emerge at the end of the nineteenth century,
British manufacturers remained the primary sup-
pliers of these industrial goods. Between 1850
and 1940, more than 14,000 British locomotives
were sold to colonial India compared to slightly
more than 700 that were manufactured indige-
nously. Indian workshops such as those estab-
lished in Lahore focused on repair and assembly
work for the duration of this period (Gyan

Prakash, 1999).

In mainly relying upon manufactured products as
well as technical expertise imported from Britain,
the colonial establishment oversaw the creation
of a state-of-the-art rail transportation network on
the subcontinent during the nineteenth century.
British rails were carefully and uniformly made,
with a precise sectional profile designed to fit ex-
actly on castiron chairs, which were in turn
bolted. In contrast, American rails, at the time,
were not uniformly made and were secured by
spikes hammered into the ties. While Americans
preferred to use low-cost, mass-produced rails and
to build railroad trestles out of timber, British
civil engineers in British India always insisted on
the installation of more costly but more durable
rails and bridges made from brick and iron. Fur-
thermore, whereas British authorities rigorously
inspected railway development in South Asia, su-
pervision in the US was, in comparison, consid-
erably lax. Thus, as Daniel Headrick states, the
end result in colonial India was a network of rail-
road lines that were constructed in the British tra-
dition of engineering, which is to say of the finest
quality and therefore expensive (Headrick, 1988).

The Railway and its Political Application

Besides having a military purpose, railroad con-
struction served to justify ideologically the exis-
tence of colonial India. For British policymakers,
the railway physically embodied the civilizing mis-

ston, an deology that sustained the assumption »




P*that they had the right to govern, arbitrate dis-

putes, and insist upon deference. Dalhousie was
convinced that the establishment of railways
would lead to a “similar progress in social im-
orovement that has marked... various Kingdoms
of the Western World.” Following the Mutiny,
railway development on the subcontinent contin-
sed to be associated with the fulfillment of
Britain’s civilizing mission. In 1868, Robert Cecil,
the Marquess of Salisbury and a member of the
House of Lords in Westminster at the time,
looked upon railway construction as enabling
Britain to fulfill its duty of “propergat(ing] civi-
lization in the most peaceful and most harmless
way.” Moreover, at the turn of the century, Cur-
zon insisted that railroad development had always
been a “blessing,” and in being the “most unify-
ing agency” in South Asia, served to elevate the
material and social condition of all Indians (Adas,

1901).

British public opinion also perceived railway de-
velopment as the realization of the civilizing mis-
sion. In 1855, the newspaper Friends of
India reported that the completed railroads were
“producing a social change in the habits of gen-
eral society far more deep... than any which has
been created by the political revolutions of the
last twenty centuries.” During the Mutiny, an ar-
ticle in The Economist hailed the railroad as being
the pathway to English science, religion, arts, and
opinions for a people that were “miserably poor
and wretched” and “like young children,” without
a “distinct idea what they wantled].” Generally,
contemporary commentators agreed that railroad
development in South Asia was elevating the In-
dian masses from ignorance and poverty. Accord-
ing to Captain Edward Davidson, an engineer for
the government of Bengal, the steam engine in
colonial India was:

[Olverturning prejudices, uprooting habits, and
changing customs as tenaciously held and dearly
loved almost as life itself. A sacred Brahmin now
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sits in third-class carriage in contact with a Dome
(the lowest caste of Calcutta, employed in killing
dogs and burying the dead.

Dalhousie’s biographer concurred when he de-
scribed the fast railway as dealing a “fatal blow to
the slow deities of paganism” and consequently
causing “other thoughts to arise at the shrine of
Parvati or Shiva than the Veds and Shastras in-
culcate.” Although sceptical of Britain's supposed
good intentions, even Karl Marx, in the capacity
of a journalist, believed that the railways would
inevitably lead to socioeconomic improvement
on the subcontinent. He predicted that
“[mJodern industry, resulting from the railway sys-
tem, will dissolve the hereditary divisions of labor,
upon which rests the Indian castes, those decisive
impediments to Indian progress and Indian
power [(Headrick, (1988), The Economist, (25
July 1857), Arnold Edwin, (1862-1865), Karl
Marx- ed. James Ledbetter 2007)].”

Criss-crossing almost every part of the subconti-
nent, railroads undeniably reshaped the day-to-
day lives of Indian inhabitants. By the turn of the
century, most towns and cities possessed a railway
terminus made from stone and marble. The rural
populace had not only become accustomed to the
sight of tracks, tunnels, and bridges, but also the
locomotives and numerous travelers that regularly
used them. Possessing more railroad lines than
any other network outside of Europe and North
America, the Indian railway network encouraged,
on a monthly basis alone, the constant interac-
tion of tens of millions of people that lived vast
distances apart and came from very different
backgrounds. Moreover, people of all classes had
come to rely on this affordable mode of trans-
portation to seek educational and employment
opportunities not available in every part of the

subcontinent (Arnold, 1988).
Nevertheless, the rhetoric of the civilizing mission
often exaggerated the railway’s socio-cultural im-

pact. Contrary to the widely accepted opinion of»
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» his fellow countrymen, G. O. Trevalyan, a British
civil servant, observed that, not far beyond the ac-
tive tracks, all evidence of Western civilization
vanished. Instead, one would typically glimpse an
unaltered countryside where the sight of tradi-
tional village life, child brides, pilgrims, and “de-
bauched” beggars remained the norm. Moreover,
although upper caste Indians were willing to sit
beside lower caste ones in third-class carriages, the
use of railway lines did not serve to weaken
Hindu devotion to "slow’ deities and Vedic tradi-
tions. To the contrary, thousands of devotees
came to rely upon them to perform yatras (pil-
grimages to distant shrines and venerated sites)
and to attend melas (festivals). Before the exis-
tence of the railroads, it was difficult for most of
them to participate in these religious practices be-
cause of the expense and limitation of pre-existing
forms of transportation (G. O. Trevelyan, 1988).

Railroad development was also used by the
British colonial administrations to facilitate the
formation of the modern Indian colonial state.
In compressing time and space between far-flung
regions as well as establishing links where none
before had existed, the railways allowed for the
British Raj to establish its authority over the en-
tire subcontinent. The railroads were engineered
to be a “network of iron” that enabled a single
government to manage diverse territories, lands,
and peoples. From the beginning of railroad de-
velopment, policymakers were aware of how the
railroad could be utilized to organize Britain’s
South Asian holdings into a unified state with a
centralized government. As Dalhousie stated in
his minute of 1853:

A single cast upon the map recalling to mind the
vast extent of the Empire we hold... will suffice to
show how immeasurable are the political advan-
tages to be derived from a system of communica-
tion which would admit of full intelligence of
every event being transmitted to the government
under all circumstances, at a speed exceeding five-
fold its present rate. Commentators were also en-
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thusiastic about what the railroad could accom-
plish. Marx envisaged the railway as allowing the
British to unify a subcontinent that was suppos-
edly socially and politically broken up into “dis-
connected atoms” of isolated self-sufficient
villages. Similarly, Dalhousie’s biographer imag-
ined that through the railway, the British could
“do what [past] dynasties ha[d] never done-what
the genius of Akbar the Magnificent could not ef.
fect by government, nor the cruelty of Tipu Slahib
by violence; they may make India a nation

(Prakash, 1857).

For native inhabitants, the complexity, scale, and
power of the railway symbolically and physically
manifested Britain's imperial presence and dom-
inance within South Asia. Along with displaying
the latest advances in metallurgy and industrial
machinery (e.g., the steam engine), railroad tracks
literally entrenched British colonial authority into
the landscape itself. While railway lines reshaped
vast tracts of land, the bridges built for them.
made from brick, iron, and later steel, were in
themselves public exhibitions of Britain’s engi-
neering abilities. Unsurprisingly then, the intro-
duction of railways had a desirable effect on a
populace that the British colonial regime sought
to govern and recruit. The active railway initially
both terrified and awed the Indians. According
to John Brunton, a chief resident engineer of
British India during the mid-nineteenth cen tury,
the Karachi natives that first heard and saw the
locomotive train were astounded and could not
understand what hidden power enabled it to drag
such enormous loads. Some “feared them” and
in “supposing that they moved by some diabolic
agency, they called them Shaitan (or Satan).”
Moreover, as writer and journalist Harriet Mar-
tineau vividly described: Vlillagers from under
the mountains of the West Ghats] come out at
the sound of the steam whistle, and the babies
gasp and cry when the train rushes by; and no-
body denies that the railway is a wonderful thing

(Adas, 1845-1875).
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=% inspiring a belief in British superiority

mongst the Indian populace, railway develop-
ment effectively served to spread and consolidate
Sritish supremacy over the entire subcontinent,
ncluding the so-called “independent Native
states.” Consider the situation that transpired
within the principality of Bahawalpur in 1863.
The Newab was on unfriendly terms with the
Sritish on account of his alleged “tyranny and
srievous cruelty to his subjects,” and “very few
Englishmen and certainly no white lady” had ever
seen granted permission to travel through his
realm. Desiring to construct the Indus Valley rail-

iy route that happened to pass through Ba-
nawalpur, Brunton and a following composed of
2 “faithful lot of servants and soldiers” managed
w0 persuade the ruler diplomatically to erant them
permission to survey the lands within his terri-
tory. The entry of so large a group of outsiders
mto the realm had a strong impression on the
Newab's subjects. Although Brunton saw his mis-
sion as strictly being railroad business, the inhab-
itants considered him to be an “lelmissary from
the Indian government sent to endeavour to re-
dress their grievances” and representatives from
1 “party in the state most anxious for the displace-
ment of their oppressor” sought his audience in
the nights. After Brunton's departure, plots
began taking shape in the principality and the
Newab was soon after assassinated. When this oc-
curred, the British leadership took control of the
situation without any resistance. According to the
engineer: They stepped in, appointed an English
officer as Regent-took the young Prince under its
care, gave him a first class education, [and took
measures to ensure that] he by no means
followled] in his father's footsteps (Headrick.
Thus, in viewing the railroad as turthering impe-
rial ideology and utilizing it to create colonial

India, the British encouraged rapid and large-

scale railway development.

o
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The Railway and its Economic Application

For railway promoters, the profitmaking poten-
tial of the railway in British India was too lucra-
tive to disregard. According to Stephenson, the
second consideration for constructing the Mirza-
pore railway route was to: Provide a means of con-
veyance from the interior to the nearest shipping
ports of the rich and varied products of the coun-
try, and to transmit back manufactured goods of
Great Britain... in exchange.

Along with passing through areas of military im-
portance, the railroad tracks would connect loca-
tions of commerecial significance. Promoters also
endeavoured to make railway construction a
money-making enterprise and a profitable invest-
ment for Western financiers. Hence, promoters
like Stephenson campaigned for a state guarantee.
A state guarantee entailed the Indian government
compensating a percentage of interest to investors
in case the annual surplus of railway revenue was
insufficient. The promoters knew that they could
not raise the amount of capital required to initi-
ate railway construction without providing a state
guarantee of an annual fixed rate of interest to
public investors. Moreover, they were aware that
the railway developers would consider the finan-
cial risks too great without obtaining a state guar-
antee (Thorner, 2000).

Although promoters used the railway’s ability to
transport other raw materials from South Asia,
such as jute and tea, to encourage investment,
they focused more of their campaign on the ad-
vantages it would bring to the cotton plantations
in the Deccan. Following the American cotton
famine of 1846, promoters presented the railway
as being a means to reduce Britain’s dependence
on US cotton and making British India into a
profitable cotton supplier. For instance, Hyde
Clarke, a writer and railway promoter, argued that
the construction of railroads on the subcontinent
would eliminate Britain’s need for US cotton and
complained about how existing transport in colo-»
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» nial India only enabled it to supply one-twelfth
of Britain’s cotton imports. He concluded that if
railways were developed in British India, it would
be possible to import enough Indian cotton to
supply “hundreds of thousands of people in Eng.
land with the means of subsistence” and to stim-
ulate  Indian agriculture  and industry
[(Macpherson, 1845-1875), (Zaheer Baber, (2001),
Headrick, (1988)].

Unsurprisingly, the railway promoters gained the
endorsement of the British cotton manufacturers.
During the 1840s, 80% of British cotton was im-
ported from the US. This situation was perceived
as dangerous, since the availability of cotton in
Britain was largely determined by domestic fac-
tors in the United States. Importantly, as demon-
strated during the American cotton famine of
1846, crop failures in the US could prove costly
to the British texrile industry. Although the man-
ufacturers desired to import cotton in bulk from
the plentiful cotton districts of the western Dec-
can, the existing form of transportation made it
difficult. Bullocks could only travel sixteen kilo-
meters a day and cotton bales frequently were ru-
ined by rain and dust. The manufacturers viewed
this situation as intolerable and threw crucial sup-
port behind the railway promoters. One after an-
the

textile-producing areas such as Lancashire sent to

other, chambers of commerce in
the Court of Directors strong letters of support
for railway development in colonial India. More-
over, in conjunction with British merchants, man-
ufacturers sought to persuade the EIC leadership
through memorials, petitions, newspaper letters,

and government motions (W. ]. Macpherson,

(1845-75).

The railway campaign was also supported by the
British media and the Anglo-Indian business
community. As an advocate for the introduction
of railways in colonial India, the editor of
the Times utilized the newspaper to promote his

cause to the public, For example, an article as-

sured its readers that the railway would transport
to Britain the “worth of a ship-load of diamonds
in the Cotton-fields of the Deccan.” This opti-
mism towards the railroad was also echoed in
columns of the Economist, In 1847, the newspa-
per declared that the railroad would benefit a
country so “densely peopled” and “rich in spon-
taneous productions” by making “her the cotton
field of Europe.” The Anglo-Indian business com-
munity was also sympathetic to the cause. During
his visit to British India in 1844, Stephenson
gained the confidence of both European and In-
dian members of the Calcutta business elite. In
particular, they were enticed by the time- and cost-
saving that railways would provide their day-to-
day operations. After all, a railway line between
Calcutta and Benares would hypothetically en-
able a Calcutta merchant to reach his destinations
in hours rather than days or weeks, and cost at
the most ten pounds rather than at least forty
pounds. Thus, prominent businessmen such as
Dwarkanath Tagore strongly endorsed railway
construction. The Bengali entrepreneur was “very
desirous” to have a railway to his collieries from
Calcutta and even willing to “raise one-third of
the capital for this portion of the line if under-
taken immediately [(The Times, 14 June 1847),
(The Economist, 26 February 1848)].

The commercial interest groups behind the rail-
Way campaign, most notably the cotton manufac-
turers, heavily influenced the decision-making of
policymakers. Without the support of the manu-
facturers, the railway developers would never have
secured a contractual agreement with the Court
of Directors on August 17, 1849, that stipulated
A state guarantee of five percent to investors. As
railway promoter John Chapman reported to
shareholders of the Great Indian Peninsular Rail-
way (one of the two railroad developers), the man-
ufacturing districts of the north prevented the
premature death of the railroad by obtaining the
“favourable consideration” of the Court of Direc-
tors. Furthermore, the manufacturers had power-,,
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» ful political allies such as Charles Wood, the pres-
ident of the Board of Control (the parliamentary
body which supervised the EIC). In a letter to the
Governor-General, Wood asserted that the rail-

road could serve as a “great national project” if it
travelled through cotton country on the subcon-
tinent since it would eliminate Britain’s need for
US cotton. The colonial authorities were prima-
rily interested in how the railroad would increase
the country’s military efficiency and decrease its
expenditures. However, the Governor-General
also endorsed the commercial interests behind
large-scale railroad development in his popular
minute of 1853. In agreement with Wood’s pro-
posal, Dalhousie drew favourable attention to the
cotton motive. He proclaimed that: The commer-
cial and social advantages which India would de-
rive from their establishment are, [ truly believe,
beyond all present calculation. Great tracts are
teeming with produce which they cannot dis-
pose... England is calling out aloud for the
cotton [which India] would produce sufficient in
quality and plentiful in quantity... [and there is]
an increased demand for articles of European
produce in the most distant markets of India [ital-
ics added] Macpherson, “Investments in Indian
Railways, 1845-1875)].

Consumer appeal among the Indian populace for
railway transportation was unanticipated by rail-
road advocates and became an additional source
of profit. When Stephenson began campaigning
for the introduction of a railway in colonial India,
the Court of Directors doubted that the railway
would attract much traffic. However, within the
first year of railway activity, 450,000 people trav-
elled by rail. In July 1854, Dalhousie reported
that though “many doubted whether the natives
would go on the railway,” the recently opened
Bombay line had been “crowded for thle] [first]
three days by Calcutta Baboos” and “engaged
thousands deep.” By 1863, the “fire-carriages”
were carrying more than a million passengers per
year and made a substantial contribution to the
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annual railway revenue. Indian enthusiasm for
the newly built railroads was all too evident. How-
ever, it should be noted that during the mid-nine-
teenth century, railway construction sites and
completed lines had also become public spaces
where Indians were subordinated to the will of
the British by the threat or use of violence. When
Brunton asked a British foreman overseeing a rail-
way construction site how he managed to instruct
the five hundred Indian labourers under his su-
pervision, the foreman replied: “I tell these chaps
three times in good plain English, and if they
don’t understand that, It takes the lurki (the
stick) and we get on very well. The engineer him-
self had no qualms about the use of violence
against Indian insubordination. As he later goes

on to describe:

An hour before the time of a train starting,
crowds of natives surrounded the booking office
clamouring for tickets, and at first there was no
keeping them to the inside of the carriage. They
clambered up on the roofs of the carriages and 1
have been obliged to get up on the roofs and whip
them off (Davidson, 1988).

Although the colonial leadership possessed deci-
sion-making power, the commercial interest
groups continued to shape heavily the Indian rail-
way policy. Until 1870, the cotton manufacturers
and other business groups encouraged railway de-
velopment that would be to their advantage. For
instance, the Manchester Commercial Associa-
tion, Oriental Bank, and other bodies managed
to persuade the Court of Directors to sanction a
line spanning from Bombay to Ahmadabad. The
business groups, especially the manufacturers, de-
pended on powerful political allies such as Wood
and various British Members of Parliament to in-
fluence the British Raj to support the construc-
tion of desired railways. Following the Mutiny,
favourable government reforms, the profit to be
generated by transporting goods, and consumer

demand motivated the formation of additionalm
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> guarantee railway companies. The developers pre-
terred railroad routes that would generate the
highest commercia] tratfic. In a political setting
where at one point there were 156 railway direc-
tors in the British House of Commons and
Lords, the railway companies easily obtained goy-
ernment authorization for their endeavours, Dur-
ing the 1870, the Indian government sought to
impose tull state control over gl railroad develop-
ment. However, commercig] groups in London
were able to thwart this attempt through the sup-
port of Salisbury, the new Secretary of State for
India. In 1874, Salisbury renegotiated the con-
tracts of old guarantee companies on even more
favorable terms without consulting the colonia]
leadership in British India. Furthermore, he
ruled in 1879 that the Indian government could
only build strategic lines to the North-Western
frontier whereas railway development elsewhere
would once more be privatized (W. ]. Macpher-
son, 1845-1875) (The Economist, 6 August
1859; The Times, 29 October 1868, (Headrick,
David Thorner, (1951). Therefore, in viewing rail-
roads as a lucrative enterprise, the British facili-
tated fast and massive railway development.

As economic historian Romesh Dutt initially as-
serted in his work, The Economic History of
India, railroads, until the turn of the century,
were a “permanent loss to the government year
after year. Although the railway lines were collect.
ing revenue from transporting passengers and
cargo, none of them, with the exception of one,
were earning enough to pay the five-percent divi-
dend promised to investors, Consequently, the
Indian government constantly needed to compen-
sate the railway shareholders. Although the initia]
costs of railway construction during the 1860s
and 1870s partially prevented the companies
from being able to cover the guarantee, it was
their extravagant spending that decisively bur
dened Indian taxpayers. Following the Mutiny,
government reforms removed state restrictions on

I

fast and expensive railway construction. The less-
ening of government regulation along with the ;-
nancial security of the state guarantees
encouraged railway companies to byj Id profitless
railroads and use expensive materials. Conse-
quently, the Indian exchequer paid out a total of
fifteen million pounds by 1869. This situation
compelled John Lawrence, the Viceroy of India
at the time, to complain about how the “whole
profits go to the Companies and the whole loss
to the Government.” [ accusing the railroad de-
velopers for making this profit by “bad and ex-
travagant” management, the Viceroy urged that
railway construction be tully state controlled.
Lawrence and his successors did manage to tem.
porarily lower the expense of railway develop-
ment, but their efforts to maintain state control
were soon undermined by inadequate state funds
and the political intervention of Salisbury. In
continuing to spend excessively, the railroad de-
velopers compelled the Indian government to pay
outan alarming total of 50 million pounds by the
end of the century. The Curzon administration
oversaw an unprecedented surplus in railway rev-
enue that eliminated the need for the withdrawal
of capital from the Indian treasury. However, the
Viceroy’s claim that the railroads were profitmak.
ing was misleading since the s rplus made in rail-
Way revenue primarily resulted from the
intentional disregard of railway upkeep. This neg-
ligence caused the quality of railway service in
terms of comfort, convenience, and efficiency to
dramatically deteriorate. Thus, although the In-
dian railway policy was beneficial to commercial
groups and ensured the rapid creation of one of
the world’s largest railway networks, it proved to
be costly to the Indian state (Romesh C. Dutt, K.
Paul, Trench, Tribner, 1900).

Despite being beneficial to British commercial in-

terests, railway development negatively affected
industrial growth in South Asia. Desiring to make

colonial India into an agricultural supplier, as»

Ty |‘m




S —

» well as a market for manufactured goods, railway
developers constructed railroads with the inten-
tion to make the interior of the subcontinent ac-
cessible and to integrate the country into a global
economy. Changes to the global market for pri-
mary products, especially after the American cot-
ton famine, led to the development of a railroad
network that connected agricultural regions to
the seaports. Facilitated by the railroad, this rapid
integration into the global economy caused the
decline of pre-existing manufacturing industries.
Consider the Indian textile industry, which was
a lucrative enterprise that did not rely on machin-
ery, but instead on low-cost labor, easy access to
cotton, and skills of spinners, weavers, and dyers.
By enabling industrial cotton manufacturers to
import a flood of cheaper textiles to the subcon-
tinent, the railways undermined the centuries-old
industry and the prosperity of numerous urban
centers. The majority of cotton weavers soon
found it necessary to either abandon their trade
or accept a marginal and destitute position in In-
dian society, As Marx acknowledged, British
“steam” did not only result in the economic de-
cline of Indian towns that had produced ad-
mirable fabrics. In uprooting the unique
relationship between agriculture and manufactur-
ing industries on the subcontinent, the railway
caused an exporting country to become an im-
porting one, produced unprecedented misery for
Indian commerce, and left the “bones of cotton
weavers [to] bleach] the plains of India (Baber,
Peter Gaeffke and David A. Utz (1985). Hence,
while making it technologically possible for South
Asia to participate in a modern global economy,
the swift development of railroads destroyed local

sources of prosperity in the region.

Contrary to Dalhousie’s and Marx's predictions,
railway development impeded rather than en-
couraged the growth of modern industry in colo-
nial India. The transfer of modern industrial
technology during the nineteenth century was pri-
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marily profit driven. Moreover, as 99% of the cap-
ital for the railways was raised in Britain, the de-
cision-makers of the railroad companies were
almost exclusively British. Consequently, the self-
interest of the British investors in combination
with an inflexible colonial railway policy in
British India made railroad construction an ob-
stacle to industrialization. Although colonial
[ndia possessed metal deposits required to pro-
duce manufacturing plants similar to European
ones, the raw materials were mainly located in iso-
lated and sparsely populated regions of the sub-
continent. Railroad developers already had easy
access to densely populated regions with high
commercial traffic and an ample supply of cheap
labor. Furthermore, it was far more profitable for
them to import most of the industrially manufac-
tured materials from Britain than to develop and
exploit the metal-producing regions on the sub-
continent. Colonial administrators were para-
lyzed by the financial responsibility for the
expensive state guarantees and the prevailing will
of British commercial groups with the political
backing of Salisbury. The administration, thus,
was unable to endorse policies that would burden
the Indian government with the cost of construct-
ing industrial plants capable of producing manu-
tactured goods and machinery. Therefore,
although colonial India obtained a transconti-
nental railway network that revolutionized the
speed of transportation on the subcontinent, it
remained without the infrastructure to sustain it
or the manufacturing base required to stimulate
industrial development (Morris D. Morris, 1988).

In successfully opening colonial India to world
trade and transforming it into an international
supplier of agricultural goods, the railways also
had a detrimental impact on the welfare of the
Indian population. By the late-nineteenth cen-
tury, the demand for cotton declined and British
India had become a major wheat exporter. How-
ever, in penetrating the entire subcontinent and

encouraging the over-production of agriculturalm
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»goods, the railways played an integral role in sj-
multaneously depressing the price for wheat
abroad and rendering it beyond the affordability
of the Indian poor. Until the First World War,
this price explosion caused frequent famines in

which staggering numbers of people in drought-

stricken areas and even well-watered districts
starved to death (A, K Connell, W. J. Macpher-
son, 2002 ).

about
by railway development contributed to the plight
of poor inhabitants. After all, the integration of
vast areas of the subcontinent into the global
economy, facilitated by railroad construction,

Changes in Indian rural societics brought

caused traditional self-subsistent Indian village
communities to rapidly dissolve. They were not
replaced by urban or industrial centers, but
rather, increasingly by village units in which the
dominant agents were absent rent-receiving land-
lords, aggressive moneylenders, crop merchants,
and grain price speculators. Consequently, the
bulk of the rural population was reduced to the
status of dependent tenants and landless laborers
vulnerable to the impersonal business transac-
tions of a globalized agricultural market. During
this period, millions of Indians reached a stage of
malnutrition that modern health workers identify
as skeletonization. Although the railroads were
hailed by policymakers as a safeguard against
famines, they were instead used with government
support by Anglo-Indian merchants to transport
grain supplies from droughtstricken areas to cen.
tral depots for hoarding, exportation, and protec-
tion against grain riots. Unsurprisingly then, the
statistician Arthur Connell complained in 1885
that the Indians were “told to be grateful for the
boon of free trade” that the railroads facilitated,

and yet found their income “smaller” and food

“dearer (Thorner, 1901).”

As the historian Mike Davis asserts, the colonial
regime’s willingness to allow enormous spending
on railway construction compared to its abandon-
ment of needed agricultural development indj-

cated its misplaced priorities. The railroad system
as much investment as
all of the hydraulic works until 1880. This situa-
tion compelled the pro-irrigation lobby led by
Arthur Cotton and Florence Nightingale to

protest during the 1876-1877 famine that:

consumed thirteen times

We have before our eyes the sad and humiliating
scene of magnificent work that cost poor India
160 millions, which are so utterly worthless in re-
spect of the first want of India, that millions are

dying by the side of them.

Fram 1885 to 1893, 4 miere 20% of the public
work expenditure was devoted to irrigation devel-
opment. Most of the funds went inro projects
that would generate the h ighest financial returns,
such as sugar cane fields, instead of 3 sufficient
supply of grain to offset the effects of price fluc-
tuations and food shortages. By 1902, only 24
million pounds had been spent on irrigation
works, as opposed to the 226 million pounds
spent on railways (at least 50 million of which had
been spent by the Indian government to subsidize
the state guarantees, Davis, Arthur Cotton and
Florence Nightingale (1877). Thus, the rapid con-
struction of railways in British India did not re-
sult from a uniform transfer of advanced
technologies from Britain. On the contrary, the
swift development of railroad infrastructure re-
ceived more priority than the introduction of

other technologies on the subcontinent.

The Railway and its Military Application

Railway promoters active in Britain were well
aware of the military utility that a railroad net-
work could provide in colonial Indja. In 1844
Rowland M. Stephenson, one of the earliest pro-
moters, began to endorse the construction of the
so-called “Mirzapore” railway route that would
link Calcutta to Delhi, Bombay, and Madras. He
claimed thar the “first consideration” for such a
railway scheme would be the “better security... of

T



stem
ENt as
situa-
ed by

e to

ating

ndia
n re-

S are

iblic

> the entire country.” His proposed railroads would
strategically pass through all areas of military im-
portance. Throughout the 1840s, other promot-
ers also voiced military justifications for the
development of a railroad network in British
India. For instance, William P. Andrews de-
scribed how a railway system would have pre-
vented the supply and ammunition shortages that
occurred during the British-Sikh conflicts and
how railroads would serve to rapidly “concen-
trat[e] troops on a sudden emergency.” He also
noted that along with reducing the “expenses,
delay, and annoyance” of troop movement, rail-
way transportation would “spare the health and
save the lives of European troops” who would oth-
erwise be compelled to march through perilous
weather and terrain (George Huddleston, 1845);
(Daniel Thorner, 1950); (William Patrick An-
drew, 1846).

While railway promoters and their allies cam-
paigned in London, the Indian government
began to view the construction of a railroad net-
work as central to maintaining a military policy
of expansion, annexation, and defense. Warfare
against the Sikhs during the mid 1840s had re-
vealed the inadequacies of military transportation
on the subcontinent. British authorities were
aware that military supplies and manpower could
have been mobilized far more etficiently if a rail-
road connecting Calcutta to the North-West
Provinces had existed. Unsurprisingly, Henry
Hardinge, the Governor-General during the
Anglo-Sikh conflict, was in favor of railway devel
opment. Within a letter written in 1845 to the
Court of Directors, the ruling body of the East
India Company (EIC), he stated:

[n a country where no man can tell one week
what next may produce, the tacility of a rapid con-
centration of infantry, artillery, and stores may be
the chief prevention of an insurrection, the
speedy termination of a war, or the safety of the
empire (W. ]. Macpherson, (1955), (Edward

Davidson,1868).Confronted by strong demand
for an Indian railway at home and abroad, the
Court of Directors eventually acquiesced. In 1849
they authorized two limited liability companies,
under the supervision of the EIC, the right to
build railroads in British India. However, before
large-scale work could commence, various techni-
cal decisions needed to be made. During this pe-
riod, many proposals regarding how best to
establish a railway network in British India werce
sent to the Court of Directors by various individ-
uals. The most elaborate and influential amongst
them was a memorandum written in 1852 by
Major John P. Kennedy, a consulting engineer for
the Indian government. Kennedy envisioned a
railroad network that intricately connected all of
the major urban centers in colonial India to-
gether, and believed that a so-called “Great North-
Western should be
constructed. The Great North-Western line

line” immediately
would connect Calcutta to vast northern border
lands that Kennedy believed were the current
hotspots where “conflicts could grow into serious
wars.” This proposed line would revolutionize the
way the colonial regime dealt with defensive and
offensive military conflicts. According to
Kennedy, this line would enable the “concentra-
tion of troops on any required point” in a way
that would dramatically increase the military
power of the government. Whereas it took three
to four months in the previous system to assem-
ble a field force of 60,000 men with sufficient ar.
tillery and provisions at a site of combat, the
Great North-Western line would hypothetically
reduce the mobilization time to a matter of days

(Headrick, 1988: Major

Kennedy, Parliamentary Papers 1854).

Davidson, by

Following the British conquest of the Punjab,
James Andrew Broun Ramsay, the Marquess of
Dalhousie and Governor-General of India at the
time, sought to initiate large-scale railway devel-
opment. He viewed the railroad as an effective »
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»means to bind together old territories as well as
newly-conquered ones and in doing so, to secure
British military power in colonial India. Al
though the Great Indian Peninsular Railway
route from Bombay to Thana (a 32-kilometer
line) had been completed in 1853, Dalhousie en-
visioned overseeing the establishment of railway
projects spanning the entire subcontinent. After
reviewing a copy of Kennedy's memorandum., the
Governor-General completed a minute to the
Court of Directors on April 20, 1853, that out
lined his recommendations regarding how railway
development  should proceed.  Deeming

Kennedy’s railway scheme to be “premature and

impractical,” Dalhousie preferred instead to di-

rect initial attention to the construction of a rajl-

road network identical to the one proposed by

Stephenson in 1844, According to Dalhousie,

this railway scheme would prove advantageous in

enhancing internal security. It would enable the
government to bring immediately the “bulk of its
military strength to bear upon any given point”
to an extent that was “physically impossible” at
the time. Furthermore, he supported Kennedy's
proposal that the Company prioritize the con-
struction of a railway line from Calcutta to the

North-Western territories. Aside from forging a

connection between Calcutta and the recently an-

nexed Punjab, the railroad line would strategically
ensure the long-term protection of British India
from external aggression. As Dalhousie explained:

The railway referred to would be of incalculable
value... Touching every military station from Cal-
cutta to the Sutlej, connecting every depot, Alla-
habad, Agra, Delhi, Ferozepore, with the arsenal
of Fort William; it would enable the Government
of India to assemble upon [both] frontier(s]... an
amount of men and materials of war amply suffi-
cient to deal with any such emergency within a
period which would be measured by days;
whereas months must elapses, with our present

means.

I

Impressed by Dalhousie’s minute, the Court of
Directors accepted and implemented his recom-
mendations. In consequence, Dalhousie’s minute
laid the basis of railway policy in colonial India
for the next seventy years.( William Wilson
Hunter, (1895); (James Andrew Broun Ramsay
Dalhousie 1910). Although major decisions re-
garding railway development in British India had
been made by 1857, the railroad lines did not play
a significant role in the Indian Mutiny (May 1857-
July1858). When Dalhousie departed from colo-
nial India in 1856, thousands of miles were still
either under construction or survey. Technical de-
cisions as well as bureaucratic friction between
the EIC’s resident engineers and government
consulting engineers slowed down construction
considerably. Observers of the Mutiny such as
William H. Russell were conscious of how much
of a difference an operational railroad network
would have made in reducing the violence and
internal unrest. As the newspaper correspondent
remarked in a diary entry: One is weary of think-
ing how much blood, disgrace, misery, and horror
had been saved to us if the rail had been but a lic.
tle longer here, had been at all there, had been
completed at another place. It has been a heavy
mileage of neglect for which we have already paid
dearly.

During the upheaval, the rebels intentionally tar-
geted railway construction sites as well as existing
railroad infrastructure, such as stations and
bridges. In one of these incidents, the mutineers
managed to gain possession of a railroad station
and reportedly immediately sought to destroy the
stationary locomotives by throwing rocks at them.
Such acts of vandalism were frequent and caused
serious damage to railroad development, espe-
cially in northern areas such as Delhi and Cawn-
pore. The mutineers feared the military potential
of the railway. However, their destructive activities
were not motivated by opposition to the rail trans-
portation technology, but rather, by strategic in-

terests, general hostility to colonial rule, and
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» widespread frustration towards the economic as

well as administrative changes that the British
leadership brought about during the mid-nine-
teenth century. Contrary to denouncing railway
development, the rebel-supported Mughal Em-
peror Bahadur Shah II promised, in a proclama-
tion made at the beginning of the Mutiny, to
provide Indian merchants with governmentfi-

nanced tracks and steam carriages once restored
to power (Hunter, (1997); (William Howard Rus-
sell, 1997); (John Brunton, 1939).

Following the rebellion, the opinion that railways
could ensure the internal security of colonial
India gained substantial support in Westminster.
A parliamentary committee was organized to
make railroad development into an imperial pri-
ority. In holding the EIC responsible for the de-
lays in construction, the committee decided to
make legislative reforms that removed the techni-
cal and administrative obstacles, which prevented
the rapid construction of railroad tracks. Al
though colonial India had a mere 325 kilometers
of railway in 1855, it possessed over 8000 kilome-
ters by 1870. From 1858 to 1859 alone, more
tracks were laid than ever before. By 1871, a
transcontinental railway network connecting
Bombay, Allahabad, Calcutta, Delhi, and Madras
was completed (Macpherson, “Investments in In-
dian Railways, 1845-1875): (Headrick, 1999).
(Robert  Kubicek,1999);  (Andrew Porter,
(1999).Thus, driven primarily by Britain’s desire
to enhance state security in colonial India, the
swift and massive railway construction that oc-
curred in turn resulted in the technology becom-
ing a major mode of military transportation on
the subcontinent in less than two decades.

The threat of a foreign invasion from Central
Asia motivated the British Raj to commence rail-
way development in the North-Western frontier.
From the British perspective, the borderlands not
only had an inhospitable landscape, but also un-

savoury and hostile inhabitants. As an English
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traveler wrote, “tyranny and insecurity, oppres-
sion and violence, reign everywhere all over the
country.” In his minute of 1853, Dalhousie as-
serted that a railway line to the North-Western
provinces would enable the government to effec-
tively safeguard its borderlands against invaders
from the Kabul frontier. Although the Delhi-La-
hore line was extended to Peshawar in 1868, rail-
road tracks remained mostly absent in the ru gged
North-West region when the Second Anglo-
Afghan War broke out in 1878. The deficiencies
in communication and transportation during the
contlict highlighted the need for railroads. Indian
forces under the command of Major General Earl
Roberts barely managed to prevent the conflict
from becoming a massacre. In 1880 Afghan forces
overwhelmed a British garrison at Maiwand and
besieged the surviving soldiers in Kandahar. After
a 30-day, 300-mile forced march, Roberts’ troops
reached Kandahar just in time to rescue the sur-
vivors. Furthermore, from the beginning of the
rescue operation, needed supplies could not be
transported to the frontline. As Roberts com-
plained, “[hJuge stocks of winter clothing, med-
ical comforts, grain, and various requirements of
an army... had been brought by rail to Sibi and
had there remained for want of transport (Sarah
Searight, 1991): (extracts of correspondence re-
ceived by the last mail from the Governor-Gen-
eral in council in India,” Parliamentary

Papers 1852-1853); (Fredrick Roberts, 1908) .”

The Second Anglo-Afghan War convinced the
British military establishment that strategic rail-
roads were necessary in the North-West. However,
the additional fear of Russian intrigue and expan-
sion in Central Asia motivated the British lead-
ership to initiate construction. Since the 1830,
the British had become suspicious of the Russian
empire’s growing presence and influence in Cen-
tral Asia. During his term in office, Dalhousie be-
lieved that the possibility of an attack from Kabul
caused by European instigation could not be
ruled out. He urged his colleagues in London w
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> “not to lose sight of the necessity of placing some

limit to the progress of Russia in Central Asa.”
In the second half of the century, the so-called
“Great Game” escalated. Russia continued to
annex territories in Central Asia and, in 1865,
commenced the construction of the Transcaspian
Railway on its southern frontier. George N. Cur-
zon, the Marquess of Kedleston, ventured to Cen-
tral Asia in order to investigate the recently
expanded 900-mile line firsthand. In the book he
subsequently published, Russia in Central India,
Curzon claimed that Russia’s activities within
Central Asia were a “serious menace” to British
India. He concluded that regardless of Russia’s
designs upon colonial India, it was imperative
that the British leadership “render any hostile in-
tention futile” and ensure that the frontiers of the
“most splendid appendage of the Imperial Crown
[were] impregnable (Searight, Parliamentary Pa-
pers (1852-1853): (Dalhousie, Private letters of the
Marquess of Dalhousie, George N. Curzon, Rus-
sia in Central Asia in 1889 and the Anglo-Russ-
ian Question (1993),).”

The Russians, however, continued to pose a
threat, and their advance to Merv in 1883 was
more than the British authorities were willing to
tolerate. Believing Merv to be a potential launch-
ing point of a Russian assault, they decided that
rapid railway development on the frontier was in-
tegral to the preservation of a British-ruled India.
By 1891, only three years after the Transcaspian
line’s expansion, Indian railroad tracks had been
extended to Chaman, a settlement merely 60
miles from Kandahar. These newly built railway
lines radically enhanced the milita ry capability of
the British Empire in South Asia. After all, large
numbers of armed forces could now reach
Afghanistan in three days from Karachi, a port
city that was itself by steam vessel only twenty-five
days from Britain. At the turn of the century,
Curzon, as the new Viceroy of India, supervised
the continuation of railroad expansion in the
North-West. As he confirmed in 1902, the pur-
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pose of railroad construction in the frontier re-
mained “to strengthen [the British Raj’s position
and to enable [it] to move troops without delay in
the event of trouble (Searight, 1902).In the rail-
way system of colonial India, Indians were em-
ployed almost exclusively for non-technical duties
until the twentieth century. Managerial and tech-
nical positions were dominated by individuals of
British and/or Anglo-Indian origin. On a related
point, it can be asserted that the hierarchy within
the Indian railway reinforced the existing post-
1857 colonial status quo rather than elevating the
socio-economic status of Indians to a level similar
to that of Britons. Therefore, in less than ten
years after the Russian annexation of Merv, the
defensibility of a vulnerable borderland had been
(and continued to be) radically improved through
the speedy and large-scale development of rail-
roads.

The Railway and its Political Application

Besides having a military purpose, railroad con-
struction served to justify ideologically the exis-
tence of colonial India. For British policymakers,
the railway physically embodied the civilizin ¢ mis-
sion, an ideology that sustained the assumption
that they had the right to govern, arbitrate dis-
putes, and insist upon deference. Dalhousie was
convinced that the establishment of railways
would lead to a “similar progress in social im-
provement that has marked... various Kingdoms
of the Western World.” Following the Mutiny,
railway development on the subcontinent contin-
ued to be associated with the fulfillment of
Britain’s civilizing mission. In 1868, Robert Cecil,
the Marquess of Salisbury and a member of the
House of Lords in Westminster at the time,
looked upon railway construction as enabling
Britain to fulfill its duty of “propergatling] civi-
lization in the most peaceful and most harmless
way.” Moreover, at the turn of the century, Cur-
zon insisted that railroad development had always »
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»been a “blessing,” and in being the “most unify-
ing agency” in South Asia, served to elevate the
material and social condition of all Indians.

British public opinion also perceived railway de-
velopment as the realization of the civilizing mis-
sion. In 1855, the newspaper Friends of
India reported that the completed railroads were
“producing a social change in the habits of gen-
eral society far more deep... than any which has
been created by the political revolutions of the
last twenty centuries.” During the Mutiny, an ar-
ticle in The Economist hailed the railroad as being
the pathway to English science, religion, arts, and
opinions for a people that were “miserably poor
and wretched” and “like young children,” without
a “distinct idea what they wanted].” Generally,
contemporary commentators agreed that railroad
development in South Asia was elevating the In-
dian masses from ignorance and poverty. Accord-
ing to Captain Edward Davidson, an engineer for
the government of Bengal, the steam engine in
colonial India was:

[Olverturning prejudices, uprooting habits, and
changing customs as tenaciously held and dearly
loved almost as life itself. A sacred Brahmin now
sits in third-class carriage in contact with a Dome
(the lowest caste of Calcutta, employed in killing
dogs and burying the dead).

Dalhousie’s biographer concurred when he de-
scribed the fast railway as dealing a “fatal blow to
the slow deities of paganism” and consequently
causing “other thoughts to arise at the shrine of
Parvati or Shiva than the Veds and Shastras in-
culeate.” Although sceptical of Britain’s supposed
good intentions, even Karl Marx, in the capacity
of a journalist, believed that the railways would
inevitably lead to socioeconomic improvement
on the subcontinent. He predicted that
“m]odern industry, resulting from the railway sys-
tem, will dissolve the hereditary divisions of labor,
upon which rests the Indian castes, those decisive
impediments to Indian progress and Indian
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power (Davidson, Arnold Edwin, 1862-1865),
Karl Marx, “The Future Results of British Rule
in India,” in Dispatches for the New York Trib-
une: Selected Journalism of Karl Marx, ed. James

Ledbetter (2007).

Criss-crossing almost every part of the subconti-
nent, railroads undeniably reshaped the day-to-
day lives of Indian inhabitants. By the turn of the
century, most towns and cities possessed a railway
terminus made from stone and marble. The rural
populace had not only become accustomed to the
sight of tracks, tunnels, and bridges, but also the
locomotives and numerous travelers that regularly
used them. Possessing more railroad lines than
any other network outside of Europe and North
America, the Indian railway network encouraged,
on a monthly basis alone, the constant interac-
tion of tens of millions of people that lived vast
distances apart and came from very different
backgrounds. Moreover, people of all classes had
come to rely on this affordable mode of trans-
portation to seek educational and employment
opportunities not available in every part of the
subcontinent,

Nevertheless, the rhetoric of the civilizing mission
often exaggerated the railway's socio-cultural im-
pact. Contrary to the widely accepted opinion of
his fellow countrymen, G. O. Trevalyan, a British
civil servant, observed that, not far beyond the ac-
tive tracks, all evidence of Western civilization
vanished. Instead, one would typically glimpse an
unaltered countryside where the sight of tradi-
tional village life, child brides, pilgrims, and “de-
bauched” beggars remained the norm. Moreover,
although upper caste Indians were willing to sit
beside lower caste ones in third-class carriages, the
use of railway lines did not serve to weaken
Hindu devotion to "slow’ deities and Vedic tradi-
tions. To the contrary, thousands of devotees
came to rely upon them to perform yatras (pil-
grimages to distant shrines and venerated sites)

and to attend melas (festivals). Before the exis-»
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> tence of the railroads, it was difficult for most of
them to participate in these religious practices be-
cause of the expense and limitation of pre-existing
forms of transportation (G. O. Trevelyan, 1864),

Railroad development was also used by the
British colonial administratiof’s to facilitate the
formation of the modern Indian colonial state.
[n compressing time and space between far-flung
regions as well as establishing links where none
before had existed, the railways allowed for .the
British Raj to establish its authority over the en-
tire subcontinent. The railroads were engineered
to be a “network of iron” that enabled a single
government to manage diverse territories, lands,
and peoples. From the beginning of railroad de-
velopment, policymakers were aware of how the
railroad could be utilized to organize Britain’s
South Asian holdings into a unified state with a
centralized government. As Dalhousje stated in
his minute of 1853: A single cast upon the map
recalling to mind the vast extent of the Empire
we hold... will suffice to show how immeasurable
are the political advantages to be derived from a
system of communication which would admit of
full intelligence of every event being transmitted
to the government under all circumstances, at a
speed exceeding five-fold its present rate,

Commentators were also enthusiastic aboutr what
the railroad could accomplish. Marx envisaged
the railway as allowing the British to unify a sub-
continent that was supposedly socially and polit-
ically broken up into “disconnected atoms’ of
isolated self-sufficient villages. Similarly, Dal-
housie’s biographer imagined that through the
railway, the British could “do what [past] dynas-
ties ha[d] never done-what the genius of Akbar
the Magnificent could not effect by government,
nor the cruelty of Tip[u] [S]ahib by violence; they
may make India a nation (Prakash, (1852-1853),
For native inhabitants, the complexity, scale, and
power of the railway symbolically and physically
manifested Britain’s imperial presence and dom-

inance within South Asia. Along with displaying
the latest advances in metallurgy and industrial
machinery (e.g., the steam engine), railroad tracks
literally entrenched British colonial authority into
the landscape itself. While railway lines reshaped
vast tracts of land, the bridges built for them,
made from brick, iron, and later steel, were in
themselves public exhibitions of Britain’s engi-
neering abilities. Unsurprisingly then, the intro-
duction of railways had a desirable effect on a
popuface that the British colonial regime sought
to govern and recruit. The active railway initially
both terrified and awed the Indians. According
to John Brunton, a chief resident engineer of
British India during the mid-nineteenth century,
the Karachi natives that first heard and saw the
locomotive train were astounded and could not
understand what hidden power enabled it to drag
such enormous loads. Some “feared them” and
in “supposing that they moved by some diabolic
agency, they called them Shaitan (or Satan).”
Moreover, as writer and journalist Harriet Mar-
tineau vividly described:

Villagers from under the mountains of the West
Ghats come out at the sound of the steam whis-
tle, and the babies gasp and cry when the train
rushes by; and nobody denies that the railway is
a wonderful thing. By inspiring a belief in British
superiority amongst the Indian populace, railway
development effectively served to spread and con-
solidate British supremacy over the entire subcon-
tinent, including the so-called “independent
Native states.” Consider the situation that tran-
spired within the principality of Bahawalpur in
1863. The Newab was on unfriendly terms with
the British on account of his alleged “tyranny and
grievous cruelty to his subjects,” and “very few
Englishmen and certainly no white lady” had ever
been granted permission to travel through his
realm. Desiring to construct the Indus Valley rail-
way route that happened to pass through Ba-
hawalpur, Brunton and a following composed of

a “faithful lot of servants and soldiers” managed »
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» 10 persuade the ruler diplomatically to grant them
permission to survey the lands within his terri-
tory. The entry of so large a group of outsiders
into the realm had a strong impression on the
Newab’s subjects. Although Brunton saw his mis-
sion as strictly being railroad business, the inhab-
itants considered him to be an “[e]missary from
the Indian government sent to endeavour to re-
dress their grievances” and representatives from
a “party in the state most anxious for the displace-
ment of their oppressor” sought his audience in
the nights. After Brunton’s departure, plots
began taking shape in the principality and the
Newab was soon after assassinated. When this oc-
curred, the British leadership took control of the
situation without any resistance. According to the
engineer. They stepped in, appointed an English
officer as Regent-took the young Prince under its
care, gave him a first class education, [and took
measures to ensure that] he by no means
followled] in his father’s footsteps. Thus, in view-
ing the railroad as furthering imperial ideology
and utilizing it to create colonial India, the British
encouraged rapid and large-scale railway develop-

ment.

Bangladesh (1971): From East Bengal (1757-
1912-1947)-East Pakistan (1947)

Lord Dalhousie came to India in 1848 to serve as
Governor General of India. He annexed many
states like Satara, Sambhalgarh, Nagpur and
Jhansi under ‘Doctrine of Lapse’. He introduced
railways in India and the first railway line from
Mumbai to Thane was opened in 1853. In the
same year, Calcutta and Agra were connected by
Telegraph. What described here is the colonial
history of East India Company, British India, and
Pakistani Colonial Exploitation. East Bengal, in
greater India remained as hinterland of raw jute
supplier and other materials like Tea Export,
Food Grain Producer and Chittagong Port to
serve the commercial interest of British Rulers.

m

The Security World November 22, 2020 39

On the other hand, Calcutta-being Capital City
of British Raj captured the position of Gravity of
Power-Political, Economic, Diplomatic, and Mil-
itary. East Bengal-current Bangladesh remained
neglected not only from British Rulers even de-
prived of legitimate attention of All India Con-
gress and Muslim League who struggled for
independence of India and Pakistan in 1947. All
strategic British installations and infrastructures
of then British India was divided between India
and Pakistan. Like the left overs, all under-devel-
oped areas of Bengal were renamed as East Pak-
istan in 1947. Meaning, the developed area and
most of the infrastructures, strategic locations-eco-
nomic-political and militarily important were
taken by the Big-Brothers. The Muslim League
Leaders were busy with getting lion share for West
Pakistan. Those who visited Tahirpur of Sunam-
gonj can see the evidence where boarder starts
from the end of strategic Top Hill area to water
land Bangladesh where no development work
could be initiated during 24 vears of Pakistan and
50 years of Bangladesh Birth in 1971. There are
many examples like Tahirpur. Finally, East Bengal
and Dhaka was never a center of gravity during
British Rule and they had no intention to de-
velop the current central point of gravity which
opportunity was created through creation of In-
dependent Bangladesh in 1971 under the leader-
ship of Father of the nation Bangabandhu Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman. International news media,
donor agencies, international financial institu-
tions, who casted doubt about the economic fea-
sibility Bangladesh at the initial stage are now
praising optimistically the leadership Prime Min-
ister Sheikh Hasina in making the country a Role
Model of Development.

Not looking to the bitter colonial Bangladesh
should look to exploit the result of the Independ-
ence of 1971 as a sovereign country. We need not
to wait for the decision of East India Company,
British-Pakistani Colonial Rulers decision. We
suffered to the highest. Now is the time to create w
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for the 170 mn people of the country.
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Year | Development Bvents
Canstructionof 53.11 km. of 8road Gauge line betwieen Darsana and jagati of Kushtia district by
Eastern Bengal Railway.

Construction of Metre Gauge railway line from Saf3 (near Paksey) to Chilahati, Parbatipur o
Dinajpur and Parbatipur to auria and construction of Broad Gauge Raitway line from Damukdia
(Oppasite to Sara) to Poradsha

Government took over the management of Eastern Bengal Railway.

Railway Matre Gauge connecticn between Dhaka and Narayangonj. 3 gistance of 14.98 km. by
Dhaka State Railway, which was latef on merged with Eastern Bengal State Railway

Construction of Dhaka - Mymensingh Railway section by Dhaka State Raibway,

Easter Bengal Raiiway was merged with Northern Bengal State Railway

Construchion of the Assam - Bengal Raftway taken up with British Government assistance but was
{ater an taken over by Assam-Bengal Railway Company.

Openingof 149.89 km. Metre Gauge lines between Chittagong and Comilla and 50.89 kim. Metre
Gauge ines between Laksam and Chandpur by Assam Bengal Raiway.

Chittagong to Chittagong port line was constructed

Constrection of Metre Gauge Rallway line from Comilia to Aikhaura and Akhaura to Karimgsn.

Single line section between Darsana and Poradiahi converted into double line section.

Mymensingh Jagannathaon] Metre Gauge Railway constnucsred.

Mietre Gauge Railway fine constructed between Santaharin. to Fukchiar by Brahmaputra-

Sultanpur Railway Company.
|aksam - Noad ction constructed by Noakhali [Bengal) Raitway Company.

Bengal Cantr: -y Company and Brahmaputra-Sultanpur Railway Company taken over by
Gowi. managed Eastern Bengal Railway.

Opening of Kaunia-Ronarpac Metre Gauge saction, Govt. purchased the Noakhali (Bengal)
Railway Company.

Delhi. So importance of Kolkata lost its gr
Jifted to Delhi, Bombay and other com mercially important areas. Attention

got priority to those areas after

| connectivity which are closed

these should be reexamined for possible reconnectivity. Compared
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Noakhali (Bengal) Railway Company merged with
Assam Bengal Raitway.
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Poradaha-Bhairamara single tine converted into
double line.

‘Akhaura -Tongi section opened. Conversion of Shakaie.
1o Santahar Metre Gauge section into Broad Gauge.

1 Harginge Raitway Bridge was opened over the river
Padma at Paksey,

Sara- Sirajgan] line constructed by Sar Siraigan]
Railway Campany.

m ghairamara-Raita Broad Gauge section opened.

1812- | Gouripur - Mymensingh - Netrokana and Shamiani.
sharia-ianiall sections constructed by Mymensingh

Bhairamara - lshurdi - Abdulput single line section
converted into double line.

Rupsha - Bagerhat Narrow Gauge section constructed
by 3 Branch fine Company.

Conversion of Santaha; - Parbatipur Metre Gauge
section into Broad Gauge.

Conversion of Parbatigys - Chilahati Metre Gauge
section into Broad Gauge.

(Opening of Shaistagon:Hablgen] section-
Tista - Kurigram Narrow Gauge section converted into
Broad Gauge.
shaistagoni:Balla and Chittagong: Hathazari sections
Hathajari - Nazirhat Metre Gauge and Abdulpur -
Amnura Broad Gauge sections opened
1951 | sholashahar-Dohazarl section opened

‘Opening af king V1 George Bridge connecting Bhalrab
Bazat and Ashugoni over the river Meghna.
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Jamalpur-Bahaurabad Metre Gauge section opened.

Assam - Bengal Railway taken over by Government and amaligamated with the Eastern Bengal
Railway under the name Bengol ond Assam Raiway -

Govemment took ovet Sara-Sirajgan] Railway Company.

Bengal and Assam Raiiveay was spiit up and the portion within {he boundary of erstwhile East
Pakistan was named as Eastern Bengal Roilway , the control remaining with Gentral Government
“of Pakistan.

Government takes over Mymensingh-Bhairah Bazar Railway omaany 20t Rupsa-Bagernat Branch
Line Company.

Jessare-Darsana Rallway line apened to traffic.

Eastern Bengai Railway renamed as Pakistan Eastern Raflway .
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network

Direct Communication between Dhaka & Xoliata
008 Express” Train. Dhak ~Benapole Line

From British India to Bangladesh: History of Railway Net Work |

signed the intergovernmental agreement on the Trans Asian Raitways{TAR)

was established by introducing "Maitree.
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* The historical background of Rail line in Bangladesh suffered from negligence of East India Company,
British Raj, and the Pakistani regime of exploitation from economic, infrastructural, and military,
and diplomatic context. Most importantly, the Pakistan Government from 1947-62 did little effort
to develop the then East Pakistan Railway infrastructure. Again, the destruction taken place during
the War of Bangladesh Liberation by the Pakistani Soldiers is worth mentioning. The whole Rail net-
work was demolished by the Pakistan Occupation Army (Time Magazine 17 January 1972). The re-
construction of Bangladesh Rai way started in 1972 after return of the Father of the Nation
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman from Pakistani Jail. The Bangladesh Rail Way started its jour-
ney to the peoples of new nation state. In the first Five Year Plan Bangabandhu given high priority
on Rail Way reconstruction but he could not complete as he was brutally killed by the miscreants.
From 1975 the Rail Way as mass passenger carrier means lost priority of the then rulers and no de-
velopment took place. As independent country, Bangladesh has her Vision, Mission and clear strategy

to implement those vision and missions.

Bangladesh Rail Projects: 2010-2045

Government of Bangladesh has taken projects as described in the following table to increase the Rail
network for the different part of Bangladesh which help enhancing the passenger and goods carrying

within and outside the country. Once these projects are completed contribution of Rail network

would add to the GDP.

Bangladesh RailWay Projects: 2010-45

Phase ] Number of Projects USDm Project Value Commects
| !
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*» Up-coming Rail Projects improving Regional Connectivity

Under the leadeship Honorable Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina every possible attempts are taken ro
increase the regional connectivity with neighbouring countries,

li near Kalurghat Bridge (To be financed under EDCE Construction of 2nd Railway-cum-road Brid
near Kalurghat Bridge-to be financed under EpCE
* Construction of D 0 ICD with allied works (Likely to be financed by ADB)
ttagong corridor into DG {financed by ADB
Matarbari-Mahesh ali Power hub and Deep Sea Port (Likely to be financed by ADB).

* Double tracking between loydevpur to Ishurdi (Under proess).
*® Procurement of rolling stocks.

* Dhaka city circular elevated rail line (Feasibility study going on)
Central Dhaka * Dhaka-Laksam via Comilla Highspeed elevated line {feasibility study going on)

* Construction of BQg;a_—Simjganj DG rail line (Under process),
* Construction of ngl:;;g-Sirajganj DG rail line (Under process),
Northern Part of ~ * Construction of 2nd Railway-cum-road Bridge over the river Karnafuli near Kalurghat Bridge to be financed under EDCF fund
Bangladesh

Transnational Connectivity of Bangladesh:

Currently Bangladesh has 6 points of Rail con nectivity and 4 points of proposed connectivity with
neighbouring India. The country enjoys the Rail connectivity at 2 existing points with India and
Nepal. The connectivity with Bhutan and India are 2 point of Bangladesh,.

et i oty AR A\

BR Benapole-IR Petrapole BR Chilahati~ IR Holdibari

BR Darsana-IR Gede BR Bu.rf_mari—lRChen_grabandha

BR Rohanpu ~IR Singhabad BR Akhaura-IR Agartala

BR Birol-IR Radhikapur (since 01-04-2005, Reopen, 2017) BR Dohazari-BR Cox’s Bazar-IR Gundum
Closed Connectivity (work is going on to restore the connectivity

S.hahbazpur.—Mohi_shasan (since 07-07-02)

e o o — ey

* BR Rohanpur - IR singhabad (by addendum to MOU). * Chilahati — Holdibari (by constructing 7 km missing
" BR Birol-Radhikapur {By conversion MG into DG). link in Bangladesh side and signing a new MOu).
* Burimari - Chengrabandha (transshipment facilities
at Burimari and signing a new MOu).
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+ Bangladesh enjoys Opportunity to be a Hub of Land Transport and Logistic Centre

Bangladesh being a country of South Asia located nearby the Bay of Bengal have the ability to work
s logistic Hub like Singapore and exploit the economic benefit by creating the country’s ability to

. srovide the logistic services through Rail Transportation and utilization of Port Services.

The unique geo-graphical position of Bangladesh.

Khulna-Mongla rail link would provide the shortest railway corridor to connect Nepal, Bhutan and North
West india.

Proposed Padma rail link and Dhaka-Comilla chord line would provide shortest railway corridor to
connect Chittagong port to West Bengal of India.

New Akhaura-Agartala rail link and re-opening of Shahbazpur-Mohishoshan would facilitate traffic from
Chittagong port to North-East India.

Actions taken for construction of missing links and enhancement of capacity.

All ports in the Bay of Bengal are estuarine with shallow drafts of 9m or less where as proposed
Matarbari & Sonadia Deep Sea Port will have 15 m & 14m draft respectively which will allow container
vessels arrival at the port with 4000 TEUs or more.

The deepest berth in proposed deep sea port at Sanadia/Matarbari would be the key to make Bangladesh
a regional transport Hub which would be the nearest deep sea port to Nepal, Bhutan and parts of India.

:
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, Bangladesh Rail Projects within country regional connectivity

. Government of Bangladesh has initiated programs to implement the following projects for improving

| the Rail connectivity within the country. With the increase in the trade, commerce and industry

| under a improved Road Transport, and Electricity availability the Government is ready to carry goods
e w and construction. »
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BR Upcoming Projects for enhencing Regional Connectivity

Construction of 2nd Railway-cum-road Bridge over the river Karnafuli near Kalurghat Bridge (To be financed under EDCE fund

Construction of Dhirasram ICD with allied works (Likely to be financed by ADBJ

Conversion of Dhaka-Chittagong corridor into DG (financed by ADB)
. Dhaka-Laksham-Comilla High speed elevated line-feasibility study going on

* Fauzderhat-Chittagong Port and Chittagong-Dohazari DG Double Line (Likely to be financed by ADB)

Railway Connection with Matarbari — Maheshkhali Power hub and De
Constructian of Bogra-Siraigoni DG Rail line in progress,

ep Sea Port (Likely to be financed by ADB)

Parbatipur-lshumi-KhulnaDouh!e line
Uerading of Jessore-Benepole section under procrocess.

Double tracking between joydevpur to Ishurdi (Under proess). Procurement of rolling stocks.
Dhaka city circular elevated rail line {Feasibility study going an).

Bangladesh Rail Projects: Port Cities-Central Dhaka-Northern Part:

The Port city Chottogram has 4 projects 3 of which are expected to be financed by ADB and one is
from EDCF funding. Central Dhaka has 4 projects at the preliminary stage. Northern part of
Bangladesh has 3 projects. Among them 2 are in preliminary stage and one is progress.

Jamaluddin Ahmed PhD FCA is the General Secretary of Bangladesh Economic Association, Former member
of Board of Directors of Bangladesh Bank, Former Chairman of the Board of Directors of Janata Bank Limited
and Former President of the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Bangladesh.




