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Established in 1963, the Kamalabari Satra of the Nika Samhati group of Satras, which survived many a turmoil in its centuries old existence at Majuli, including two internal wrangles in 1832 and 1936, leading to the inadvertent creation of two new Satras viz Uttar Kamalabari (Grant) Satra and Natun Kamalabari Satra respectively out of the old one, could not, however, withstand the onslaught of the awesome erosion of 1974 caused by the powerful currents of the mighty Brahmaputra and the turbulent Tuni river on two fronts, east and west simultaneously.

The Satra, once gorgeous with tropical vegetation of huge ornamental and valuable trees like Kendus, Neems, Agars, Coconuts, etc in its periphery, sandwiched by two stormy rivers, was virtually on the verge of extinction, leaving the district administration with no alternative but to shift it within a short time to a suitable place.

The dreadful erosion had been of high magnitude in Upper Majuli as well. Once a predominantly rice-growing and river-business centre of the eastern most part of the island, Salmara, had, within a couple of weeks time, been reduced to a wretched condition. As many as three hundred odd families of five villages were in danger of being rendered homeless. It was then dispassionately judged that unless the ill-fated families were shifted and rehabilitated in some safer place, they would be exposed to further uncertainties.

The implementation of the most radical Land Ceiling Act had, in letter and spirit, been one of the major landmarks of Sri Sarat Chandra Sinha’s tenure as Chief Minister. Rapid strides of the land reform measures on the one hand and shifting and rehabilitation of hundreds of families beside one of the oldest monasteries of Assam, on the other hand, had induced the Late Arif Ali, the then Deputy Commissioner, Jorhat, to take some fortuitous steps for acquiring about two thousand bighas of ceiling surplus land of Tyroon Tea Estate of Titabor Circle. The Deputy Commissioner had directed this writer, then Assistant Settlement Officer of Jorhat Circle to take the case records personally to the revenue department for ratification and procuring a copy of the extraordinary Gazette notification in a bid to start the rehabilitation work expeditiously. As expected, the decks had been cleared at the government level very swiftly in consideration of the exigencies of the situation. Taking over of physical possession of the acquired land had also just been a mere formality as there was no resistance, no objection from any quarters whatsoever. That was so far so good.

The most difficult and strenuous part of the job – shifting and rehabilitation gained unbounded momentum right from the signal ‘Yes’ from the top hierarchy to the district executive head. Being completely engrossed with the business, the Deputy Commissioner had once again entrusted this writer to carry through the job to the end in addition to his normal duties, in spite of having another officer of the same rank at Titabor Circle. The explicit order obviously put the incumbent in a very embarrassing position. But there was no way out.

But all was not well with the sequel. On being shown the proposed site, while the Satra authorities had readily agreed to the proposal and offered full cooperation in all respects, a section of self-important and short-sighted would be beneficiaries expressed their unwillingness to cooperate with the government on the pretext of the land being not of their choice and also because of its proximity to the Nagaland border. But when the government’s position had been explained in unequivocal terms, the disgruntled persons had ultimately fallen in line with the government strategy along with the rest of the people. The poor people were even prepared to scrape the barrel for sustenance during the period. With the initial hurdles having been sorted out quite compatibly, the survey and plotting was undertaken as per action plan.

Transportation of heavy building materials and other household articles of a four-hundred years old Satra and of about three hundred families from Majuli to Mahimabari across the river Brahmaputra and a forty-five Km road journey was indeed a massive affair in terms of logistics. Three double-engined machine boats and ten trucks which were pressed into service for the purpose had been provided with police escort to and from the terminus. Sri GC Rajkhowa, SDO (Sadar), a very energetic and straight-forward officer that I ever came across, had been liaising with various departments for the smooth motion of the operation.

The most stupendous and trouble-some job of loading and unloading of the huge timber posts, the batten-like heavy articles of the Kirton Ghar of the sixteenth century Vaisnavite monastery across the mighty river manually in the absence of modern-age cranes and other gigantic machineries, with calculated movements, patience and tremendous energy of the devotees and involving a high magnitude of risk had been a subject of great appreciation. The dragging of heavy items from the river-bed to the shore above and again to the waiting trucks with primitive methods had not only been very risky but also entailed great human skill. Their ultimate bid to do justice to their orthodox profession had mainly been guided by absolute determination to resurrect the Satra. Their undaunted efforts had made it possible for the rebirth of a moribund religious institution to be transformed into a reality. As soon as the grueling ordeal of transportation came to a successful end, the first plot of land measuring hundred bighas of unencumbered ceiling surplus land, considered then to be a prime one, by the side of the Titabor-Mahimabari PWD road, had been handed over to the Satra, having around ninety devotees, in thirty Bahas, on a pleasant forenoon of 9th February 1975. Performance of sacred rituals and chanting of collective prayers by the Satra inmates on the auspicious moment in the midst of fragrant aroma reverberated in the air and filled everybody’s hearts with excitement. Receipt of five bighas of the same category of land at a distance of about a half Km from the Satra precincts on the other side of the road by each of the families had been considered all the more worthy, after their marathon toil. Handing over of individual plots and distribution of relief continued side by side. Arrangement of permanent provisions for subsistence to the needy persons in a situation like that, which had certainly been of utmost importance for survival, received accolades from all quarters.

The temporary posting of a posse of Assam Police Battalion in the rehabilitation site to allay the unfounded fears from the minds of the people had got eulogies from all concerned. The youthful police personnel on the whole had a nice time there in the midst of the people, playing volleyball and carrom provided by the Deputy Commissioner! A number of public institutions including the Mahimabari HS School, Girls’ HE School, hospital, water supply, station, veterinary hospital, etc have presently been established on the land earmarked for the purpose.

The newly constructed 227 long and 60 wide Kirton Ghar, independent Bharal Ghar, Kalia Thakur and Banshi Badan’s cottages with a big Bat Chora (main gate) is the replica of the old Satra. The tremendous job of salvation and resurrection of the Satra in the new site at Mahimabari has been refurbished to the great relief of the Vaisnavite people as well as the selfless devotees. The hundred and thirty years old black tulsi timber column of 22 length and 12 breadth has presently been kept in a glass chamber on the eastern verandah of the Kirton Ghar.

In its glorious days, the Satra had the privilege of receiving a galaxy of high profile dignitaries including Late Jai Ram Das Daulat Ram, His Highness the Governor of Assam in the early fifties, Sri BK Nehru with his European wife, His Highness Governor and Lady Governor of Assam in 1972, dance maestro Rukmini Devi and Sangitacharya Vinayak Pattvardhan.

In a recent visit to the Satra and its vicinity after long twenty-five years, a spectacular material transformation from the humble beginning to a durable existence amidst a field of habitation, vegetation and gardening, has been perceived. The villagers appear to have been passing a very peaceful time without any threat lurking around them from any quarter whatsoever, as apprehended in the initial stages of rehabilitation. The magnificent retrieval of the Satra heritage has undoubtedly been unique.

Hollow promises of some self-styled leaders for funding of a marble floor for the Kirton Ghar still remains to materialize. The Satra has succeeded in its endeavor, within a short span of time, to spread the old tradition of Satriya culture among all sections of the people including the tea-garden labourers of the neighborhood, thorough its theatrical performances like Bhaona, Rash Utsav and celebration of the regular annual Tithis. A congenial atmosphere has thus been created all around.

Courage, determination and humanitarian zeal had been the key factors in taking the plunge for a ponderous work like that and the brain behind the plan had been none other than the officer, Late Arif Ali. My salutations to the departed soul with reverence.
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[Source: ‘Asamar Sattriya Parampara aru Sri Sri Badala Padma Ata’, A compilation of articles on the life of Badala Padma Ata, the founder of the Kamalabari Satra, and on Satriya culture, published on the occasion of the 460th Birth Anniversary of Sri Sri Badala Padma Ata, celebrated at Kamalabari Satra, Mahimabari, Titabor; (SK Hazarika ed.) ]     

