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The historiography of the Murshidabad District in Bengal represents a critical junction in the study of British India’s 

administrative, economic, and social evolution. Historically serving as the seat of the Nawabs of Bengal, 

Murshidabad transitioned from a pinnacle of Mughal provincial power to a focal point of British East India Company 

administration. One of the most significant records of this transition is encapsulated in the 1902 publication, "A 

History of Murshidabad District (Bengal): With Biographies of Some of Its Noted Families" by John Henry 

Tull Walsh. This document serves as more than a mere chronicle; it is a technical compendium of 18th and 19th-

century governance, medical administration, and genealogical record-keeping.

The Historiographical Context of Murshidabad

Murshidabad’s importance in the Bengal Presidency cannot be overstated. Following the Battle of Plassey in 1757, 

the district became the laboratory for British administrative experiments. The technical challenge for colonial 

administrators was to map the existing socio-political structures onto a centralized bureaucratic framework. The 

work of J.H. Tull Walsh, a Lieutenant Colonel in the Indian Medical Service (IMS), provides a unique lens—one

that combines the precision of a medical professional with the curiosity of a historian.

Walsh’s contribution sits between the early descriptive narratives of the 1800s and the more standardized Bengal 

District Gazetteerslater produced by L.S.S. O'Malley in 1914. To understand the depth of this history, one must

analyze the district through three specific vectors: the administrative evolution of the British Raj, the economic shifts

in traditional handicrafts, and the preservation of the aristocratic lineages that defined the region's character.

Core Concepts: The Indian Medical Service and Regional Historiography

The involvement of a Civil Surgeon, such as John Henry Tull Walsh, in writing a comprehensive district history

highlights a specific 19th-century administrative phenomenon. During this era, IMS officers were often the most

highly educated residents in a district, possessing training in botany, statistics, and observational methodology.

The Role of the Civil Surgeon as Historian

In the late Victorian era, the Civil Surgeon's role extended beyond clinical practice to include sanitary reporting, 

jail administration, and demographic data collection. Walsh, as the Superintendent of the Campbell Medical

School and Hospital in Calcutta, utilized a systematic approach to history. His methodology relied on:

•  Archival Triangulation: Comparing local Persian records with East India Company factory records.

•  Statistical Demography: Utilizing census data to track the decline of the weaving and ivory industries.

•  Biographical Documentation: Systematizing the "noted families" to ensure the colonial government 

understood the local power hierarchies.

Technical Analysis: Administrative and Geographical Frameworks

Murshidabad's history is dictated by its geography, specifically the Bhagirathi River. The river acted as a hydraulic



engine for trade and a physical barrier for defense. Walsh’s history meticulously details the shift of the capital from

Dacca (Dhaka) to Murshidabad by Murshid Quli Khan, a move necessitated by the strategic control of the Ganges

distributaries.

Mathematical Models of Economic Decline

To quantify the historical shift in Murshidabad’s importance, we can look at the Trade Volume Decay (TVD)model

applied to the 19th-century silk industry. As the British introduced factory-scale production in Manchester, the

artisanal production in Murshidabad faced a steep decline. The relationship can be modeled as follows:

P(t) = P<sub>0</sub> * e<sup>-kt</sup>

Where:

•  P(t) is the production output at time t.

•  P0 is the peak production during the Nawab era.

•  k is the decay constant representing the impact of colonial tariffs and industrial competition.

•  t is the time elapsed since the 1813 Charter Act.

Walsh’s data provides the qualitative evidence for this quantitative decline, noting the reduction in the number of

active looms in the Silk-weaving centers of Mirzapur and Beldanga.

Comparison & Evaluation: Walsh (1902) vs. O’Malley (1914)

The following table provides a technical comparison of the two primary historical sources for the Murshidabad

District during the early 20th century.



Metric J.H. Tull Walsh (1902) L.S.S. O'Malley (1914)

Focus Area Genealogical & Biographical Administrative & Statistical

Source Material Family archives and local interviews Government reports and settlement 
records

Perspective Human-centric/Aristocratic Bureaucratic/Functional

Medical/Sanitary Data Extensive (due to author's IMS 
background)

Standardized and concise

Digital Accessibility Limited (HathiTrust/Internet Archive) Widely available in District Gazetteers

Technical Analysis of Core Mechanics: Archival Research Methodology

For modern researchers and historians, accessing the data within Walsh’s text requires a structured approach to 

Digital Paleography and Bibliographic Verification. Since the 1902 edition is often found as a "Classic Reprint,"

the following workflow is recommended for technical analysis:

Step-by-Step Archival Retrieval Procedure

1.  Identifier Verification: Locate the OCLC or ISBN (for reprints) to ensure the version includes the "Biographies 

of Noted Families" appendix, which is often omitted in abridged versions.

2.  Cross-Referencing Metadata: Use the HathiTrust stable link system to compare page images against the 

physical Dalcassian Publishing Company or Jarrold reprints. This accounts for OCR (Optical Character 

Recognition) errors common in 1902 typography.

3.  Geospatial Mapping: Map the historical sites mentioned (e.g., the Hazarduari Palace, Katra Masjid) using 

current GPS coordinates to track urban decay or preservation efforts over the 120-year interval.

4.  Biographical Indexing: Create a relational database of the families mentioned, linking them to the Permanent 

Settlement of 1793 land records to understand wealth distribution.

The Handicrafts of Murshidabad: A Technical Breakdown

A significant portion of Walsh’s history and the subsequent 1914 records focus on the technical excellence of

Murshidabad’s handicrafts. These were not merely hobbies but high-precision engineering feats of the time.

Ivory Carving and Brass Work

The ivory carvers of Murshidabad were renowned for their ability to create "solid" carvings from a single tusk.

Technically, this required an advanced understanding of the material's grain and moisture content. Walsh notes that

the craft declined as the patronage of the Nizamat (the court of the Nawab) waned.

•  Material: African and Asian Elephant tusks.

•  Tools: Bow-drills, fine-grained files, and specialized polishing agents.

•  Technique: The 'Jali' (lattice) work, which required mathematical precision to ensure structural integrity while 

maintaining transparency.

Silk Production (Sericulture)

Murshidabad silk was unique due to the Desi (indigenous) variety of silkworms. The technical process involved:

1.  Reeling: Hand-reeling techniques that produced a specific denier of silk favored by European markets.



2.  Dyeing: Using organic mordants derived from local flora, ensuring color fastness that exceeded 

contemporary synthetic dyes available in the early 1900s.

Case Studies in Colonial Governance

Walsh’s text highlights several operational challenges faced by the Murshidabad administration. One primary case 

study is the Famine of 1770 and its subsequent impact on land revenue. The district lost nearly one-third of its 

population, leading to a technical collapse of the Zamindari system.

Troubleshooting the Revenue Gap

When the British attempted to rectify the revenue loss, they encountered several failure modes:

•  The Issue: Inaccurate land surveying led to over-assessment.

•  The Solution: The introduction of the Decennial Settlement, which eventually morphed into the Permanent 

Settlement.

•  Historical Lesson: Walsh highlights that without accurate demographic data (which his medical training helped 

provide), administrative policy was doomed to fail.

Theoretical Framework: The Socio-Political Hierarchy

The "Noted Families" section of Walsh's work operates as a sociometric map of Bengal. By documenting the 

histories of the Seths (bankers), the Nawabs, and the Zamindars, Walsh provides a theoretical framework for 

Power Transition Theory . He illustrates how economic power shifted from the indigenous banking houses (like the

Jagat Seths) to the British agency houses.

The Jagat Seth Case Study

The Jagat Seths were the "Bankers of the World." Their technical role in the economy involved:

•  Currency Regulation: Controlling the exchange rate between different types of rupees (Sicca, Arcot).

•  Revenue Remittance: Using a Hundi (bill of exchange) system that predated modern wire transfers.

•  Political Financing: Acting as the primary creditors to both the Nawab and the East India Company.

Walsh’s biography of this family tracks their decline from the arbiters of the Bengal treasury to mere titular figures, a

transition that mirrors the district’s overall trajectory.

Summary and Technical Synthesis

John Henry Tull Walsh’s 1902 treatise remains a foundational document for understanding the Murshidabad

District. It serves as a bridge between two worlds: the fading glory of the Mughal Subah and the burgeoning

machinery of the British Raj. For the technical writer or historian, the work offers a granular look at how a district is

built—not just through brick and mortar, but through the documentation of its people, its industries, and its

administration.

The preservation of these texts in digital archives like Archive.org and HathiTrustis essential for modern

scholarship. They allow for a multi-dimensional analysis where medical history, economic data, and genealogical

records converge. As we look toward the future of South Asian studies, the technical methodologies pioneered by

IMS officers like Walsh provide a template for rigorous, multidisciplinary historical inquiry. The study of

Murshidabad is, ultimately, the study of the birth of modern Bengal, and through Walsh's meticulous records, we

gain the clarity needed to navigate that complex heritage.



By examining the district’s history through the lens of industrial decay, administrative restructuring, and

genealogical continuity, researchers can draw broader conclusions about the impact of colonial intervention on

indigenous systems. Murshidabad stands as a testament to the resilience of cultural identity in the face of tectonic

political shifts, a narrative that Walsh captured with the clinical precision of a surgeon and the narrative depth of a

master historian.
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