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modities has subsided. Official buy-
fore the beginning of the war in 
Korea. But the boom in these com
ing prices for some of the base-
metals have been lowered the Un i t 
ed States has announced a modified 
stock-piling arrangement. These 
developments have halted the boom 
in scarce and strategic raw mate
rials, though the feeling persists that 
the set-back is likely to be tem
porary. Indeed, continued set-back 
in these commodities is not likely as 
the rearmament drive gets going. 
A n d , it is of interest to note that 
responsible persons in Bri tain are 
advising the Government to begin 
stock-piling as a safeguard against 
future contingencies. 

O i l seeds and pepper seem to be 
exceptions to the general fall in 
strategic commodities. To argue that 
the rise in oilseeds is mainly specu
lative, is to over-sirnplify the issue. 
Speculators could not push prices 
up for long in the absence of an 
active foreign demand for Indian-
oilseeds. Despite the sharp rise in 
prices,, exports of oilseeds do not 
seem to have been materially affect
ed, though the latest decision of the 
Government to fix export quotas 
may have a salutary effect on prices. 
In retrospect, it appears that Indo
nesian competition in the world's 
pepper markets has been unduly 
played up. Neither the post-de
valuation rise in pepper prices nor 
the possibility of increased competi
t ion from Indonesia has appreciably 
affected exports of Indian pepper. 
That is why pepper prices continue 
to be steady at fairly high levels. 

Off the Record 

Assam in Distress 
WH E T H E R it is teething 

troubles or the growing pains 
of adolescence, the Eastern Hima
layas have not yet come of age. The 
unsettled state of the crust of the 
earth in Northern Assam has cost 
the people very dear indeed. The 
direct damage of the earthquake 
was probably not heavy. Probably, 
that is, because the actual extent of 
the damage is not yet known. The 
population, especially the aboriginal 
tribes, art* so scattered and some of 
the tr ibal areas are so inaccessible 
even in normal times that wi th the 
roads broken up by wide fissures 
and crevices, railway track twisted 
out of shape, bridges and culverts 
bodily removed and rivers either 
drying up or in spate, it is too early 
yet to know about land-slides that 
may have swallowed up whole v i l 
lages and large chunks of inhabited 
regions. 

The loss of lives direct from the 
earthquake many not be heavy for 
another reason, Assam is used to 
frequent earthquakes and hence 
adaptation to environment, most 
primitive of instincts, has happily 
been very actively in operation in 
these parts. Assam has developed 
in consequence an art of house 
building which gives a certain i m 
munity to these houses from such 
shocks. Thatching materials, bamboo 
and timber being plentiful, brick-
buil t houses are rare and after the 
tragic lesson of the last considerable 
earthquake in the late twenties, the 
permanent structures that have been 
raised, have invariably been of re
inforced concrete, a development 
made possible by the production of 
cement w i th in the province as it was 
before par t i t ion. 

Geologists now discount the 
theory of volcanic eruption being 
responsible for the tragedy. Geologi
cally and seismologically, Assam is 
the most unstable region in India 
as it lies along the prominent geo
logical ' f a u l t ' line along the foot 
of the Himalayas in the Northern 
Assam ranges. But it is at a safe 
distance from volcanic regions, l iv 
ing or dormant. Himalayas are the 
youngest mountains in the world 

and the elevation of a 1,600 miles 
long mountain range, 250 miles 
broad, is a heavy strain on the rocks 
which occasionally slip off under the 
strain. Some of these rocks d id slip 
off somewhere beyond the Assam 
frontier, perhaps in the Tibet-China 
border region or upper Burma, The 
epicentre was far away probably 
somewhere near the origin of the 
mighty Brahmaputra. This is i n 
ferred from the fact that the Dihang 
river which rises from South East 
Tibet and flows into the Brahma
putra was drying up immediately 
after the earthquake and later burst 
into sudden flood. Its torrential 
waters subsequently submerged the 
town of Pasighat in upper Assam. 
Either an eruption of the river bed 
or some other disturbances of the 
earth's surface damped up the Brah
maputra at places and bombers of 
the Indian A i r Force were requisi
tioned to blast up these obstructions, 
so that waters of the river may not 
be dammed up to dangerous heights 
only to break through h t e r and 
inundate the lower reaches of the 
river. 
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N o t since the great Assam earth
quake in 1897 has there been any
thing comparable to i t . Its intensity 
was greater than that of the earth
quake of Bihar of 1934, and of 
Quetta of 1934, though the loss of 
lives were much greater in the case 
of the latter two. Radiating from 
north of Assam, the shock was felt in 
many places in Bengal and Bihar 
and travelled as far as parts of Ut ta r 
Pradesh. The ful l impact of the 
shock, however, was felt only in 
Nor th Assam. Deep rumblings as if 
from inside the earth continued to 
be heard there three days after 
Assam had first felt the impact of 
the shock. A few days after the 
earthquake, the Brahmaputra near 
the town of Gauhati was having a 
freak rise—the water level being 
only five feet below the flood mark. 
Gauhati itself, however, was saved. 
The rising waters of the river turn
ed dark and pungent smelling. 
Shoals of fish trying to escape the 
sulphurous waters afforded record 
catches to the fishermen, while 
carcases of wi ld animals — ele
phants, tigers, monkeys—were also 
seen floating down the river. 

Giant uprooted trees from the 
forests of Assam were also tossed to 
and fro in the eddying waters of the 
Brahmaputra, near Gauhati. The 
Government of East Pakistan has 
commissioned a fleet of steam laun
ches to collect the timber floating 
down the lower reaches of the river 
which pass through its territory. It 
should prove a profitable haul ! 
Widespread havoc has been caused 
to the forest wealth of Assam, and 
its varied flora and fauna. The re
serve forests of Assam lying in the 
north-eastern frontier and along the 
h i l l ranges on both sides of the 
Brahmaputra, have had vast num
bers of their trees uprooted, and 
swept away. Though the extent of 
the loss of elephants, swamp deer 
and other w i l d animals in the game 
sanctuary is not yet known, it w i l l 
be difficult to replace. This was an 
unique experiment of its type to 
preserve wi ld life and Assam was 
justly proud of its game sanctuary. 

N o r t h Assam and all its leading 
towns, Dibrugarh, Jorhat and 
Lakhimpur are in shambles. The 
immediate effect of the shock was 
to render the town population 
homeless. But it is the secondary 

effects of the earthquake which 
have been far more disastrous—the 
drying up of the rivers, followed by 
flood which has taken a terrific toll 
of the cattle wealth, a very import
ant part of Assam's economy. The 
loss of human lives, though much 
more considerable than was thought 
at first, is still perhaps not heavy 
compared to the loss of cattle and 
the loss to property. The Chief 
Minister of Assam estimates that 
10,000 houses have been destroyed 
and many more damaged, rendering 
five lakh of people, out of the total 
population of 70 lakhs, homeless. 

In North Lakhimpur , the. worst 
affected area, many parts of the 
town have sunk four to five feet, and 
are now flooded by water oozing 
from fissures. The Health Minister 
of Assam reported, after touring this 
area, that 704 houses in the town 
had completely collapsed, while in 
the suburbs 40 to 60 per cent of the 
houses, and 90 per cent of the wells 
have been rendered completely use
less. In the surrounding area, he 
stated, 1800 villages had been 
affected. Jorhat, the tea town of 
Assam, was badly hi t by the tremors. 
Many of its residential buildings— 
mostly one-storied—have been des-
troyed, while the town's bazaar is 
still under water. T r a i n service here 
as practically in the whole of Upper 
Assam remains suspended as the 
railway lines have been twisted out 
of shape by the tremors. 

What has happened to these two 
towns is typical of most of the towns 
in Northern Assam. Gaping fissures 
appeared near Dibrugarh and apart 
from the heavy damage to the 
houses, two islands in midstream in 
the Brahmaputra were completely 
wiped out by the flood, leaving no 
trace of the villages on them or of 
the people and their belongings. 
Pasighat, headquarters of the Abor 
Hil ls , being threatened by the floods 
in the Dihang river, the people of 
the town had to be evacuated to 
safer areas. The river is still rising, 
and a number of Government build
ings have been washed away. 

The latest reports state that about 
20,000 to 30,000 squares miles of 
Upper Assam out of a total area of 
50,000 square miles for the state, 
have been affected by the earth
quake and flood. The overall pic
ture of the damage and the casual-

ties in the h i l l tracts w i l l not be 
available for several weeks, but it is 
known that a large number of v i l 
lages near the epicentre of the earth
quake have been completely ruined. 
It is impossible to send help or sup
plies by land. Food is therefore be
ing dropped to the marooned peo
ple by planes, and rescue parties are 
being organised in aid of the people 
isolated by the floods. The army has 
been called to help the rescue 
efforts, and mil i tary parties are 
being sent out, carrying medical 
stores, rope bridges, life buoys and 
hand pumps for drawing clean 
water. They are also equipped wi th 
wireless sets. 

The damage to granaries, paddy 
fields, roads and bridges have been 
considerable, but the worst damage 
has been to the bathans, Assam's 
cattle ranches, a characteristic fea
ture of Upper Assam. These are 
usually situated in the many chars 
or islands in the Brahmaputra and 
its tributaries. 

Of the two principal industries of 
Assam, tea and oil , the damage is 
now expected to be much smaller 
than was apprehended at first. The 
oil refineries in Digboi have not 
been affected, though some of the 
oil tanks containing one to two m i l 
lion tons of oi l were tilted by the 
tremors, and quantities of oi l over
flowed from these tanks. Temporari
ly oil supplies were curtailed in 
Gauhati and other places pending 
the restoration of rail communica
tions wi th the oi l fields which could 
luckily be done in about a week's 
time. 

Many of the tea gardens being in 
Upper Assam, the damage to the 
standing crop and factories in the 
gardens has not been inconsiderable. 
Some damage to the tea crop as 
well as several casualties has also 
been reported, but there does not 
appear to be much t ru th in the ear
lier reports that the surface soil in 
the tea gardens has been churned 
up by the tremors so badly as to 
affect the yield permanently. 

Besides the tea plantations, the 
state's food and jute crop, and 
Assam's potato plantations have 
been affected. Thousands of cattle 
are still marooned in places isolated 
by floods, and rescue is considered 
practically impossible. Villages 
which had survived the effect of the 
shocks were later going under water 
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under the rapidly mounting flood 
waters of the Dihang and the Su-
bansiri—tributaries of the Brahma
putra. 

The Ledo aerodrome—well-
known to Al l ied airmen during the 
war—as well as other landing 
grounds are cither bogged or under 
water. The damage to rail tracks, 

bridges and buildings have been so 
great that it is feared that it w i l l be 
six weeks before normal communi
cations can be restored. Wireless re
mains the only connecting link bet
ween many of the far-flung towns 
of Assam and dropping them from 
the air, the only means of reaching 
supplies. 

The Stock Exchange 

Technica l R a l l y 
Thursday, Morning 

NO T W I T H S T A N D I N G the tex
tile strike, breakdown of 

Kashmir talks, devastating earth
quake in Assam, deteriorating food 
situation and apprehensions regard
ing large deficit in the Central 
budget, which could have easily 
produced a debacle on the Stock 
Exchange, equities resisted the 
downward pressure so firmly that 
bears were quite unnerved and 
rushed to cover. Bulls were not slow 
in exploiting the situation. Finding 
the bears shaky, they lent occasional 
support to the market at all inter
mittent set-backs. W i t h sellers re
served, short covering and specula
tive support led to an all round rally 
in prices during the past week 
though the best levels could not be 
maintained due to profit-taking and 
lack of follow-up support. 

Persistently higher advices from 
Calcutta gave the lead to the Bom
bay market. Buoyancy on the Cal
cutta Stock Exchange was based 
mainly on expectations of higher 
dividend for the Steel Corporation 
of Bengal and general belief in the 
devaluation of Pakistan's currency. 
The latter, it was argued, would 
lead to resumption of normal trade 
between India and Pakistan and 
thus ensure adequate supplies of raw 
jute and cotton—essential raw mate
rials for our two major industries. 

Renewed support for Tata Steels 
was partly induced by the note of 
subdued optimism struck by M r . 
J. R. D. Tata in his address at the 
annual general meeting of the Com
pany's shareholders and in part due 
to expectations of increased output 
from August onwards as a result of 
re-functioning of a blooming mi l l 
which had been out of order during 
the past few months. Not that 
J. R. D.'s speech contained any sur-

prises for the shareholders. The 
Company's working during the last 
year had been highly satisfactory as 
was evident from the latest balance 
sheet. Because of improved labour 
conditions and better plant mainte
nance, the Company's production 
of 725,000 tons of saleable steel dur
ing 1949 was only a little below its 
existing capacity of about 750,000 
tons. An increase in its capacity to 
935,000 tons w i l l require a capital 
expenditure of about Rs, 12 crores 
in addition to Rs. 10 crores needed 
for normal replacements. The Com
pany is wi l l ing to undertake the ex
pansion only if the Government 
agree to assist in financing the pro
gramme by a long-term loan of 
about Rs. 10 crores. 

Though technical investigations 
on the Government of India pro
ject for the construction of new steel 
works have been completed, the 
project is not likely to be taken up 
in the near future because of its 
huge cost. Neither are the Govern
ment prepared to sanction the pro
posed development loan to Tatas 
unt i l the deferred shares have been 
converted into ordinary shares. 

The conversion scheme, however, 
continues to remain a headache for 
the Company. M r . J . R. D. Tata 
assured the shareholders that there 
would he no fresh issue of capital 
following the reconstruction of the 
Company's capital structure. But 
since the ratio at which deferred 
shares should be converted into 
ordinary shares could not be settled 
through negotiations among the 
shareholders among themselves, the 
Company was considering the possi
bility of referring the issue to an 
independent person of high status 
whose impart ial opinion would 
carry weight w i th the shareholders. 

It is very unlikely, however, that 
shareholders would be persuaded to 
accept arbitration on this question. 
And yet, without the reconstruction 
of its capital structure, the Company 
w i l l not get any loan from the Gov
ernment. Without such a loan, it 
cannot make any progress w i t h its 
development plans! Hence it is 
arguable that no material improve
ment in production can be expected 
in the near future. 

Another question of vital import
ance to the shareholders is the issue 
of retention prices of steel. The in 
crease of Rs. 18 per ton granted last 
year is due to lapse in May 1951, 
when the question of retention 
prices w i l l be re-examined by the 
T a r i f f Board. W i l l the Board, retain 
this increase of Rs. 18 when they 
recommended an increase of only 
Rs. 3 per ton at the time of last 
inquiry ? 

In view of the market's behaviour 
this week in the face of a number 
of disquieting developments, it is 
possible to argue that this week's 
rise indicates the end of the re
actionary phase in an upward trend. 
But it looks more like a reactionary 
rise in the recent downward trend 
which may continue for some time. 
Stock exchange operators cannot 
ignore the basic economic situation 
in the country which must ultimate
ly be reflected in lower equity 
values. If bears continue to remain 
inactive, it is only because they can
not yet get over the war psychology 
and possible implications of the re
armament programme abroad, irres
pective of developments in Korea. 

Marketwise, while steels ruled 
active and firm and recorded hand
some gains on heavy short covering 
and some speculative bul l support, 
cotton mil l shares continued to en
counter persistent selling pressure at 
all bulges due to the growing an
xiety over the strike situation. It is 
estimated that during the last fifteen 
days of the strike, the textile indus
try has already suffered a loss of 
about Rs. 5 crores from the fall in 
the production of cloth and yam. 
That apart, the question of ade
quate supply of raw cotton at rea
sonable prices continues to be a 
source, of serious anxiety for the in
dustry. 

Banks, Insurances and Electrics 
were generally out of favour during 
the week under reference. How
ever, prices kept steady due to lack 
of selling. In the Miscellaneous sec-
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