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On Colonial Ethnopolitics: Bell’s Survey and Settlement Report (1905)  

Charles A. Bell, an officer of the British Crown, played a crucial role in introducing and 

strengthening colonial rule in the Eastern Himalayas. A political agent indeed, he was also a 

guardian of British capital. Among many of his works, the Final Report on the Survey and 

Settlement of the Kalimpong Government Estate in the District of Darjeeling 1901-1903(1905) is 

a masterpiece of politics of British capital destabilizing age-old ethnic relations in Darjeeling 

hills. 

Bell’s survey and settlement is the third consecutive reports of the series relating to the 

Kalimpong Government Estate -- C. R. Marindin (1882) and Ritchie (1892) preceded Bell. 

However, above three Englishmen relied and consulted E.T.S. Johnson’s maiden revenue and 

topographical survey in Kalimpong area in 1866-67 and perniciously did their own modifications 

followed by H.C.V. Philpot in 1925. Interestingly, they were also influenced by the customary 

rules of Bengal zamindaris in the time of settlement operation suited best for their interests. 

Kalimpong has its own exclusive history markedly different from Darjeeling, the 

headquarters of colonial and post-colonial administration. Usurpation and re-usurpation by 

Bhutan, Nepal and British Crown, its native Lepcha population and their politically active 

historical role, its temperate climate, proximity to planes, different types of produces including 

famous floriculture, absence of massive plantation, brought forth uniqueness of its own. 
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Similarly indeed, ‘Darjeeling’s three hill sub-divisions are not demographically monolithic.’ (De 

2011) 

The primary concern of this explication will be the implication of this survey and 

settlement on the life of the hill people and on the contemporary and future governance of hill 

areas. Further, it is urgent to study the process of the formation of colonial hill station and the 

colonial narrative that it presented for justifying their colonial rule. Greater amount of 

elaboration and critical appreciation is required for presenting this section in a right way. This 

century old report was highly informative, dealt especially with the physical and socio-economic 

characteristics of an area strategically supra-significant and politically effervescent since 15
th

 

century -- Damsang region, as Kalimpong was known to the Lepcha bhumiputras in the past. Not 

less significant was its physical presence as an important entrepot on a historic trade-route -- the 

wool-route extending beyond Beijing. Even now, it is undoubtedly an attractive trade passage for 

politico-industrial complex of surrounding countries, China, for example. The British colonists 

were shrewd enough as it captured this region in the name of sanatorium. Further, the policies 

adopted by these people had far-reaching effects on the future of this region in particular and fate 

of India in general. Politics of diaspora Nepalese is a critical example at hand.  

It was the land of the Lepchas – Mayel-lyang (the paradise). In spite of conversion to 

Christianity and luring to mundane benefits, the majority of the Lepchas as a community had not 

been loyal to the British colonists. The colonists were also not comfortable with them. Only 

scant and sporadic references were found about the Lepchas, which was actually an instance of 

denial of the land rights of the Lepchas. The colonists counterbalanced this disloyalty by 

pampering the diaspora Nepalese to come and settle in this region as they did in other cases also. 

It was true that the British forces drove the invading Nepalese from this place to free Sikkim in 



Das 3 
 

Quest: Multidisciplinary Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences, Volume 2 Issue 2: Article No. 1 
 

the first quarter of the 19
th

 century but British policies later pampered them for infrastructure 

development and consolidation of colonial rule. The diaspora Nepalese were the most loyalist 

and safest counterforce indeed. Construction of “Gorkha martial race” was a product of this 

moment of history. In fact, it was, in a broader spectrum, the march of the colonial capital for 

marketing of produces and marketing of raw materials that unleashed after the industrial 

revolution. One should make an estimate of Bell’s report keeping in mind these terms of 

reference and grafting that changed whole socio-economic and ethnopolitical mosaic of the 

Eastern Himalayas.  

The report had seven separate parts, fifteen appendices, and glossary and maps. The part I 

of the report contained fourteen small and medium chapters. It laid down the main physical 

(irrigation rainfall, climate, etc.) and demographic features (community-wise population data) on 

the one hand and agricultural and commercial practices of the Kalimpong Government Estate on 

the other.  The part II deals with the history of survey and settlements in Kalimpong estate. Part 

III, IV, V and VI is more of a technical nature related to survey and settlement operation 

including comparative analysis of the previous reports. Appendices, especially some of them are 

really indispensible for critical analysis of the outcome of this report. So, for understanding the 

tract of Kalimpong through the administrative angle Bell did a good job.  

Kalimpong had been invaded by four successive colonial rulers since bygone days. The 

Tibetans came first and captured the land in the name of the Namgyal dynasty. The Bhutanese 

usurped the whole area of Kalimpong from Sikkim and carried out an autocratic rule over this 

land of the Lepchas.  The British colonists came third and consolidated their rule after thwarting 

the Nepali invasion in the region. However, in the process of strengthening their rule, the British 

colonists developed and nurtured a symbiotic relationship with the Nepalese. This policy shift 
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paved the way for future domination of the Nepali diaspora all over Darjeeling hills. Anyway, all 

three reports including Bell’s on Kalimpong Government Estate were pregnant with many 

missions. The primary missions were land management and revenue earning, search for an El 

Dorado trade-route and establishment of long-term military-political posts for protecting British 

colonial interests in this ‘threshold of three closed lands’.  The secondary purposes were 

civilizing mission, sanatorium, and development of hill station as a prototype of romantic 

English country home away from congestion of cities and politics of Indian plains.  

Bell used old terms and techniques of surveying land in Kalimpong. However, he 

inserted the English formality for educating his staff to get desired result in time. As the title of 

the report suggested, Bell, like his predecessors, nurtured the idea of an estate of Anglo-Saxon 

parentage, for Kalimpong region. In other words, the estate implied the ownership of the British 

rulers over a region actually owned by the Lepchas of this place. The concept of estate denotes a 

deception or logic of deception. In Hunter’s words, estate was“The management by the State of 

the landed properties of minors who are wards of Government, or adults incapacitated for the 

management of their own affairs, has been placed on a sound legal basis by Act iv (B.C.) of 

1870.”   (Hunter, 1881, p. 30)  

 

However, defining the incapacity of the minors or adults had been often vitiated by the political 

and business interests of the British rulers. The colonial rulers were habituated in encroaching 

land and properties in the name of incapacity of a person or persons. 

Kalimpong Government Estate had 49 villages but Bell was unhappy about the non-

corporate nature of these villages as these were unfit for generation of huge revenue. So, Bell and 
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his predecessors transformed villages into revenue & administrative blocks – mint and ministry 

in one entity. Each of these blocks “was treated as a mauja” as well. But Bell’s corporatism was 

ignorant about the Asian relational communion based on cultural-ritualistic ties of ethnic 

community living in the hills of Kalimpong. 

Bell could claim great credit for starting the process of marking and managing land in 

terms of modern survey and settlement methods. Before these formal practices, age-old inherited 

occupancy of land and later verbal instructions of the Sikkim Putty (the Namgyal rulers) was 

acceptable to all in Kalimpong region. Minimal pressure on land due to small number of 

population made this system workable but the absolute ownership of the king was not always 

conducive to the Lepcha and other raiyats. Delimitation and defects of the system were quite 

obvious. However, unlike the British rulers, the ownership of the raiyats was still invaluable to 

them as king’s order had remained only as terms of reference and after all a raiyat could enjoy 

ownership of his property. Eviction was unthinkable. The local Buddhist monastery was rather 

physically more authoritative for its intervention in land and its produces.  

According to Bell’s survey and settlement report, “Government is the proprietor of the 

Estate”. So, absolute ownership of land changed hands from one alien to other alien rulers – from 

the hands of the Namgyal rulers to the British colonial rulers. Since, first survey and settlement 

in 1882, the raiyat was given pattas for his holdings “and on that patta his rights were based”. It 

was indeed a great development. At least, a formal stamp was given to this land right but the 

conditions given were stifling. Although Bell agreed that raiyat was “the actual tiller of the soil”, 

he was only given lease of the land which he inherited over generations, not land right in true 

sense of the term. The lease one could hold for ten years in exchange of rent, or to say in a 

different way, obtaining “the possession and use of a place or article in exchange for rent”. But 
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any part of this land could be taken back if and when required by the government. Besides, the 

raiyat must offer free labour, as corvee in Sikkim, and must not have had any exclusive right on 

transfer of land. Bell’s report also showed that land holding pattern had been tilted to the Nepali 

migrants. Sub-tenancy was granted to the migrant Nepalese that finally secured the patta of the 

land. In many other cases, the Nepali sub-tenants in Lepcha lands managed to impose their rights 

on the land as the Lepchas did not have any disposition to fight and thwart the land loss. Bell 

gave concrete evidences of such “transfers of raiyati rights”. Such colonial land settlement policy 

had brought good fortune for the Nepalese and the number of Nepali raiyats had increased in 

short time. The land was also taken from the Lepchas again in the name of grazing reserve, tea 

plantation and forest reserve. Even, in some cases, the whole Lepcha settlement had been 

transferred to places away from town. The Imperial Gazetteer (1881) made a serious observation 

during Marindin’s time: “The Nepalese are by far the most enterprising cultivators, and special 

measures are necessary to protect the indigenous Lepchas from being ousted by them.” Bell’s 

report, though it solely blamed the mondals, only hastened the process of ousting. On the one 

hand, crystalisation and expansion of colonial interests and on the other hand urge of the migrant 

Nepalese (poor ‘low castes’ Nepalese, Newari businessmen and Brahmins and Chettris) for a 

foothold in Darjeeling hills including Kalimpong encouraged Anglo-Nepali cooperation.  

Besides land loss, environmental degradation also affected the people of Kalimpong 

estate. Since 1865, the forest cover of Kalimpong had been denuding at a great pace. Both 

British administration and new settlers were responsible for this destruction. Bell had to 

recommend for controlling such activity as it not only destroyed the hill ecosystem but also 

increased landslides to a great extent. A landslide report of 1925 pointed to the deficient role of 

the administration in rejuvenating the hill environment. I must point to another impact of such 
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polluting activities. Forest cover had a socio-economic and cultural impact on Lepcha life. It 

gave food, community life and ritual-based survival of the community. Deforestation, therefore, 

killed them culturally, morally and physically.  

Bell also used some old institutions prevalent in the hill for local administration and 

colonial maneuvering. The village mondal (headman) was one such institution. At the local level, 

a mondal was the most powerful man bridging the villagers and British officials. Every block 

had been locally administered by one mondal. Truly speaking, he was the managing agent for 

imposing the orders of those officials. He did jobs of varied nature, civil duties, policing and 

what not.  

The mondal collects rent from the raiyats according to the rent-roll and remits 

them to the Manager. His other duties are to look after the repair on the free-

labour system of the portions of roads made over to him, to construct new 

roads as required, to see that his raiyats provide coolies and provisions at 

market-rates for Government purposes, and to be an intermediary between 

the raiyats and Government as regards public order, sanitation, the protection 

of trees, the maintenance of survey and boundary marks, the care of waste 

(khas) lands in general and grazing and camping grounds in particular, the 

reporting of crimes and other important occurrences and of all transfers in his 

block.(Bell 1905) 

 

Above description of Bell suggested a new model of village headman organically linked 

to the British colonial mindset. Naturally, the ethnic identity of a mondal was of great 
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importance to the colonists. To my observation, mondal’s role was remodeled according to the 

colonial policy. A Lepcha A-thing or mondal never thought of such changes of his role, quiet 

contradictory to tribal ethos, as an agent of colonial masters. Moreover, Bell and his co-brethren 

had a general distrust to and some sorts of phobia about the Lepchas. In such a situation, the 

Nepali mondals became more suitable for such operations. The report approved that mondalship 

should go to the Nepalese gradually. Candidly speaking, the loyal Nepali mondals would be a 

good instrument of colonial surveillance. So, Bell’s logic was quite conspicuous: “As a general 

rule Nepalese are more efficient as Mondals than are Lepchas or Bhutias….And if possible, one 

should be obtained who can read and write Khaskura, since this is now the common language of 

the people.” The Khaskura was the language of migrants Nepalese. Within 35 years of 

annexation of Kalimpong area from the Bhutanese, only eight (28.57%) out of 28 mondals were 

the Lepchas. The Lepchas, once the masters of the land, became maids and gardeners in the 

British homes. In exchange of labour and loyalty, the mondals got acres of rent-free land and 

commission from the rent collected. As a result, a class of powerful elites came up in the name of 

mondal with particular ethno-partisan outlook. Ultimately, a pampering diaspora became the 

masters of Darjeeling hills. 

A great deal of research work including government gazette on the history and people of 

Kalimpong recorded high growth rate of migrant population in every decade. I should turn to 

Bell’s report for probing the question of population explosion and changing demographic pattern 

in the government estate of Kalimpong. Census reports showed steep increase of Nepali 

population in Darjeeling hill areas but the native population failed to grow at the same pace. Bell 

acknowledged, “The increase is chiefly due to the large influx of Nepalis from Eastern Nepal.”  

The British officials invited them in large number to this estate and other parts of Darjeeling 
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hills. In a recently published book, Aditi Chatterji (Aditi Chatterji 2007), observed, “Campbell 

encouraged them to reclaim forest lands and settle down…. The Nepalis, among other 

immigrants, came to this region partly enticed by the British to work on tea plantations and road 

or building construction, and partly due to the poverty of their birth places in Nepal.” (Chatterji 

2007) Not only the building of colonial infrastructure in the hills, the British officials used them 

to suppress the Indian liberation movement in the plains. There was no doubt that the British 

administration used the poverty of the Nepalese for their own design. On the other side, this 

migrant-population pressure and British colonial rule increased manifold the crises of survival of 

the Lepchas in their native place. Bell was aware that “the Lepchas are dying out” and he tried to 

reason with this outcome of the British rule either by statistical data or by the theory of Lepcha 

migration. Either way, he could not come out innocent.  

Another aspect of Bell’s observation was equally disturbing and grievous for the people 

of Darjeeling hills. Bell alike other people of his community construed hill people racially 

inferior. However, they also constructed the native communities with elements of praise and 

romanticism. Nothing of this actually contradicted their colonial venture but accelerated the 

process of fulfillment of colonial interests. The Nepalese were praised as ‘Gorkha’ “martial race” 

while the Lepchas were “the least pushing” and ‘timid’ and Limbus and Bhutias including the 

Tibetan descendent were infinitely “quarrelsome”. The history of hill skirmishes confirmed that 

the Lepchas defeated the “martial race” number of times for defending the state of Sikkim. The 

presence of the Lepchas in British Gorkha Regiment and Indian Army was and is not 

insignificant. Truly speaking, the only gentlemen-tribe in the hills was and is the Lepchas. The 

strength of the Bhutias/Tibetans also could not be questioned from any angle.  
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I should back to the land question again for analyzing two different but related issues – 

British individual or institutional (I call it European landlords and Christian mission ownership) 

occupancy of the estate land other than official one and the economic condition of the natives 

and other communities during and after Bell’s exercise. I further want to verify the spatial 

concept of “White Town” in an estate built and managed by administrators and papal authority. 

Constructing a “White Town” with cordon sanitaire was a universal feature of the Indian towns 

and cities during colonial period. Kalimpong was regarded as good-position-good-space hill 

station quite akin to English country home in Britain. However, identifying and demarcating the 

boundary of the “White Town” requires further probing. Bell or any other imperial 

administrators never talked of such invisible but aggressively existing space. Old English 

guidebooks vividly described the white town zone of Darjeeling marked with administrative and 

private buildings and houses. Later, some Indian scholars critically explained white town zone of 

Darjeeling town. (Aditi Chatterji 2007 & Nupur Das 2014) Unfortunately, until date, character of 

Kalimpong’s white town zone remained unexplained. Bell’s report spared only two paragraphs 

for such area. In fact, he invited Europeans to settle in the town. Bell proposed: 

The land reserved for European building locations carries I understand, a 

rent Rs. 100 per acre per year. I do not know why so high a rate was fixed, 

unless there are any special reasons to the contrary, would suggest that it be 

lowered considerably. The locations are divided into 2-acre plots, so that 

each plot has to pay Rs. 200 a year, or nearly Rs. 17 per month (if I am 

correct in putting the rent Rs. 100 per acre). With  such  a heavy ground-

rent these lands cannot be taken up, and as matter of fact none are occupied 

at present….The settlement of a few Europeans here, by increasing the 
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consumption and bringing money into the place, would , I think, benefit the 

raiyats. Unless, therefore, there are reasons to the contrary, I would suggest 

a rate of Rs. 30 per acre for these lands, which gives a ground-rent of Rs. 5 

per month on a 2-acre plot. (Bell 1905)  

 

The concerned higher officials were agreed to reduce rate for “twelve such locations” 

available “for the last seven years”. They also made comments that “the area of the land reserved 

for this purpose (22a. 2r. 30p.) is comparatively small”. They sincerely believed that “it would be 

for the benefit of the natives of the neighbouring blocks as providing a further market for their 

produce”. However, Bell was silent over the fate of those twelve locations. However, finally the 

white town had been created away from congested market place, especially on the two hill spurs 

and slopes along the east-west (from Delo peak to SUMI campus via Graham’s Homes school) 

and north-south (both sides of the present forest office to Durbindanra peak) alignment. These 

spatial locations with fine climatic and scenic advantages laid bare a policy that good place was 

meant for the Europeans and the rich. Some Sahib jamindars¸ and later native riches occupied 

these places if spared by the government establishment. Besides, Chatterji talked about elevation 

of land, as epiphenomenon of power, usually found in case of the “White Town”. The downtown 

of Kalimpong and the arterial road passing through was practically a bazar area, which was 

situated in the southern slope of the east-west spur. It was a business district, the “chief market in 

the Estate” in Bell’s words, was characterized by dirty-dingy lanes and of high congestion. At 

the higher elevation of the same spur, white-man’s accommodation including church 

(Macfarlane Church for instance) was found overlooking the whole town below certainly 

characterized by better environment and greenery. Most of these government establishments 
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were situated on the higher elevation of these two spurs. So, higher and lower did not mean 

topography but the relation between power that be and its subjects. Could one use Foucultian 

concept of ‘panoptic state’ as an explanation? 

In continuation of this analysis, I have been tempted to dig land distribution related 

information that showed Bell’s favour in distributing land to the Christian missions of different 

denominations. The President of the Kalimpong St. Andrew’s Colonial Homes, Rev. John 

Anderson Graham was an influential informant for the administration. Bell said, “…. I consulted 

the Rev. Mr. Graham who has considerable knowledge of the feelings of the natives of 

Kalimpong.” There were ample evidences of church-administration symbiotic relation in Bell’s 

report and other official correspondences and papal reports. Christian missions helped to spread 

and strengthen colonial rule in Kalimpong estate along with their proselytisation. So, settlement 

officers liberally distributed lands to Christian missions. Rev. Graham’s St. Andrew’s Colonial 

Homes, a school primarily meant for Anglo-Indian children, and Church of Scotland Mission to 

which he was attached, owned property of 498 (35+108+330+25) acres on lease against the rent 

of Rs. 20 only per year. Rev. D.G. Manuel of the Foreign Mission of the Young Men’s Guild of 

the Church of Scotland Mission informed us, “It will be remembered that when Dr. Graham 

thought of establishing an Industrial Centre at Nimbong, Government gave a grant of two 

hundred acres of land and an excellent bungalow.” The Church of Scotland Mission also got 

nearly 50 acres of land at Pedong. The Roman Catholic Mission owned a whole block measuring 

720+ acres named Maria Busty near Pedong besides some school lands. Interestingly, only 

Christians are allowed to settle in the block none other. Except Graham’s Homes at Kalimpong, 

other institutions were situated far away from the town. However, whatever their spatial 

locations, town or not, a thread of common practices had bound them together. The aim of these 
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practices was building enclaves, away from town or “White Town”, based on religious 

attachment but they had very close relation with the colonial administration of Kalimpong estate 

as well. I intend to call it the White Enclave, which played a serious role in inculcating religio-

cultural values among the local converts not only for Christian “harvesting” but also for ensuring 

long-life of British colonial rule in the estate including nurturing of commercial interests of the 

colonial capital.  

One should be inquisitive about the consequences of the march of colonial capital at this 

stage. By colonial capital, I mean that part of the capital, which the British colonists generated 

within the colony but used it for profit-making and siphoning of that profit to Britain. For 

example, export of wool brought huge profit to the colonists in exchange of least investment. 

Even in the estate, the cost of infrastructure-building was borne by its inhabitants in terms of tax 

and free labour. The Board of Revenue was the real manipulator of this process. Anyway, in 

Chapter XI, XII and XIII of Part I, Bell described in detail the economic conditions of people in 

the estate. Bell was confident that the people of Kalimpong estate lived a good and just life 

marked by “absence of great wealth on the one hand and of abject poverty on the other”. He 

further reported, “That there is no poverty is due to the large amount of available land, the 

constant demand for labour, and the abundant facilities for petty trade.” Indeed, the chances of 

“ample work” were there in the Kalimpong Government Estate. Indeed, the time of Bell’s report 

was the formative period of accruing profit by the colonial capital through opening of trade 

route. The Younghusband Mission to Tibet opened up great trade potential for the colonial 

capital. In fact, overland export and import of various products ranging from wool, salt, silver, 

copper, etc. to musk, blankets and mules were worth-mentioning. In case of trading with Nepal, 

Sikkim, Bhutan and plains of Bengal, mainly fruits, livestock, maize, cardamom, rice, cotton 
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yarn, tobacco, yak’s tails and piece-goods received good number of clients. For all such 

commercial activities construction of colonial infrastructure got the priority, which in turn 

created some jobs for the locals. In fact, in terms of commercial and agricultural activities 

Kalimpong became a class I trade mart in a short period. However, had it been reflected in the 

income of the inhabitants?  Truly speaking, Marwaris and other business classes including the 

Tibetans made real profit through local trading and through exports and imports. The migrants 

Nepalese were also benefited partly for spill-over effects of trading and partly for their labour for 

existence. The Lepchas could not, however, sail through certainly for their typical disposition as 

well as for arrogance of the colonial capital. The colonial capital cut off social and cultural nexus 

of the inhabitants along with weakening of economic rights, especially of the Lepchas through 

new settlement. That the Lepchas were not in good state was proved by Bell’s avoidance of the 

Lepchas in reporting the family income of the natives. He rather cited example of income of 

Nepali family for showing the good effects of commercial activities under the colonial rule.  

Besides trade and commerce, agriculture was labour intensive and more mass 

participatory process of production as usual. Bell invested much time and energy in describing 

the types of land and soil, types of rent, taxable objects, variety of major produces and their rate 

of production, cost of production/cultivation, agricultural implements and even types and number 

livestock. He was also boasting of government assistance provided to the farmers of Kalimpong 

estate but there were few more things to say about. In spite of Bell’s praise for remedial 

measures for good agricultural production some pitfalls were evident in practice. All these 

survey and settlements starting from Marindin to Philpot awfully destroyed traditional land-

holding pattern, especially for the Lepcha natives. The Nepalese who had migrated to Kalimpong 

for livelihood not only became owners of land but number of them also became mondals of the 



Das 15 
 

Quest: Multidisciplinary Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences, Volume 2 Issue 2: Article No. 1 
 

blocks. The Lepcha natives lost lands to the migrants. The data presented in the reports of Bell 

and Philpot recognized this trend. At this stage, I have been tempted to look into the extent of 

area of cultivated land owned by owners from another authentic source. While taking account of 

the land management, for a period of eighty years (1870-1950), in Darjeeling hill areas, Ashok 

Mitra found that the farmers of Kalimpong (excluding town) mainly belonged to small (owned 

below 2 acres: 23.95%) & semi-medium (owned below 4 acres: 22.61%) size classes and  

12.18% of them owned 1 acre only that was marginal size class. These three classes jointly 

owned 58.74%. So, in general, majority of them were remained below the medium size (owned 

below 10 acres) classes. In the town, picture was further bleak: 73.15% jointly owned by three 

classes and of which 32.32% farmers owned only one acre of land. Since the time of annexation 

to the dawn of Indian independence, majority of them stood in the range of marginal to medium 

farmers. And in the long run, the laws of inheritance and general apathy of the state to 

agriculture further accelerated the process of marginalisation. The result inevitably was the rise 

of landless agricultural labourers. Bell’s settlement policy was, therefore, neither welfarist nor 

sympathetic to the agriculturists of Kalimpong estate.  

As part of agricultural support service, irrigation was indispensible but the provision for 

irrigation was not up to the mark. The data Bell presented in his own report revealed that out of 

net cropped area (round about 48215.15 acres) the irrigated area (round about 5658 acres) was 

11.73% only. So far as the sources of water for irrigation were concerned, these were “streams 

and springs on the hill-side wherever found”. Very few streams and springs were found in the 

northern part of the estate. It was also a dry and rocky in many cases. As a matter of fact, for 

irrigation one had to depend on sources other than government canal, private canals, tanks or 

wells. The farmers traditionally used slit bamboo for channeling water from natural sources to 
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the fields. What then the estate administration did was a matter of question. In reality, Bell and 

his predecessors and successors did great harm to these natural sources of irrigation for years to 

come by denuding the forest cover of the estate. Its consequence was alarming. The Poona Chart, 

containing old climate records, reported that Darjeeling hill area had been affected by draught in 

year 1902-03, 1908, 1930 and 1940-41. Bell himself reported of draught in 1903.  

The colonial capital, of which Bell was an ardent servant, grew on bazaar and I found, 

many bazaars/ huts, eight in number, and its various feeders in the Kalimpong Government 

Estate. It was truly a trade-mart bustled with ponies, coolies and traders of near and faraway 

places but communication network was critically poor. In fact, trading got fillip from 

administration but activities related to cultivation and marketing were insufficient. Bell often 

talked about good market value of cardamom and maize but marketing of these produces, 

especially of the remote villages, was really difficult. There were some tracks but not roads one 

could found in the estate. The problem still exists.  Moreover, village roads, “five to six feet 

wide”, were built and maintained by free labour of inhabitants not by the estate administration in 

general. About the roads, Bell, a British settlement officer of the colonial administration, made a 

remarkable observation,”….the bulk of the roads in the subdivision, are kept by the free labour 

of the villagers, an excellent system, cheap and, if supervised, efficient, and preferred by the 

raiyats to any increase in their rent.” Does one need further clarification of this statement? 

Bell’s survey and settlement report also encouraged me to deal with few more things that 

on the one hand constituted the policy-planning of the colonial rulers and reconstructed the living 

conditions of the villagers on the other. Plantation economy was one such critical space for 

colonial profit-making. Tea and cinchona plantation was started and controlled exclusively by 

the British colonists and the people of the same blood. This huge money-making industry was 
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built by snatching land from the native Lepchas. And it created small worlds with execrable 

living conditions for its highly mixed working class. The Lepchas lost their land to plantation 

economy and except a microscopic population of the Lepchas, all of them preferred to stay away 

from the plantations. Kalimpong had very few such plantations indeed but most such land-looser 

Lepchas took shelter in Kalimpong. Bell avoided this issue in his report. However, during the 

same period, E.A. Gait noted this incident in his census report. Secondly, in spite of several 

attempts, Bell could not draw a rosy picture of life and living of the people of the Kalimpong 

government estate in his report. His ‘absence of poverty’ statements could be challenged by his 

findings on the degree of indebtedness among inhabitants of the estate. Bell had to develop 

instruments for checking the menace but failed miserably as the phenomenon persisted over the 

century. However, the officials like Bell never did relieve the people from paying taxes for land 

and livestock. On the contrary, the Deputy Commissioner was empowered to sale moveable and 

immoveable property for realizing the rent or to cancel the lease of land. Thirdly, the 

introduction of Khaskura language in land management operation had disturbing effect on the 

Lepchas. The Lepcha language (Rong-ring), not the Khaskura, was one of the official languages 

of the hills even till 1911. Such language change, or so to say, neglect of the native language 

initiated the process of language-shift and paved the way for the killing the minority Lepchas.  

I intend to conclude this analysis with an inquisition. Bell undoubtedly took a huge task 

of land management that totally changed the property-relations and demographic pattern in 

Kalimpong Government Estate. Concurrently, the Lepchas lost their home and hearth. In some 

cases, massive transportation of them from one place to remote corner of the estate occurred 

either for plantation or for colonial scheme of town planning. Bell did it in absence of any 

protest! In fact, the colonial rulers were powerful enough to crash any such act of disobedience. 
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However, it was also a hard fact that Kalimpong was a place of major concentration of the 

Lepchas and they strongly registered their protest both against the rulers of Sikkim and Bhutan in 

the past. I want to shift my attention to a piece of informal source of information for testing the 

validity of smooth sailing of the Bell’s report. Bell formally appointed two people, Sasi Bhusan 

Biswas and Kumar Palden (a Lepcha) for settlement works. Apparently, it was simply an official 

step but community background of the second person was intriguing. The Lepchas, especially of 

Buddhist religion, were never become trusted persons for government job of such a nature. Bell 

reported, “Kumar Palden, a Lepcha by race and the eldest son of the late Raja Tenduk Palger, 

was deputed to this settlement by the Commissioner’s orders and joined on the 3
rd

 September 

1902….Kumar Palden by his energy and devotion to duty has been of considerable assistance in 

the work.” Interestingly, by July 1902, the survey and khanapuri or “preliminary record-writing” 

had been completed. Everything was done in khaskura or Nepali language. Bell hinted at the 

disputes arose during this stage. Palden, a man of Lepcha royalty, might be a good conciliator for 

resolving these disputes concerning the Lepchas. The Lepcha data source also recorded that a 

Lepcha named Menchyo Kheboo Dassoom Lepcha (Simickmoo) of Bom Busty was given the 

title “Teen Sarkar” by the manager of Kalimpong government estate in 1900. He took 

responsibility of settling disputes among the Lepchas of Kalimpong by using Lepcha proverbs. 

S.T. Tamsang, a renowned Lepcha scholar, opined that perhaps this Lepcha individual was 

somehow lured by Bell to pacify the agitated Lepchas over land settlement.  

I have regarded Bell not as an individual settlement officer but as a representative of a syndicate 

of the British colonists guided by the Board of Revenue and the British Crown. So, his report 

was an integral part of the British document prepared for unhindered colonial rule and capital 

extraction. To Bell and the British Crown, the Lepchas were an expendable and discarnate 
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community. This colonial design denied language and land rights of the Lepchas and alienated 

them from their own land as the Lepcha homeland, at the end, became an estate of the British 

colonial rulers. What the report primarily intended to do was to set aside vital information about 

the ethnic belongingness of this colonial space. The Lepchas, submarginal peasants of Darjeeling 

hills, registered their protests but could not protect their homeland from slip to a diaspora at the 

insistence of the colonial rulers.  

To ease the colonial penetration, various narratives, like “dying” Lepchas, “martial race” 

Gorkhas, were created. Creating these false narratives had certain mischievous political 

strategies. In Darjeeling hills and Sikkim, the Tibetans were the toughest opponents to the British 

rulers. So, vilification of the Tibetans by them would not be surprising. Similarly, the colonial 

rulers had to acknowledge that the Lepchas were the bhumiputras of Darjeeling and Sikkim. 

Further, they were not loyal to the colonial rulers like the migrants Nepalese. So, in spite of 

certain English romanticism constructed around the Lepcha tribe, phobia about them was found 

in the correspondences of the colonial rulers. Lastly, there was one grand narrative that Britain 

and its people believed: they were the model of perfection and the “uncivilized” in the hills must 

imbibe the British culture. So, in a sense, Darjeeling hill area was the correctional home of the 

natives.  

In fact, this report was a politico-economic strategy not only to maintain and strengthen 

the shibboleth of colonial power but also to extract money, say it revenue, for making profit and 

guard colonial rule. All is done at the cost of the colonized, especially the minority Lepcha 

bhumiputras of this place. Two discernible consequences of the British colonial policy were a) 

fall the of Lepchas to a diseconomy as British officials grabbed and distributed Lepcha-land for 

infrastructure and commerce on the one hand and to the missions and migrated Nepalese colonial 
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purposes on the other and b) cornering of the Lepchas with the help of exclusivist demographic 

engineering done through uncontrolled migration of the Nepalese in Darjeeling hills. In the 

process of strengthening their rule, the British colonists developed and nurtured a symbiotic 

relationship with the Nepalese. This policy shift paved the way for future domination of the 

Nepali diaspora all over Darjeeling hills. So, Bell was one of the initiators of this ethnic 

decomposition and so also the early exponent of the “Gorkha”-land campaign. Nevertheless, 

Bell’s report gave us these invaluable evidences of ethnic outrage, which otherwise had remained 

suppressed under diaspora hegemony. 
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